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Chapter One


“The clam chowder is great,” Taylor said as casually as she could manage, despite the thump of her heart, as butterflies dive bombed in her stomach. In fact, Camille’s shellfish stew was known far and wide as the best along the Pacific Northwest coast. “I recommend the chowder bowl.”

“Chowder bowl it is, then.” Bill smiled at her. That was a good sign, wasn’t it?

Forcing a normal breath, she placed their orders with Camille Rivers, owner of The Chowder House. Camille cast Taylor that look. The encouraging one that said, Good luck, honey.

Under the table, Taylor twisted the silver bangle that was her favorite, then motioned her friend away and returned her attention to Bill, an attractive man she’d met in Nolan’s Kite Shop when they’d both reached for the same bright red dragon kite.

He’d laughed and picked another with an eagle across its face. Before she knew it, he was asking where the best lunch was to be had…and would she like to join him?

Taylor crossed her fingers behind the menu where Bill couldn’t see. Fifth try was the charm, right? Her work left little time to make easy connections. And except for that one incident in Portland when she hadn’t reacted fast enough, she took pride in being good at her job.

“What do you do, Bill?” She winced. She could have at least chosen a subject less littered with sneaky potholes.

“I own a second-hand store in Tillamook.”

“That sounds like fun.”

Could she have sounded more uptight and stilted? What was her problem? Ask her to catch the bad guys, or how to shoot straight and hit her target when circumstances warranted, and she, Taylor James, was your girl. Have a casual, fun discussion, like the confident, perky blonde amusing Gabe Adams at a table in the center of the restaurant? She may as well pack up her chowder and go home.

Her landlord and neighbor, Gabe, made dating look so easy. He knew how to hold a decent conversation when on a date. The ladies he took out would be more than happy to spend the rest of their lives with him. If he’d let them. At least that was what the town gossips said.

Bill leaned forward in his chair. “It can be fun. I love giving used furniture a second home with new owners. How about you?”

On the brink of committing dating hara-kiri, or so she’d been told by Gabe on more than one occasion, she dragged her feet answering. His date, the Chatty-Cathy next door, in her daffodil sundress and light Easter-egg blue sweater, mocked Taylor’s serviceable jeans, black tee shirt, and tied-in-a-knot tongue.

Camille brought their sourdough bread bowls filled to the brim with steaming, creamy chowder. Taylor sucked in a deep breath of warm cooked clams to calm the manic thump of her pulse.

You can do this.

It was a simple date. She had nothing to hide. Perhaps Bill wouldn’t be intimidated like the others. Scooping a spoonful of chowder, she forced her lips into a smile. “I’m Angel Point’s sheriff.”

In reality, she was chief of police. The temporary position was part of the mayor’s plan to put the town on the tourist destination map.

Bill’s snort of laughter turned strained. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope.” She sighed, hoping her lunch date wasn’t about to come to an abrupt end.

A spoonful of chowder stopped midway to his mouth. “That’s…interesting.”

From the caution creeping across her companion’s face, it didn’t seem like a good idea to admit she was also a U.S. marshal taking a self-imposed leave of absence. She swallowed soup passed the lump in her throat. “I couldn’t ask for a better place to work. Will you be coming to the kite festival in two weeks?”

His cell rang. “Could you excuse me? I have to take this.”

“Sure.”

He walked to the other end of the restaurant. Waiting for his return, Taylor caught Camille’s curious look, brows raised in question. She shrugged her shoulders then stared out the window at waves ruffled by the persistent, strong, April wind.

From where she sat, she couldn’t see Shipwreck Rock. Down the beach and out of sight, the landmark was as tall as a skyscraper and had earned its name because when the winds were high, like they were today, the jutting rock became a death trap for any boat or ship unable to avoid its hulking presence. If she were a ship, she would lay down money she was about to become the next one to meet its demise.

“I have to go. Forgot there’s an estate sale I told a customer I’d go to this afternoon.”

“What about lunch? You have to eat, right?” As an attempt at humor, her delivery was weak.

Bill wouldn’t meet her gaze. It was clear he’d already decided to cut lunch short. “We could…um, take a rain check?”

Cross date number five off. “Sure.”

She jerked her chin up with the same determination that wouldn’t let her fail seventeen and a half weeks of U.S. Marshals basic training to graduate at the top of her class. She would not apologize for who she was and what she did for a living.

“That had to be the shortest date on record, even for you.” Placing a takeout bag between them, Camille joined her at the table.

Taylor dropped her head into her hands. “What am I going to do?”

“You just need a bit more practice. Or to be a little more selective about who you date.” At thirty-nine, everything about Camille shouted saucy Irish minx, right down to the russet-red, curly hair falling past her shoulders and the sparkle in her light brown eyes. Taylor had yet to see the first friend she’d made after coming to Angel Point without a smile and kind word, or…okay, honest observation.

She lowered her hands to her lap. “I’m afraid I’ll still be practicing when I’m in my seventies.”

“You’ll get the hang of it.”

Snorting, Taylor picked up the takeout, anxious to get home before the storm brewing outside grew to match the one inside her chest. She accepted the situation for what it was, but wishing for one simple date to go, unobstructed, to an enjoyable end, appeared to be asking too much. “I guess that’s that, then.”

“You know what I think you should do?”

There it was, her friend’s scheming expression. Taylor knew Camille would share her words of so-called wisdom whether they were wanted or not.

“No, what?”

“You should date Doc Adams.” She nodded in Gabe’s direction. “Mother Nature threw out the mold when she made that man.”

Taylor resisted glancing at her landlord where he still lingered with his date, laughing at something the blonde said. “Uh…no.”

The playboy doc with the heart of gold, as Gabe was affectionately known behind his back, going out with the girl who couldn’t get a man to stay through a whole meal? A pity date? Wouldn’t that be a laugh? On her. Better they just remain friends.

“Gotta go.”

“I put an extra helping of chowder in your takeout so you can share with the doc.”

Camille had her number. Taking her friend’s chowder home and sharing it with Gabe had become standard operating procedure after one of her failed dates. This time it looked like he would be busy. “Funny lady. You spoil him too much.”

“Someone has to. Are you coming to the opening night of Our Town? You could ask Doc Adams to come along,”—Camille winked—“as your date.”

Taylor hugged her friend. “You’re such a nag, but what would I do without you?”

“Become a gun-toting old maid and wither away?”

She wiggled her fingers at Camille. “Turn that matchmaker wand in your own direction, my friend.”

“Been there. Done that. Wore the tee shirt for as long as I could. Now it’s your turn.” A sudden pensive look crossed Camille’s face as she headed to the kitchen with her stack of dishes.

Well, crap. Camille had been married for nineteen years before losing the love of her life to a sudden heart attack. And Taylor had spent most of hers either being raised by a workaholic father or working in a male-dominated field from the moment she decided the U.S. Marshals was the career she wanted.

“Not going to happen at the rate I’m going,” she whispered at the closing kitchen door. In any case, marriage wasn’t her end game. Talk about skills. That would take some she had not inherited from her MIA mother or her older sister, who’d joined the Marine Corps and left home as soon as she could put on her running shoes and escape.

Ten minutes later, Taylor parked in front of the Craftsman house Gabe owned and had converted into a duplex. She’d signed the rental agreement the day she rolled into town to take the job of temporary sheriff. Before the ink had dried on the paper, her new landlord had been very polite, but firm. He did not date his tenants. Arrogant man. But she’d appreciated his honesty since, at the time, she had troubles of her own and wasn’t looking for a temporary romantic involvement.

And, speak of the devil. Gabe parked his Jeep behind her truck.

Camille was spot on. Taylor had to admit the man had the goods. With chestnut hair, cut short, and dark brown eyes, sporting a sexy sense of humor in triplicate, the rumors had to be true. Irresistible charm, coupled with the touch-me cleft in his chin, and a light growth of beard he never quite shaved smooth, his dating card most certainly had a wait list.

Taylor resisted fanning her face. She wasn’t one of his dating bunnies, and getting in line wasn’t on her must-do list. Gabe Adams was every woman’s fantasy. Just not hers.

He frowned at the bag in her hands. The line between his dark brows smoothed into a clarity that had her teeth grinding. “Want to talk about the latest disaster?”

A startling idea braked to a halt in her head. Shoving the crazy thought into a mental locker, she shrugged. “He had to rush off to an estate sale.”

“Likely story.”

“That’s what I thought,” she muttered, giving in to his charming smile.

Wrapping an arm around her shoulder, he eased her onto the porch. “Come in and tell Doc Adams all about it.”

For a moment, she almost forgot they had a very practical, platonic friendship. It would be so easy to lean into Gabe’s comforting shoulder and stay there. She caught herself just in time.

From the moment she’d taken her first steps as a child, she’d been taught to stand on her own two feet. Her mother leaving her and her sister behind at an early age had reinforced that education.

The frisson of awareness curling her toes before she came to her senses fizzled after a brief second. Thank God. It meant nothing; only that she was a woman having a natural reaction to one more rejection in a long line of dismal dating mishaps.

Gabriel Adams was her friend. She hadn’t had many growing up with a workaholic father and brooding older sister. She couldn’t afford to screw things up because it turned out he was a nice guy and she, for an insane instant, lost sight of the fact that she wasn’t his type, nor he hers, for that matter.

Still, the idea she was doing her darnedest to ignore persisted. Nah. She couldn’t ask the man for…oh, my God—she pressed her lips together—dating lessons.

After ushering her into his side of the Craftsman, he pulled two bowls from the cupboard. “So, tell me about this date that didn’t end up with the guy stealing kisses from the prettiest sheriff in town. Does he live here? How did you meet the dude?”

Taylor ignored the sudden skip in her pulse. Gabe didn’t use the word pretty as in I-want-to-flirt-with-you, like most guys did. He thought all girls were pretty, from seconds after birth to old enough to use a cane.

“I won’t tell you his name, to protect the not-so-innocent, but he’s from Tillamook, and he likes flying kites.” Since it appeared Gabe intended to have a second lunch, she went searching for spoons and napkins. “He was nice.”

“When did you tell him you’re the sheriff?”

She rolled her eyes. Here it comes.

She knew it. Her timing had been off. “Did you hear Our Town is opening at the new theater next month? Are you planning to go?”

“I haven’t decided. Depends on my schedule.” He narrowed his gaze on her. Taylor squirmed. And not in a good way. “You told him right off the bat, didn’t you? I keep telling you to wait until the date is over before revealing you’re a law­man…woman…what­ever. Guys aren’t keen on the idea that the gal they’re dating can ticket them for racing through residential districts or bust them for being non-compliant with local business laws.”

“You think he’s a felon?” She ground her teeth. That would be a great addition to her already smeared résumé.

She could see the headline in the Angel Point Gazette now. “Taylor James, Former U.S. Marshal Turned Small Town Sheriff, Seen At The Chowder House With Notorious Criminal, Bill Danvers.” Now she was going to have to check the man for wants and warrants.

Gabe laughed. “No, I don’t. Like I said—most guys don’t like dating the local law.”

“It could happen.”

“Given your track record, maybe not so much in the small town where you work.”

“You can’t honestly be suggesting I keep my job a secret? The guys are bound to find out sooner or later.”

“Sure, but later is better. Just play it cool at first.” He placed a full bowl of chowder in front of her on the breakfast bar.

Starving, since she’d left her lunch untouched, she scooped up a spoonful but paused. She eyed Gabe. “Play it cool? I’m not sure I know how.”

For a second, the amusement in his gaze gave way to something else. “That’s where you’re wrong, Sheriff. You’re very cool.”

Her breath stalled while an itch she wouldn’t acknowledge worked its way over her skin in response to the speculative look from a guy who was her friend first, her landlord second, and a hunky man coming up a fast third.

Taylor jumped in before he could say the next thing on his mind. “You know what? I don’t want to talk about my horrible dating skills anymore. Tell me how your day went instead.”

“The usual. Pregnant women coming out of the woodwork. One birth at the hospital.” Gabe settled on the stool across from her with his chowder. “You know that dog living in the park? I almost coaxed him onto the porch this morning. I think I’ll leave food out for him and see if he’d like to make his home with us.”

Us? Dr. Gabriel Adams would make a wonderful dog owner. She, on the other hand, had never had a pet in her life. Not even when she was a child. Her father had told her often enough that staying on top of his job, hunting criminals, and taking care of his motherless girls was all the responsibility he wanted. He didn’t have time to raise a mongrel, too.

Looking back, Taylor had to agree. He’d barely made time to raise his children. When she had kids—which was a long way in the future, despite the fact that she was a little turned on by Gabe’s sexy habit of scrunching his brows together when he was thinking through a problem—she would absolutely let them have a dog.


Chapter Two


“Mom! Where are you? I can’t find—”

A gunshot shattered the silence. A silent scream lodged in Taylor’s throat as her partner sank to his knees. Blood ran like a river down one shoulder. She’d seen the gun pointing at him but couldn’t move fast enough to push Dan out of the way. The stunned disbelief flooding his brown eyes pinned her in place.

Gasping, Taylor jerked awake, fighting the blankets tangled around her feet. Temper snapped. She fumbled and cursed, tumbling from the bed into the nightstand, yelping in pain as a shiver somersaulted down her spine.

Dan’s okay. He isn’t dead. She called every week to make sure he was okay. The man was a rock star. He was already back to work.

Grateful her slow reflexes hadn’t gotten her partner killed, she ignored the beginning of the nightmare where she was lost in the dark, searching for her mother.

Stalking to the bathroom, she twisted both faucets wide open. Focusing all her concentration on the sudden rush of water, she leaned over the sink, closed her eyes and counted her blessings. She had a job she liked—even if it was only temporary—a roof over her head, and a good neighbor. The nightmare didn’t come as often as when she’d first come to Angel Point, thank goodness, but cold sweat drenched her shivering body anyway.

To stave off the nausea churning in her stomach, she splashed her face and flipped off the water. Donning her favorite shorts and running shoes, she was out the door before the wall clock in the living room stopped chiming the third hour.

Determined to outrace her demons—hell, she was running as fast as she could from them—Taylor concentrated on the slap of her shoes on the sidewalk and let the sound of the waves from the bay soothe her jagged nerves.

Yesterday’s storm had worn itself out on the rugged cliffs and beaches that made up this stretch of Oregon’s coastline. Fresh, spent rain scented the air and brought with it the small sliver of the peace she was seeking.

As she reached Warren Avenue, the main street through Angel Point’s quaint downtown, raised voices from inside the bus station broke into the small amount of calm she’d managed to recapture. She ducked inside.

“Sheriff James! Here!” Pete Bernstein, who worked the night shift at the bus station, waved her over. “She’s having a baby!”

“Who?”

“One of the passengers on the night bus.” Grabbing her arm, Pete practically dragged her into the old train station that had been renovated to accommodate buses instead of trains.

“Stand aside, folks,” she ordered the crowd blocking them from Pete’s emergency.

A path opened to a girl, who couldn’t have been much past her sixteenth birthday, sitting on a lone bench with her back to the wall. The bus schedule dangled over her head. Brown hair was pulled into a messy ponytail. Eyes the color of a stormy sky darted from face to face. Wild. Afraid.

Taylor crouched beside the girl. “What’s going on?”

“It hurts.” The young mother-to-be squeezed her eyes shut.

“Pete, call 9-1-1. Tell them to send an ambulance right away.”

“Sure thing, Sheriff.” Pete disappeared into the crowd.

The teen rocked through a contraction. When the pain ebbed, Taylor asked, “What’s your name, sweetie?”

“Daisy Jones.”

Really?

“When did the contractions start?”

Daisy wrapped thin arms around her large, swollen belly. “About an hour ago.”

“Can I touch?”

With a single jerk of her chin, the girl gave silent permission.

“How frequent are the contractions?” Taylor slid a hand over the tight stomach. The baby kicked. An unaccustomed thrill punched a hole in Taylor’s usual professional detachment.

Daisy tried to straighten, but sank back, her slight shoulders slumping as she shook her head. “Don’t know.”

“About every three to four minutes,” an older woman in the crowd spoke up.

Daisy moaned as her stomach went from firm to hard as a rock in one rolling wave. Taylor glanced at her watch to verify timing. “I’d better alert the hospital.”

“No hospital,” Daisy ground out. “Can’t pay.”

Taylor had never delivered a baby. This little one wasn’t about to be her first.

“You can’t have your baby here.”

She dialed Gabe’s number. “Where are you?” she demanded when he answered.

“At the hospital. What’s wrong?”

The sound of his voice offered the same comfort as when he’d slung his arm around her shoulders. Like yesterday, she wanted to stay there longer than was prudent. Taking a steadying breath, she said, “I’m at the bus station. I’ve got a pregnant girl in labor. Looks like she’s about to have the kid right here.”

“I can be there in ten minutes.”

The growing wail of a siren coming closer broke through the tension filling the bus station. “Wait. The ambulance sounds like it’s here.”

A heartbeat later, Joel Tanner and his team rushed in at a fast trot and started preparing Daisy for transport.

“Hold on,” Taylor told Gabe, lowering the cell from her ear to give what little information she had to Joel.

Daisy’s frightened gaze stayed on Taylor, silently pleading. “I’m coming in the ambulance with Daisy.”

“Good. I’ll meet you in labor and delivery.” There was a brief pause. “How about we get some coffee before you leave the hospital?”

Did he mean, like, a date? Taylor’s breath stilled.

Don’t be ridiculous! The man only meant they’d be two friends sitting at the same table, having coffee at the same time. They’d done it half a million times. Sometimes at her place. Sometimes his. Sometimes at Ginger’s Coffee House on the main drag.

Climbing into the back of the ambulance to perch close to Daisy, she shushed her ecstatic heartbeat. Gabe wasn’t asking her out on a date date. And she wasn’t accepting. “Sure. Okay.”

She slipped her cell into the pouch at her waist, took Daisy’s hand, and breathed with the girl through the next contraction while her pulse pumped away like she’d just finished chasing a thief across town.

Her shortness of breath had nothing to do with the thought of going on a date with her landlord. It was just that it wasn’t every day she got to hang around and see Dr. Gabe Adams strut his professional stuff as he orchestrated the miracle of a baby’s birth.

[image: *]*

What a moron!

He hadn’t meant to suggest—

Why had he made getting coffee sound like he was asking his girlfriend to meet him for a quiet, special moment? A Freudian slip? Gabe hoped not.

They were friends. Taylor was smart and funny in a self-deprecating way that made him laugh. She was feisty and sexy, though he tried not to notice that particular asset. Bottom line? He liked hanging out with his badge-wearing neighbor.

Well aware what the gossips said behind his back—they called him “the playboy doc”—Gabe could attest his dating life wasn’t as exciting as the grapevine made it sound. Taylor knew that. Didn’t she?

Blaine Holden, a nurse and The Birthplace manager, joined him at the desk. “You’ve got a girl coming?”

“By ambulance. You’re on shift early.”

“Short staffed tonight.” She shrugged. “Should I set up the table?”

“Let’s see how close we are to delivery first.”

An orderly burst through the doors across from the nurse’s station, pushing a very pregnant girl in the throes of a powerful contraction. Shouldering a backpack, Taylor followed close behind. For an insane minute, all he could see was the woman who rented the other side of his duplex.

Her long legs were bare, shorts threadbare from multiple washings. A New Orleans Jazz tee shirt clung to trim curves that would make a gunnysack look sexy. Despite the ponytail dangling from her favorite Boston Red Sox baseball cap, long sweaty tendrils of dark, mahogany hair hung loose around her neck.

A friend wouldn’t notice. At least not a friend who had nothing but a short game to play.

She’d been running again. At night. When she’d first moved in, she’d gone out every night. Not so much now. So far, he hadn’t unlocked her trust enough to convince Taylor to reveal why she’d leave her bed in the middle of the night to pound the pavement until she was exhausted. He had his own secrets, so who was he to push her into a place she didn’t want to go?

Her light blue eyes were filled with excited expectation and—

Everything around Gabe screeched to a halt. The bustle of the labor floor. The pending delivery. When Taylor smiled at him, a beaming there’s-a-new-life-coming-into-the-world grin he’d seen so many times during the course of his career, he was a goner. He felt the thrill himself, but seeing her joy? It hit him deep in the place where he banished impossible dreams.

Daisy Jones’s groan as she bent over in the wheelchair broke his momentary paralysis. He spared the nurse a quick glance. “Better hurry with that table, Blaine.”

“On it.” She disappeared down the hall and into the prep room.

Directing the orderly into an empty room, he stopped Taylor at the door. “I’m sorry, but you can’t be here.”

“I…I want her with me,” his newest patient said, her voice quivering, small. Eyes brimmed with tears and something deeper. Her fear tugged at Gabe’s heartstrings. He didn’t have it in him to deny the girl the comfort of another woman at her side during one of the most life-changing events she would go through.

Another contraction hit. Taylor hung on to the teen’s hand.

“It’s coming,” Daisy groaned.

“All right, then. We’d better move this show along. I’m Dr. Adams. I’ll be delivering your baby today.”

“Arrrhhh!”

Birth was definitely imminent. He waited for the contraction to pass, then, with Taylor’s help and an efficiency born from lots of practice, got the mother-to-be onto the bed.

Blaine bustled in with the table, a sterile cover protecting the tools of his trade. Adrenaline pulsed in Gabe’s veins. Delivering babies never got old, but with Taylor in attendance, this one took on a special quality. She stayed at Daisy’s side, watching everything they did to prep for the coming birth. That she handled it so well shouldn’t have surprised him. This couldn’t be her first birth. She was a cop. So far, all that had rattled the woman was her recent string of bad dates.

On the other side of the bed, Blaine instructed Daisy, “Breathe in and out, like this—” The nurse’s “ho, ho, he, he” blended with the young mother’s agitated attempts to mimic.

Glistening black hair came into view. Gabe got ready to play catcher. “Won’t be long now.”

He eased the baby’s head out of the birth canal. With a grunt and then scream from Daisy, the babe whooshed out along with a sudden gush of fluid into his waiting hands. His heart leapt as the slimy little squirt did her best to slip from his practiced grip. Grabbing hold of one flailing arm, he suctioned her mouth and nose and dried the dark hair and face, all before the little girl sucked in her first breath.

“Daisy, let me introduce you to your daughter.”

Taylor gasped. Gabe met her shiny gaze over Daisy’s knee. He had to look away to keep his mind on making sure the placenta came out intact, instead of pulling the sheriff into his arms so they could celebrate the miracle of birth together.

He passed the babe to Blaine, who laid the newborn in her mother’s arms, saying, “She’s beautiful. Have you picked out a name?”

“Rose,” Daisy whispered.

Taylor leaned close. “What a great name. Rose suits her. Look at those pink cheeks.”

Stripping off his gloves and soiled gown, he piled them on the scattered instruments on the table, and covered mom and daughter in the warm blankets Blaine had placed at the foot of the bed. “Is there someone you want the nurse to call?”

“No.” Daisy’s flushed face went blank. She didn’t look at him.

Alarms went off in his head. Being a new mom was hard enough, but doing it alone? Never a good start.

Thirty minutes later, after swapping scrubs for his street clothes, he’d finished updating Daisy’s chart, which had a copy of a driver’s license confirming she’d just turned eighteen. Rose was in the nursery getting her first exam. Taylor watched from the viewing window, the soft longing on her face impossible to miss.

Gabe forced his feet to move him along to Daisy’s room. He had no business looking at the sheriff as anything more than a friend and tenant who rented the other side of his duplex. There was a reason he never told anyone his secret. Emotional entanglements were not his gig.

Sitting on a rolling stool, he cast aside the tempting images of Taylor and a future that, in his case, did not come with a guarantee. “You have a sweet little girl.”

Daisy stared at her tangled fingers. “I guess so.”

“So, you live in California?”

“We…I was on my way to Coeur d’Alene when the pain started.” She sounded lost.

How did he convince the teen she wasn’t alone in the world? But then, maybe she was. Many were; which was a crime. The others he couldn’t do anything about, but this one, since she was in his hospital, he’d do what he could to help. “Do you have any family or friends here in Oregon?”

Looking at him from beneath a dark sweep of clumped lashes, she shook her head. “Do you have a big house?”

Maybe it was the stiff, distrusting set of her shoulders that made him wonder what curve balls had been thrown at the girl. It was enough, at least, to make him relax his strict rule about adhering to a doctor-patient relationship.

“Not too big, but it works for me.”

“You have to be smart to be a doctor, don’t you?”

Gabe moved aside as Blaine wheeled in the bassinet. Leaning over the baby’s crib, he brushed soft, black hair back from Rose’s sleeping face. Before he could head it off, a rare desire for a family of his own…a wife and kids…made his chest ache. “I’ll come back later today to see how you’re both doing.”

Daisy ducked her chin.

He turned back at the door, but whatever he thought he was going to say got lost in the picture of the teen leaning over her baby’s bassinet, a smile softening the sharp, gaunt angles of her face.

Taylor met him in the hall. He probably shouldn’t put off fixing his mistake any longer. Getting all hot and bothered by his neighbor was a step in the wrong direction. She deserved more from the guy in her life than the friendship that was all he had to offer.

Since there could be no date, he did what every red-blooded guy who’d backed himself into a corner did. He came up with a lame excuse for not following through with his invitation.

“I can’t leave the hospital yet, and I have a favor to ask, so let’s grab coffee in the cafeteria.”

“I have a favor of my own to ask.” She bit her lip, awakening a hunger he’d taken great pains to bury.

“Sure,” he said, more from curiosity than anything else. Or so he told himself.

They found a table overlooking a small courtyard where patients enjoyed the weather when it was nice. This time of the morning, the garden was dark, lit by the occasional garden lamp and encroaching sunrise. Wrapping both hands around his coffee cup, Gabe blew out a breath. “We’ve been good friends for a while, haven’t we?”

“Yup,” Taylor agreed. This close, the blue of her eyes was contained by a darker rim. They narrowed in well-deserved suspicion. He hadn’t meant to give her mixed signals. It’d taken a lot of hard work to wrestle order into his life. Now was not the time to take a sharp right when he should go straight down the road he’d already mapped out.

Still, he was tempted. There was so much to admire about Taylor. Her dedication to her job. How, in five short months, she’d settled into the rhythm of life in Angel Point, as if she’d lived here her whole life. Her heart was big and open, though she’d be the last to admit she was all soft and gooey on the inside.

He curled his hand into a ball, itching to pull off her cap so he could watch her dark hair cascade down her shoulders. His resolve to keep things casual between them wavered. Would a kiss…just one…confirm she tasted as good as he imagined?

Don’t be a crazy fool. “I don’t want to mess up our friendship.”

“Neither do I.”

The tension appeared to ease from her shoulders. That was good, right? He had no other choice but to keep their relationship on simple footing. “Good.”

“You said you need a favor,” Taylor reminded him.

He gulped his cooling coffee. The important thing here was making sure Daisy and her baby was safe. “Can you dig around and find out where our new mother came from? There’s a California address on her driver’s license, but I get the feeling she’s on her own. I want to make sure she has somewhere safe to go when she leaves the hospital, and if she has family, contact them to see if they’ll help.”

“I can do that.” Pushing her barely touched coffee aside, Taylor leaned on her elbow, chin propped in the palm of one hand. “The birth was incredible. I wonder what it’s like to have a baby grow in your belly.”

Gabe’s resolve stumbled. He swallowed hard at the sudden image of his baby in her growing belly. As quickly as it came, he pushed the thought aside. A miracle was the only way that would ever happen. “This couldn’t have been the first time you’ve seen a birth.”

“It was! And it was so amazing.” A sweet, captivating smile tugged him further from his resolution to avoid women who couldn’t abide by his rule of no emotional attachments.

Not that Taylor had ever indicated she wanted that kind of relationship. Never once had she cast a flutter of thick eyelashes or a full-lipped flirty smile in his direction. He was grateful.

The wistful look on her face as she’d watched the pediatrician examine Rose for the first time had been a showstopper for sure. But with his medical history, he had no business wondering if there was any possibility of more than friendship in their future. It wouldn’t be fair to saddle the sheriff with a man who didn’t have all the time in the world to give.

“You’d make a great mother.” The words were out before he could stop them.

She straightened with a sputtered laugh. “I don’t think so. My mother wasn’t a good role model. The one thing I learned from her was, if I’m ever lucky enough to have a child of my own, I’ll never walk away. No matter what the reason. You have more experience with babies in your little pinky than I’ve had my entire life.”

Who would have guessed an insecure little girl lived in Taylor’s past? As her friend, he should have known, but she would body slam him if he showed even an ampule of sympathy.

He asked, “What is it you need?” When she stared at him, her expression blank, he clarified. “The favor you mentioned.”

She suddenly stood as though her pants were on fire. “Shoot! I’m going to be late for work. Gotta go.”

As he watched her walk away, Gabe tried to remember he had no right to feel like he’d just let something important go. He’d made a life for himself that worked, and there was no question in his mind that he had to stick with the rules he’d set.

Gathering their empty cups, he left the remains of their coffee in a tall metal dish rack in the corner by the kitchen. Whether he liked it or not, he’d accomplished his mission.

His friendship with Taylor James remained intact. As it should be. But that pesky voice in his head wouldn’t be silenced.

Is that what you really want?


Chapter Three


After Taylor left, Gabe went to his clinic to catch up on paperwork before starting the portion of the day that was always his favorite part. But even in the midst of a busy patient day, he couldn’t keep his medical history from flashing through his mind like a neon sign.

Days and months of his childhood spent undergoing treatments for leukemia at Doernbecher Children’s Hospital had saved his life. He wasn’t sure why he’d never told Taylor about his illness, except that he didn’t like talking about the disease’s life-changing side effects. And he hated like hell indulging in poor-me pity parties in order to grab a girl’s attention.

Each patient he saw reminded him he was happy with the life he’d made. And he’d done the right thing by making sure his relationship with Taylor was clear. Someday one of her dates would go right and she’d find the perfect guy. One who had a whole life to live; who would love her for all her funny quirks, and who’d be able to give her children.

Whether Taylor knew it or not, he knew what that look on her face at Rose’s birth meant. She wanted kids. When her first one was born, she would thank him for not starting something he couldn’t finish.

After seeing his last patient of the day, he gathered up some of the formula and baby supplies samples left by company reps to pass on to his expecting mothers. It was the dinner hour when he returned to the hospital, carrying his loot into Daisy’s room. “How are our new mother and baby doing?”

Shoulders hunched, Daisy looked up. A clipboard with a birth certificate attached fell to her lap. Rose gurgled in her bassinet by the bed.

“These are for Rose.” He moved her barely touched dinner tray to the visitor’s chair, placed his stash on the bedside table, and scooted it over the bed so Daisy could poke through the baby gear. It wasn’t much, nor would it last long, but it was a start.

He placed a pink stuffed toy he’d picked up from the gift shop at the last minute on top of the pile of goodies. Every baby deserved a teddy bear to commemorate the day of their birth. “This is from Taylor and me.”

Ignoring the other things, Daisy hugged the bear to her chest, burying her nose in the soft, pink fur.

“Has the pediatrician been in to see Rose?”

She shrugged. “The nurse said she was here.”

“Is it okay if I take a quick peek at your daughter?”

“I guess.”

In med school, he’d wanted to be a pediatrician. Then he’d had his obstetric rotation. The miracle of helping newborns into the world changed everything, the beginning of life standing out starkly against his own prognosis of a shorter-than-average lifespan. There was no going back to making pediatrics his sole focus after that. “So where do you two go from here?”

“Idaho. Maybe. I know someone there.”

Rose kicked her feet.

“You’ll take the bus?” Gabe persisted, but Daisy didn’t respond to his questioning. He pretended not to notice. “Rose looks great.”

Wrapping the little one snug in her blanket, he turned to hand her over to her mother. Not moving an inch to take her daughter, Daisy shook her head. “She likes being in the bassinet.”

He frowned. If the new mom wasn’t going to bond with her baby, what chance did they have?

He wished he’d heard from Taylor. Had she found any information on the girl?

Pulling the rocking chair to the foot of the bed, leaving one arm free of her blanket, he cuddled Rose close to his shoulder. Tiny fingers wrapped around his with a strong grip. Who was going to protect Rose against the hard knocks ahead? “Have the nurses shown you how to breastfeed?”

“All she wants is the bottle.”

Okay. Lots of babies started life on formula. But he couldn’t shake the feeling, that if he let his newest patients walk out of the hospital without knowing they had someplace safe to go, something bad would happen to the unprepared mom and baby girl.

Rose burped. The warmth of sour formula seeped into his shirt. Daisy’s shoulders slumped further. She crossed her arms over her chest, raising an invisible barrier against his growing concern. “You’re different from other guys.”

“What do you mean?”

The teen didn’t explain. Instead, she pushed the bed table away. Gabe grabbed a spare blanket from the bassinet and cleaned up his shirt, then snuggled the now sleeping baby a little closer. “Is there anything I can do?”

“No.”

Gabe returned Rose to her bassinet. “If you need a place to stay—”

“I’m good.” Daisy picked up the clipboard from her lap. “We’re both good.”

He didn’t believe her. Taylor should be the one having this discussion with the girl. Woman to young woman, so to speak. The sheriff would have gotten to the bottom of the girl’s current situation. “Do you want to finish your dinner?”

“I’m not hungry.”

“All right, then.” He stopped at the door. “I’m going to keep you and Rose one more night, just to make sure there are no complications from the delivery.”

She didn’t look up, continuing to fill out the birth certificate. “Okay.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

When he got home, he parked next to Taylor’s truck. The smell of pepperoni and pineapple arrested his tired climb up the porch steps. Bless Taylor’s impeccable timing.

Instead of going to his place, he knocked on her door. If she would go to the hospital with him the next morning—

She greeted him still wearing her uniform. White shirt, black jeans, minus her badge and gun. The look she gave him wasn’t welcoming.

Something was troubling the sheriff. Hopefully, his ever-increasing attraction wasn’t the culprit.

Play it cool, Adams. “I smell pizza.”

“You do. Figured it was my turn to cook.” She opened the door wider in silent invitation.

Pizza was never a bad idea, and Taylor’s notion of cooking was having a pepperoni pie delivered, a good quality in a hardworking sheriff. Dinner waited on the kitchen counter, alongside plates, napkins, and two bottles of their favorite locally produced root beer.

Taylor decorated her comfortable home the same way she cooked. Functional and on the minimalist side with a nod to bright color. Plate loaded, she hunkered down in her customary spot on the couch, her stocking feet propped on the coffee table. For the space of a heartbeat, he was taken in by the sight of her toes wiggling in colorful, striped, mismatched socks. But, instead of digging into her pizza, she muted the soccer game playing on the television, then picked the pineapple off her pepperoni.

“What’s wrong?” Gabe joined her on the couch.

Her gaze slid to his. “What do you mean?”

He nodded at her pizza. “You’re not eating.”

“You’ve been a good friend.”

Uh oh. After his spiel earlier, why didn’t he like where this was going?

“I’ve never told you why I came to Angel Point.” She placed her plate on the couch.

Though her middle of the night runs hinted at something more serious, Gabe had assumed Taylor, like many others, had come to Angel Point looking for a slower pace of life.

“I was a U.S. marshal—” Delicate brows pulled together, her hands smoothed the black denim covering her long legs. “I am a U.S. marshal. Like my father and my grandfather and now my sister.” She took a deep breath. “My partner and I were on an asset seizure operation. I was too slow and careless. He got shot.”

This was serious business. “Tough break. He’s okay?”

“He made it, but it was my fault.”

Gabe found that hard to believe. You couldn’t share a love for Friday night pizza and world class soccer and not know at least something about the kind of person you shared it with, could you?

“When I saw the ad for a temporary sheriff’s job, I applied and got it.”

“Lucky for Angel Point.” He pulled his brows together. “I didn’t realize your job is temporary.”

She responded with a weak smile. A surge of desire hit him out of nowhere. It took every ounce of strength Gabe had not to reach out, tuck a wayward strand of dark hair behind her ear, and soothe away with a kiss the harsh judgment she may or may not have earned.

“That’s because I didn’t mention it. The mayor didn’t want folks to know. I’ve got until the end of next month to decide to take the permanent position.”

“Will you?”

“Frank wants me to go back to the Marshals. They won’t hold my job open forever.”

Frank. Taylor’s dad. She’d mentioned him a time or two. Gabe didn’t know the guy, but so far he wasn’t impressed. “What do you want?”

“He’s right.”

Taylor was right, too. Friends told friends the important things. He should mention his fight with cancer. And he might have done so if he wasn’t already so danged distracted.

He uncurled the fingers she’d made into a fist, flattening her hand between his palms. Big mistake. The seconds stretched out. Awareness marched through his veins as if on parade. The light shade of her eyes darkened before she managed to untangle herself from his sympathetic grip.

His body snapped to attention, and she blinked the moment away, along with the opportunity to tell her the one thing he never discussed.

She lifted her chin. “I’m just going to say this, so don’t laugh.”

“I would never laugh.” But he couldn’t help himself. He laughed anyway because Taylor on a roll was like watching Fourth of July fireworks.

She blushed a pretty pink. “I need some advice.”

He bit back a grin. She probably wasn’t asking him to play knight in shining armor to her damsel in distress. Sheriff Taylor James really hated asking for help.

Setting aside his pizza, he leaned into the cushions of the couch. “What kind of advice?”

“Dating advice.” She cleared her throat. “I have no game. Besides telling me not to reveal that I’m the local sheriff, I need you to teach me how to do it right.”

Grabbing their untouched plates, he carried them to the kitchen. “I don’t think so.”

She followed. “Why not?”

He spun to face the woman who pushed him out of his comfort zone. “I’ve got no tips. Haven’t had the time for a real date in months.”

It was a lame excuse coming from a man with a killer reputation, but it was true.

“Guys talk to one another over beer. Share what they like in a woman.”

He smothered a snort. “Women share. Men grunt. Caveman here, remember?”

She threw up her hands. “You must have some tricks up your sleeve, some hints?” She started pacing. “What do you like to talk about and do when you take a girl on a date?”

Actually, her persistence was kind of cute. If he was on a date with Taylor? He’d tell her how much he liked living in Angel Point. How he never wanted to leave. And how having a home by the ocean was soothing and made him feel like his life could stretch out into infinity, even though he knew better. He’d tell her how much he liked having her next door and how fascinated he was with her endurance as she ran along the beach. How sometimes, when his day got too crowded and overwhelming, he’d find a bench and wait, hoping she’d jog by. Then he’d bask in the sunshine of her crooked smile, tell her she was a beautiful lady. When all that was said, he’d tell her about his music gig, how every few weeks he took it on the road to visit kids fighting cancer. He’d ask her to go along.

There was so much he could say to this woman whose heart ached for a mistake that came close to taking her partner’s life, but he wouldn’t do it. He didn’t want Taylor feeling sorry—or responsible—for him if, or more likely when, the leukemia came back.

Sometimes he woke up still hearing his mom’s soft whisper, “Please, God, not my boy.” Her tears would land on his hand while she hovered over his hospital bed, tucking the blanket under his chin when she thought he was sleeping.

“Um, no. Got nothing.” He couldn’t watch a woman’s heart break like his mom’s had while cancer did everything in its power to snatch him away. “Did you find out anything about our new mother?”

Taylor stopped pacing. “Her driver’s license is legit.”

He hadn’t expected that. “Maybe I’m worrying about nothing.”

“Could be.” She leaned against the counter, crossing her slender ankles. Trouble stared at him in the form of a dark-haired, blue-eyed lawman…er, woman…making it perfectly clear she had every intention of waiting until he confessed everything.

“Will you go with me to see Daisy and Rose in the morning?”

A cocky grin spread across her face. “Sure, if you give me one piece of usable dating advice. Right now.”

“No.”

A dainty brow arched. This was why he liked Taylor so much. She was clever. Sometimes too clever for his peace of mind. And she didn’t take guff from anyone. “Is this a bribe, Sheriff?”

Eyes sparkling, she held her hands up in mock surrender. “Guilty as charged.”

He couldn’t resist. Flirting was a game he wanted to play, even though he shouldn’t. “In that case, my first piece of advice is—don’t blow your cover. Undercover cops maintain secret identities for a reason. It’s the same with dating. Keep them guessing and on the hook. Don’t reveal too much too soon. Not if you want a second date.”

Before Taylor could talk him into revealing more, he was saved by the Keith Urban ringtone indicating the hospital was calling. With his gaze locked on her questioning stare, he answered. “Dr. Adams, here.”

“Dr. Adams, this is Blaine Holden. You need to come to the hospital as soon as possible.”

“What’s the problem?”

There was a long silence, which couldn’t mean anything good.

Her intense gaze scouring his face, Taylor tugged on the band securing her hair, releasing the ponytail from its confines. She pulled the long, thick curls over one shoulder, finger combing the dark tresses. Gabe gripped the phone tighter.

“Daisy Jones is gone.”

His attention snapped to the voice coming over his cell. “Where?”

The hospital had a policy about not letting new mothers wander outside The Birthplace before discharge.

“We had an emergency C-section. No one saw her leave.”

His heart dropped. “So she went against medical advice.”

“She left Rose in my office.”

“Then she must be somewhere in the hospital.”

“No. We’ve checked everywhere.” The urgency in the nurse’s voice launched Gabe out of the kitchen.

“I’ll be there in five minutes.” Hanging up, he stared at his phone. Not all women who gave birth had instant maternal instincts or wanted to be mothers. That Daisy was one of them made him feel sick. Rose was the one who would suffer.

Taylor cleared her throat. “Daisy’s gone?”

He stopped at the door. “Looks like it. Sorry about leaving you this mess. Next time pizza’s on me.”

“You bet it is.” She grabbed her keys. “I’ll drive.”

Sheriff James appreciated crime in her town about as much as a load of trash dumped in her front yard. Now she had a missing person and an abandoned baby. Even without the emotional connection that came from holding Daisy’s hand during Rose’s birth, Gabe figured there wasn’t a chance in hell she’d let him leave her behind. Not that he wanted to, it turned out. He filled her in on what Blaine had told him as they headed outside.

“She can’t have gone far.” Taylor jogged down the porch steps.

Gabe followed. The sad part was, with the frequency of the bus schedule, Daisy could have.

When they entered Blaine’s office, Rose was asleep in her bassinet. The head nurse sat at her desk immersed in paperwork, but she looked up when she heard them enter and wasted no time getting straight to the point. “It says on Rose’s birth certificate that you’re her father.”

“What?” Gabe’s jaw locked, the muscle jerking painfully.

Blaine held out the form. “Daisy left this in Rose’s crib.”

Beside him, leaning in so she could read the parts Daisy had filled in, Taylor sucked in a breath.

“That’s not possible—” How could Daisy do such a crazy thing? He started to deny her allegation but stopped midway. The unacceptable situation he found himself in was about more than his good name or that a homeless girl had dumped her personal troubles in the middle of his well-ordered life.

Many women gave their babies away, just not often to the obstetrician who’d delivered the infant. Daisy’s claim that he was Rose’s father would start another rumor he didn’t have time to deny. It was one thing to be called a playboy doc, a title he could make light of and laugh off. It was another to be accused of fathering a secret child, something he couldn’t do anyway since the cancer treatments had ended any ability on his part to reproduce.

Giving him her baby was such a reckless thing to do. How did she know he’d be good to the child? A storm built in his chest.

“If you say you’re not this baby’s father, I’ll believe you and call social services.” Blaine’s expression was grim.

They both knew what happened to kids who ended up in the foster system. And he would bet his last dollar she didn’t want to make that call any more than he wanted her to. If he went along with Daisy’s insane assertion that he was Rose’s father, he would prevent that from happening. Maybe he could even find a nice adoptive family. One who would love and protect the little girl.

He hadn’t acted fast enough to be of any assistance to her mother, but since he was the “father,” he now had the power to do…something.

He glanced at Taylor. She looked as appalled as he felt at the possibility of Rose being given over to an unforgiving system that didn’t always work in the best interests of the children.

Well, hell.

“You both know I—” He chopped off the words. Given all the ramifications of abandoning the baby like her mother had, Gabe couldn’t deny he was Rose’s father. He handed the birth certificate back to Blaine. “Put it in the mail.”

She placed the form on the stack with the others to be sent to the state, then gathered up Rose and her few belongings. Eyes filling with an acknowledgment of the gravity of their situation, she placed the newborn in his arms.

He’d asked Daisy what he could do. This was her answer.

Grabbing the diaper bag and slinging it over her shoulder, Taylor didn’t say a word. Gabe saw the struggle on her face. Could the Marshal-turned-Sheriff live with the lie?

It wasn’t his first choice, but for Rose’s sake, he knew he could.


Chapter Four


Torn between her legal duty and the growing anger threatening to blow apart her trademark objectivity, what Taylor really wanted to do was scream and yell and shake her fists at the young mother who had abandoned her baby. Instead, hanging on by an unraveling thread, she very carefully placed the bags containing the baby’s meager belongings by the dining room table in Gabe’s side of the duplex.

It was almost midnight. It’d been a long day. Tired and made restless by feelings for the doc that had nothing to do with neighborly friendship—definitely a dangerous step in the wrong direction—she had no clue how Gabe could remain so calm.

He perched throw pillows around the sleeping baby to keep her from falling off the couch and placed the pink bear at her feet.

It was a sad truth that some women didn’t want to be mothers. Her own hadn’t, leaving her small family in Waco, Texas when Taylor was four. Two little ones, eighteen months apart, and a workaholic husband had been too much for Laney James.

Taylor could still smell the lilac perfume her mother loved, hear the loud fights Laney and Frank would get into when he got home from work, and still had rare nightmares of the day her mother kissed her goodbye while her sister, Kodie, stood back, fists stuffed in her jeans pockets.

You be a good girl, you hear? And take care of Kodie. She needs you.

Even at the tender ages of four and almost six, Taylor was not a shrinking violet, while Kodie was the more quiet and controlled sister who held in all her emotions. But Laney was wrong, just like she was wrong about leaving. Kodie didn’t need anyone. And after their mother left, being taken care of by her younger sister was the last thing she wanted.

Every investigative instinct Taylor had perfected over the years blared to life with the high pitch of a disaster warning. Houston had a problem.

“Rose isn’t your kid.”

A tempest swirled in Gabe’s dark eyes as he positioned himself between her and the baby, hands on hips, feet planted wide. Sexy as hell. “What does it matter? Her birth certificate says I am.”

At the police academy, the first stop on the long road to becoming a marshal, her only friend, Roxanne Newel, had been raised in the foster system. She hadn’t painted a pretty picture. Maybe it didn’t matter that Gabe wasn’t Rose’s bio-dad. She wouldn’t want Roxanne’s childhood for the baby girl. If that meant breaking a few rules, she would.

Gabe grabbed the diaper bag from the floor, took it to the kitchen table, and emptied its contents on the wood surface. Taylor faced him across the table. “Maybe, maybe not. But a girl can put anything she wants on a birth certificate.”

Diapers joined tiny tee shirts in a disorganized pile. “Are you going to out us?”

“Out you?” Cute. To give her hands something to do besides wring Gabe’s neck, Taylor folded and stacked the few baby clothes into a neat pile.

His lips quirked at the corners, snagging her attention as the frown eased from his face. “Turn us into the local law?”

Gathering Rose under his wing so he could protect her didn’t fit the profile of a serial-dating bachelor, but it did fit the doc. If the head nurse wasn’t going to raise the alarm, then she’d place her bet on Gabe, too. “The local law should throw you in jail and toss away the key.”

His chocolate brown eyes issuing a challenge, he leaned over the stack of baby clothes. “But she won’t.”

Their breath mingled. If she closed the remaining distance by less than an inch, they could kiss. It was a very bad idea. She whispered, “Awfully sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

He shrugged. A muscle ticked along his strong jaw. He stepped back and the moment escaped. Just as well. If he insisted on being Rose’s daddy, his life had gotten a whole lot more complicated, and their days of pizza and a soccer match on the fly were over for the foreseeable future.

Heat started in her middle and flared over her skin. His determination to protect Rose by taking her in was pretty darned hot.

Gabe stalked back to the couch to hover over the baby. “I can’t let Rose end up in the hands of people who may see her as their next paycheck.”

If he hadn’t turned to look at her right then, Taylor would have used his momentary distraction to fan away the heat born of Papa Bear guarding Baby Bear. What man risked everything to protect a stranger’s child?

He frowned, but that didn’t stop Taylor. “So, what are you going to do?”

“Find her a good home. There are several women in my practice looking to adopt.”

The room started to spin. The man had hero written all over him. Weak in the knees, she forced her feet to take her away from her generous friend and his new daughter. “I’ll leave you to it, then.”

At the door, she spun around to ask, “There’s one thing I can’t figure out.”

“What’s that?”

“Why give her to someone else? You’d be a great dad.”

Gabe went super still. “I can’t.” Before she could ask why not, he straightened and his expression turned unreadable. “Getting a kid isn’t like picking up a stray dog.”

“I didn’t mean it like—” Taylor huffed.

“She needs more than a workaholic father who’s on-call twenty-four seven.”

With that, Taylor could agree. “Okay, then. Sounds like you have the situation under control.”

Before she made it out the door, Gabe said, “I hate to ask, but I…uh…need someone to watch Rose while I make arrangements at the office for a few days off.”

Now Taylor wished he had kissed her. The fallout from a mind-numbing lip-lock would be far easier to deal with than refusing anything else he asked of her.

“Hire a nanny.”

“I don’t want to leave her with a stranger.”

Taylor fought bad guys. She didn’t have a clue about how to take care of a baby, but she couldn’t come up with a reasonable excuse that was better than a pitiful I don’t know how. And she agreed Rose was too young to be left with a sitter who would be a stranger. Since she’d been at the little girl’s birth, didn’t that make her some kind of aunt, or godmother, or something more than someone hired off the streets?

“What time do you want me here?”

“I have to leave for the office at seven.”

That didn’t give her much time to sleep. Taylor twisted the doorknob. “Six-thirty then, so you can give me the rundown.”

“Rundown?”

Taking care of one tiny baby couldn’t be any harder than chasing down bad guys or keeping peace in a small coastal town, could it? “You know, what to feed her, and if she needs a bath, do I use the sink? Things like that.” Taylor smirked at Gabe’s suddenly stiff shoulders. “I’m assuming you don’t want her eating pizza or crawling around the house in her birthday suit.”

His face as undecipherable as Shipwreck Rock, he stared at her for a long moment—and not in the good way they’d shared earlier. He didn’t need to know she was kind of serious. Better she didn’t tell him that nerves were eating up the lining of her stomach.

He put the baby powder he was still holding on the table and perched very capable hands on his hips, striking the perfect pose of a sexy man working hard not to blow a gasket at the demented lady. Taylor pressed her lips together to keep from laughing.

“First off, Rose isn’t old enough to crawl. And she takes a bottle. You know that, right?”

Giving him a wink, she yanked open the door. “Of course I do. See you in the morning.”

Inside her place, she flipped the bolt, then sagged against the hardwood door. A sigh of resignation escaped, along with her humor, as she glanced with longing at the staircase that led to her bedroom. Sleep was not on her docket tonight. It was going to be one of those all-nighters, with Google playing the part of her search engine.
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The next morning, when she knocked on Gabe’s door, all Taylor could think about was how very little sleep she’d gotten after spending hours and hours on a site called babyMed. Her mind spun with all the information she’d found. “How to Bathe Your Baby.” That was a good one. And practical. “How to be a Good Mother to Your Baby.” She’d worked very hard not to measure Laney or Daisy against what she learned. That hadn’t gone so well. Marking the article as a favorite, she’d tucked it away for future reference against the remote day when she might be someone’s mom.

The last article, “How to Keep Up Romance with a Newborn Baby in the House” left her half dreaming of Gabe. Driven by lack of sleep and more than mere friendship, in the wee hours of the morning, she’d spent too much time reading every word and following the links in the article.

She yawned as Gabe opened the door to let her in. The clouds overhead promised showers. His brow quirked. “You’re right on time.”

She stifled another yawn behind her hand. “I said I’d be here.”

“So you did.”

Caught off guard by the broad grin changing his face from good-looking to heart-stopping handsome, she almost missed the instructions he gave as he retreated into the house. “Rose is asleep on the couch. She should sleep for a while. She’s dry and had her morning bottle and bath. I’ll be back around eleven. I don’t have anyone due this week, so it shouldn’t take too long to rearrange my schedule.”

Taylor sent him a mock-innocent smile. “Don’t bring any more babies home.”

That made him pause. “Are you sure you’ll be all right with Rose?”

“We’ll be fine.” She pushed him toward the door. “Go.”

“Call me if you run into any problems.”

“I’m the sheriff. How hard can taking care of a baby be?”

“On a scale of one to ten? Twelve. There’s a bottle in the fridge. Just warm it to room temperature in a pan of heated water. She’ll be ready to eat again by ten.”

“Yikes! Twelve on a scale of one to ten?” Taylor closed the door on Gabe’s scowl and went to check on the baby. Her eyes were closed, cheeks pale pink. A cherub sleeping. Bundled in her blanket, she lay on her side. Quiet. Almost too quiet.

Taylor’s heart leapt into her throat. Rose wasn’t breathing! Just as she was about to grab the kid and give her CPR, little lips pursed into a pucker, and she made sucking noises.

Flushed with the adrenaline of being scared half to death, Taylor dropped to her knees, watching until she saw the subtle rise and fall of the little girl’s chest. If this fear was what mothers felt for their new babies, she didn’t want the job. Not even a tiny bit. To hold a child’s precious life in her hands was more frightening than facing down armed bank robbers and watching her partner go down in a spray of blood.

Her legs aching from kneeling too long, she realized how silly she must look. Shaking out the kinks, she checked the fridge to make sure the bottle Gabe promised was there. It was.

To stay busy, she put the few dishes he’d left in the sink in the dishwasher. The baby things were stacked on the sideboard. Every few minutes, she peeked at the sleeping child. When her phone rang, she quickly answered so the music wouldn’t disturb Rose.

“Taylor here.”

“Hi. Just checking in. How are you doing? Is everything okay?”

No one had worried about her since she’d run wild, almost getting herself kicked out of high school. The judge had given her two options: juvie or follow in her family’s footsteps. The long road to the Marshals suddenly had more appeal than the bad choices she was making.

“Rose is still sleeping.”

A shrill cry broke the silence.

Gabe chuckled. “Not anymore. I shouldn’t be much longer.”

“No need to hurry. We’ll be okay until you get here.” Rose’s cries elevated to the level of an emergency siren racing to the scene of a multi-car pileup. “See ya.”

Untangling the red-faced, screaming infant from her blanket, Taylor bounced Rose against her shoulder. The little girl hiccupped, quieted a little, then resumed her ear-splitting wails.

The website’s instructions had been to stay calm, check the diaper, and if all else fails feed the baby. Taylor followed each step precisely. The one piece of advice that should have done the trick—giving Rose her warmed up bottle—failed.

Worn out from all her crying, the baby pushed the nipple out of her mouth with her tongue. Taylor’s diapering skills were no match for kicking legs. The blanket didn’t fare much better. Refusing to give up, she attempted to console the bawling kid with rocking back and forth and pats on the back. Even a dancing pink bear had no effect on Rose’s high decibel level.

When Gabe got home, his little cherub had been crying for a solid forty-five minutes, and Taylor would have given serious money to know how he kept her blanket wrapped tightly so she couldn’t escape.

According to the internet the little one should be sleeping a good share of the day. Wanting to pull her hair out at her inability to soothe the newborn—Rose actually had a few strands clenched tightly in her flailing fists—Taylor was ready to join in for the chorus.

She started to hand the baby to her “dad.” The blanket came loose, of course. Rose’s chubby little legs kicked. The diaper dropped to the floor. The minute Gabe took her and said her name in a daddy tone, finally…finally the baby stopped crying at the top of her lungs. Taylor relaxed too. Two seconds later, Rose peed.

Taylor looked down and snorted out a laugh. The golden stream had scored dead center on Gabe’s foot, soaking into his favorite Converse All Stars.

“Not funny, James,” he groaned.

She tried to put a cork in it and look repentant, but she couldn’t stop the relieved belly laughs that spilled out until her stomach ached and tears ran down her face. “I. Know. But it’s just so funny.”

Settled in his arms, her bare bottom wrapped in the blanket, Rose waved her fists at Gabe and made a noise that seriously sounded like a soft snort. If Taylor didn’t know better, she would bet hard cash the little rascal was telling the doc all about the big, bad sheriff.

“I can’t believe she got your shoe. You should see the look on your face.” Taylor slapped a hand over her mouth in a doomed attempt to cage more laughter.

Gabe snuggled Rose close. “I can’t believe you didn’t diaper her properly.”

“I did mention you have more experience with babies than I do. Anyway, she wouldn’t stop crying and kicking,” Taylor defended herself between laughter, alternating with her pulse pumping danger-danger warning at the sight of Gabe playing sexy dad.

“Have you ever diapered a baby before?”

She grinned. “Before today?”

His answering smirk resurrected the butterflies in her stomach. “Instead of dating lessons, what you really need are baby lessons.”

That killed her laughter. Uh…no. She didn’t mind doing Gabe a favor, but the dating lessons were non-negotiable, and the wicked gleam in his yummy chocolate eyes would not change her mind.
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Taylor pushing Rose into his hands, her confusion and relief mixed in equal measure, was almost Gabe’s undoing. She’d hinted at not having much experience with kids. He hadn’t realized how little that experience was until his shoe squished when he walked.

Must pay closer attention.

He was in trouble. Big trouble. He liked the way she pushed his buttons. But the reminder was always there. Never would there be a convenient time to go exploring the whys and wherefores of the attraction he’d suppressed from the day she’d become his neighbor.

Though his leukemia had been in remission for over twenty years, the threat of recurrence still hung over his head like a never forgotten ax. But that didn’t excuse him from the things that needed his attention, like a baby to change, a soggy shoe to clean up, and a sheriff to educate in the ABCs of childcare.

Taylor’s amusement at his expense brought sparkles to eyes the color of a summer sky. His attempt to cool his jets with a tutorial was the best distraction he could come up with. “Lesson one. Changing the diaper.”

He carried Rose to the table, his wet sock squishing against his toes. “Can you grab a blanket, diaper, wipes, and powder?”

She delivered the required supplies, and he unwrapped Rose, wiped her down, splashed on baby powder, all the while with the curve of Taylor’s breast close to his arm as she intently studied every step. Maybe this tutorial wasn’t the best distraction after all.

He ran a list of chores waiting to be done through his mind. Clean bathroom. Sweep. Mop floors. Empty dishwasher. Do laundry. Nothing sexy there.

Rose gave a small wail.

“These diapers are big for you, aren’t they, little one?” he asked softly. “I think we can make them fit so they’ll stay on. Next time, the nice sheriff will do the honors.”

Rose kicked and waved her arms as if aiming for a high five. Taylor snorted and shifted closer. Gabe dressed the baby with practiced ease before wrapping her snugly in the flannel blanket.

“Wait. Do that again. How do you get her to stay in that thing?”

“It’s easy. Why is it you don’t know how to wrap a baby in a blanket?”

“I’ll know as soon as you show me. This time go slower.”

“Relax. I’m not going to quiz you on this stuff,” he joked. Taylor’s favorite vanilla scent made his hands unsteady as he unwrapped Rose. “Fold one corner down. Tuck an arm in the pocket. Secure this corner under her bottom, then tuck in the feet and other arm, and there you go. Snug as a bug in a rug.”

He settled the baby in Taylor’s arms before stepping away from his dear friend. His pulse resumed a normal rhythm. Kind of. “If you’ll hold her for a minute, I’ll take a quick shower.” But then he couldn’t stop talking. “Will you come to the baby store with us? She needs some essentials.”

“I don’t know. You’re kind of a needy dad.”

Dad? Um, no. “Ha ha.” The juxtaposition of the super-confident sheriff being sidelined by a helpless, defenseless infant was fascinating. “After aiming Rose at my feet so she could give me her little gift, the least you can do is help me shop.”

Smug humor turned up the corners of kissable lips. “I didn’t do it on purpose.”

“No, of course not.” It was a struggle not to join in her playfulness.

Rose started to fuss, sidelining Taylor’s grin. With clumsy movements, she juggled the baby. Helping her position Rose in the crook of her arm, he was struck again by an image of her holding her own baby.

Her children won’t be mine.

“Babies feel safest when they’re held close,” he muttered, tone gruff, unable to keep from placing a hand on Taylor’s arm. “And they love to be rocked.”

“Is that why you became a doctor? To work with babies?”

Now was the time to tell her about his long road to becoming a physician, the leukemia, and how he’d beat it into remission with the help of his family and dedicated doctors. And when the battle had been won, how worry still lurked in his mother’s eyes, even though she tried hard to hide her feelings. And how he’d decided, one day, he’d be a doctor who helped kids fighting cancer.

His recovery had been a rocky road. Then he did a rotation through labor and delivery, and the dream took on a defiant edge. If he had to live with the specter of death hanging over his head, he would bring as many lives into the world as he could before his was taken. Take that, Big Guy.

“Not exactly. Be right back.” He didn’t want to talk about the part of his life the folks in Angel Point knew nothing about. Shutting the bittersweet victory of escaping death’s grip—at least for the time being—back where he kept it hidden away, he went to take that shower.

Ten minutes later, a towel draped around his hips, Gabe wiped the steam from the mirror and stared at the image looking back at him. His mother used to say he had his dad’s stubborn chin. He didn’t see it but appreciated the comparison anyway. More than ever, he missed her like crazy and loved her for the unwavering support she’d given him.

“What are you doing?” he asked himself.

He’d built a life ruled by his commitment to his patients and the cancer kids he visited. Asking for more was pushing his luck…and…

“A pipe dream. So here’s the plan,” he said to the frowning face in the mirror. “You’re going to buy a few things for the baby. You’ll take Taylor with you, because she’s got her own problems, and it’s the right thing to do. Engage her in something that will take her mind off those troubles. After, you’re going to find a nice, suitable couple to adopt Rose. No more thinking about the sheriff as anything more than your very attractive, hard working neighbor.”

By her own admission, Taylor wasn’t sure she planned to stay in Angel Point. When she was ready, she’d want children of her own. She wouldn’t have to settle for a man who could only make her happy for the very short time he was allotted.

The canyon between his dark brows deepened. “Forget it, pal.”

Taylor was standing by the window overlooking the park across the street, rocking Rose back and forth when he joined her.

“Ready?”

She glanced up with that dreamy look she’d had while watching newborn Rose in the nursery. “Sure.”

“All right then. Let’s get loaded,” he said, a little too gruff.

“She’s sleeping. Maybe we should wait until she wakes?”

Gabe opened the door. “She’ll keep sleeping in the Jeep.”

“Are you sure?”

“She’ll be fine.” They would all be fine. As soon as he found the perfect family for his “daughter,” things could go back to normal—predictable, comfortable, where any attraction he might feel remained buried where it couldn’t cause any more trouble.

Still, admiring the way Taylor moved with a runner’s grace and confidence, he placed the new doggy bowl he’d purchased, filled to the brim with tempting food, in the corner of the porch and hoped the stray he was keeping his eye on noticed.

By the time they’d explored every aisle of The Baby Collection store, Gabe wondered if he should rethink his earlier conclusion. With an excitement that was catching, Taylor lit up every time she came across something she thought Rose must have. Tiny pink dresses with bonnets and shoes to match, little socks, onesies, tee shirts, brightly colored, footed pajamas.

On the last aisle, she squealed—yes, the Sheriff of Angel Point actually squealed—and Gabe nearly lost his grip on the reality of his future. She held a front carrier that was reversible, one side black, the other a stark contrast in pink leopard print. How could a man not appreciate a woman who wore a gun and went gaga over a pink leopard baby carrier?

“It’s so cute. And practical, too. I want to get it for her.”

It was practical; he would give her that point. “We’ll get it for her.”

That was when Gabe knew for certain, three aisles back, predictable and comfortable had flown right out the store’s long bank of front windows. Buying baby things for Rose was something a normal family would do. For a startling moment, the possibilities changed everything. Dragging in a breath became impossible as one lone thought settled without fanfare in his mind.

He could adopt Rose. Taylor’s insane suggestion finally made it across the finish line, and the solid ground on which he’d built his resolve to find the kid a good home turned to quicksand.

Without considering the ramifications, he blurted, “I had leukemia.”

“Look. I’ll make you a deal. I’ll keep babysitting Rose when you need me to, if you give me dating lessons.”

They spoke at the same time, then stared at each other. In that instant, his life changed with the clang of a steam engine dragging too many boxcars, hopping tracks while he stood in the middle of a baby store wishing like thunder he could take his last words back.

He locked his jaw. He didn’t want sympathy…or the sudden melting compassion flooding clear blue eyes that so often crinkled with unrestrained laughter when they argued over which soccer team had the goods to take the World Cup.

When he was with Taylor, he didn’t have to be “the doc.” Not that he didn’t love his job and the magic of delivering babies. But it was sometimes a relief to just be someone hanging out with a friend. Spitting out his darkest secret changed that forever. His ill-advised loose tongue had returned him to that place where he was a guy who could never run fast enough to escape his cancer.

“Forget I said that.”

“I don’t think I can,” she said softly.


Chapter Five


A whole day and into the next went by with no word from Gabe. Taylor could still hear the stark rumble in his voice when those horrifying words tumbled out, landing with a thud in the middle of the aisle at the baby store. He had leukemia. And he was as shocked as she was when that bit of news had come out of his mouth.

He had leukemia? As in…he still had the cancer? Was that where he went every Wednesday? For treatment? How had she not known he was fighting such a devastating enemy?

He’d pressed his lips together, locking in whatever else he might accidentally let escape, and she’d stupidly asked, “Do you want to talk about it?”

“No!”

Of course he didn’t. Conversation had been scant on the ride home. In part because, what did you say to someone who’d just told you the scariest news ever, then made it clear he didn’t want any offer of comfort or support, or to tell his story?

She glanced at the clock before stalking into the kitchen to start the coffee brewing. A little after nine and she hadn’t heard a peep from the man. She’d heard Rose cry a time or two through the wall that connected the duplexes, but she quieted without Gabe sending a text asking for her help.

It was clear he still wasn’t in a talking mood. There had to be something she could do besides hang around for the stubborn man to call or knock on her door. Drumming her fingers on the counter, she waited as the last drizzle of coffee spit itself out of the coffeemaker.

There was one thing she could do. Her job. Gabe hadn’t said he wanted to press charges. With his name on the birth certificate, pursuing that line of action might produce more trouble than he needed or wanted, in light of his plan to find an adopting family for Rose. And he hadn’t exactly asked her to find the missing mother. But Daisy was lost and alone. Taylor knew how that felt.

How scared had the teen been, giving birth to her child among strangers? It must have taken a lot of courage to leave her baby girl with Gabe. And Taylor understood why. So often, she’d seen him inspire people to be the best part of themselves. Including her—even while she was finding out about his condition—balancing on the ledge of indecision, weighing a choice that would change the rest of her life.

That was why they were friends. He was there. Present. Every day. It was a rare gift, his friendship.

And she agreed with Gabe. Finding Rose a good home was important. No girl should grow up without her mother. While he looked for a family for Rose, she could use the super powers she’d learned in the Marshals to find Daisy and bring her back. Too bad he wasn’t currently available for consult.

Ten minutes later, her favorite red travel cup in hand, she started the truck. Calling Gabe’s number one more time resulted in getting his voice mail again, which meant he was still screening calls.

Okay, then. “Hi. It’s Taylor. I’m heading into the office to see if I can get a lead on where Daisy might have gone. Call my cell if you need me to take Rose for a while. Or, if you need anything else—”

Taylor frowned, clamped her lips together, and hit the disconnect button with her thumb. Need me? Seriously? She was twenty-nine years old. Was she that desperate for Gabe’s attention?

Angel Point’s Sheriff’s Department was housed in the old library on the south side of town. When the town got its new modern library over by the skate park, the town council, led by Mayor Russ Kingston, elected to move the town’s three-man police force into the vacated building as part of Russ’s plan to revitalize the town into a destination place.

The town council had wanted to replace the small force with contracted police services from Seaside, but Russ stood firm, convincing them to hold off. They gave him six months to enhance the town’s visibility by remaking the local law into a new improved sheriff’s department reminiscent of the 1960s show, Mayberry RFD.

Taylor was the first sheriff to serve, taking the temporary position left open by the preceding chief of police who’d taken a better-paying job in Portland. She didn’t care about the money or that it was a temporary gig. What she’d wanted was a place to lick her wounds in private and to rethink her future. The coastal town was the perfect bolt hole.

Now, her six-month reprieve was almost up. The council, it turned out, liked having a sheriff and deputies in town. And she’d come to love Angel Point with the old library-turned-sheriff’s office. So, why was she was having such a hard time deciding if she should stay on in the permanent position, or go back to her old life?

It would be an adventure to stay. Families were moving to Angel Point. New businesses were cropping up. A bed and breakfast, The Second Chance B&B over on Elkland Road, was slated to open once renovations were done. Shop owners on Warren Avenue spruced up storefronts, giving the welcoming avenue an air of a quaint coastal village that tourists found enchanting. There had even been an article in the Angel Point Gazette about Angel Point being named one of the most romantic places on the coast and how the lighthouse was rated the seventh out of one hundred best places to kiss in Oregon. Maybe her next date should be at the lighthouse.

But first, Russ was getting antsy for a decision. So was her father, except Frank was lobbying for the other team.

Driving around the block, she parked in the postage stamp-sized parking lot specifically allotted for department employees. An ancient cedar tree, nestled shoulder to shoulder with firs, hovered over the Tudor-style brick building, protecting the sheriff’s office from the stormy coastal weather. Patches of grass lined the walkway leading to the rear entry.

Deputy Jack Penny looked up as the door clicked shut behind her. “Hi, Sheriff.”

“How are things going?”

“Quiet. Just catching up on paperwork for Stacy before heading out on patrol.”

Stacy Leland was the queen at keeping them all organized. Phone pressed to her ear, she wiggled her fingers at Taylor.

“Quiet is exactly what I need,” she said before closing herself in her office. Unwinding from her messenger bag, she hid it away in the bottom drawer of her file cabinet.

She’d printed Daisy’s picture from her driver’s license when Stacy knocked then leaned around the partially opened door. Her eyes twinkled. “You have a visitor.”

“Who is it?”

Stacy’s brows shot up and down before arching in question. “Doc Adams. And he’s got a baby.”

“Long story.” Taylor’s heart thumped. “Let him in.”

Stacy was the soul of discretion. Nobody knew how many secrets she had stowed in that photographic memory of hers, but if you wanted to know what was going on in town, the widowed mother of two ambitious boys was your gal.

“Wait.” Taylor handed Stacy the picture she’d printed. “Have you seen this girl?”

Pushing the door open, the admin assistant stepped farther into the room. Taylor could see Gabe waiting at the counter. Their gazes met over the intervening space, and an unaccountable sizzle paraded between them at the sight of her friend carrying Rose in the pink leopard front pack she’d insisted on buying. He wore it surprisingly well.

Stacy studied the picture. “I haven’t seen her. Who is she?”

“Daisy Jones. The mother of Gabe’s baby.”

Stacy rocked back on her heels. “Really?”

“Again, long story.” Taylor retrieved the picture and buttoned it into the top pocket of her uniform. “I’ll tell you about it later.”

“I’m going to hold you to that.” Stacy grinned. “You want coffee from Ginger’s?”

“Sure.” She gave a copy of Daisy’s picture to Stacy. “Tell Jack to go to the bus station to see if he can find out if Daisy took a bus when she left town. She was on her way to Idaho when Rose was born.”

Catching Gabe’s eye again, this time with nothing more than a good old nice to see you, what can I do for you? message, Taylor motioned for him to come into her office. Turning toward her desk and the rare spring sunlight shining through the side window, she vowed not to make him uncomfortable by asking all the questions stumbling over each other to get first in line in her head.

They’d had an easy-going relationship until he’d spit out that he’d had a personal, up-close encounter with the c-word. She didn’t want to lose the camaraderie that was the best thing about their friendship.

She stuffed her hands in the front pockets of the black jeans that were the sheriff’s uniform mandated by the town council and pasted an unconcerned smile on her face. “So. How’s the daddy gig going?”

He took up the whole doorway. Not for the first time, she noticed how broad his shoulders were, that his lean legs were sturdy and strong. He had presence. Took up space. Humor came easily to him. It was missing at the moment, but she’d seen him wield it with the grace of a star soccer player scoring the winning point.

At the moment, wearing his serious face, he shoved fingers through short, dark hair, spiking the ends before settling at the nape of his neck. His chocolate eyes were guarded. “You’re right. It’s not as easy as it looks, but I think we’re holding up.”

Rose slept peacefully in the front pack, Gabe’s free hand splayed across her back. The sound of the baby’s soft breathing as she snuggled close to his heartbeat shifted the sand beneath Taylor’s feet.

He cleared his throat. “I, um…I’m sorry I was abrupt with you the other day. I don’t like talking about how sick I was as a kid. I’m not sure why I even brought it up, but I don’t want you to think I’m keeping secrets from you.”

She put her desk between them. No way was she starting down a road that went nowhere. “Everyone has secrets. Whether or not you share them with friends is your call.”

His lips quirked in a barely there show of relief she wished she hadn’t seen, because it kicked her in the gut.

“Maybe it’s time to talk about it. Get it off your chest, so it’s not bottled up.” She smiled. “And so your friends don’t accidentally walk into a landmine.”

He looped both arms around Rose. “Maybe. One of these days.”

Or not, suggested his sudden return to the do-not-go-there look on his handsome face.

She swallowed the protest burning to surface. Sharing her off-time with Gabe had become more important than she realized. Did she know anyone else who liked olives on their pepperoni and pineapple pizza, who also didn’t mind sharing? There was no one. Not that having a liking for certain pizza preferences was her only consideration when deciding whether a person could be a friend or not.

For now, she wouldn’t push Gabe further than he wanted to go.

Taking the picture of Daisy from her pocket, she handed it to Gabe. “I copied this picture from her driver’s license. Jack is checking the station to see if she left on a bus. I’ll talk to folks in town to see if anyone’s seen her.”

He stared at the photo so long, Taylor started to get itchy. What he was thinking? That he was disappointed in the teen? That he didn’t want to care that she and her baby had become one more complication he didn’t need?

He gave the picture back. “Good plan, but I don’t think you’ll find her.”

She searched the face caught on the DMV camera, looking for the girl who’d carried her baby for nine months only to walk away. Why did…how could she abandon Rose? Taylor returned the photo to her pocket.

Rose made a soft mournful sound in her sleep as if in agreement with Taylor’s resigned sigh. Gabe rubbed the baby’s back in a soothing circular motion. Dang. He was so attractive snuggling the baby while she slept, offering sweet solace when she wiggled uncomfortably.

If Taylor didn’t already know he handled infants on a regular basis as part of his job, she might think he looked a little out of his element, taking responsibility for a baby who needed more from him than a guiding hand into the world.

“I was wondering if I could ask you another favor.”

“Maybe,” she said, teasing to lighten the lingering tension between them. “Depends on what you’re promising in return.”

His caution vanished almost as completely as Rose’s mother. The corners of his lips picked up. “We’ve already established I owe you some dating tips. How about if we expand that and the three of us go on a picnic to discuss your little problem?”

Little problem? That was laughable.

“Since my dating habits have clearly been documented by the growing inches on my hips from all the chowder I’ve consumed as a consolation prize and I can use your experienced input, you have my undivided attention,” she said, as if going on a picnic, just the three of them, was something they did all the time.

He gave her a long, slow look. “I think your hips are just fine.”

Taylor gulped. Since when had he started checking out her curves? Not that it mattered, but the man definitely had a way of talking to a woman. She waved a hand at the overstuffed chair that was the one change she’d made to the room since starting at the department.

Sitting at the desk, hands clasped together, she leaned forward on her elbows. “Two favors. I’m a lucky girl. What’s up, Adams?”

Easing out of the front pack, he sat in the chair, shifting Rose so the top of her head fit just beneath his chin. The baby sighed in contentment. Taylor sighed with her, secretly wishing—

Rose’s plight had moved the doc in a way she hadn’t noticed before he rescued the baby and brought her home. In the five months of their friendship, she couldn’t remember him ever getting involved. Not with the girls he dated or the babies he delivered and then turned over to their parents as soon as they’d taken their first breath. He was good at keeping himself separated. The baby snuggling against his chest was the one exception.

Did he always take a step back because of the cancer he didn’t want to talk about?

“I’m wondering if you would mind doing background checks on the prospective parents wanting to adopt Rose.”

Yanked back from the rabbit hole she was on the verge of falling into and the sweet picture of Gabe rubbing his chin across Rose’s soft black hair, Taylor straightened. What was she doing? Mooning over the playboy doc like a lovesick teenager? She’d never been lovesick. Ever. Yet, here she was acting just like those other girls he dated—getting too cozy, thinking there might be more, falling for the fantasy man and forgetting he wasn’t the slightest bit interested in permanent. It would save her a good deal of trouble if she’d keep the solitary man signs he’d prominently erected in plain sight.

Gabriel Adams, friend extraordinaire, wasn’t the only game in town. “Sure. Do you have a candidate in mind?”

“Two, actually. I have to schedule interviews, but both couples would give Rose a good home.”

“The background checks could take a couple of weeks.”

“I expected as much,” he said with a shrug that said he wasn’t in a hurry.

Her heart did a crazy double shuffle she immediately squelched.

Holy cow, girl! Back the truck up. Now!

Who was this man and what had he done with the Gabe Adams she thought she knew so well?

“Here’s your coffee, Sheriff.” Stacy’s return was just the interruption Taylor needed. She wrapped her hands around the warm cup.

She and Gabe were just friends. He wasn’t her type. Raised by a workaholic father, she didn’t need another becoming a permanent fixture in her life.

“Thanks, Stacy.”

“What a cute baby.” Stacy bent over Gabe’s arm. “Jason and I always wanted a baby girl. Can I hold her?”

Gabe hesitated. “She’s sleeping.”

Taylor stood back to watch the show. Clearly, the man was becoming more and more attached. Discovering this new, protective side of Gabe was unfortunately…too charming.

“I won’t wake her, I promise.”

No one could say no to Stacy. She wasn’t the only widow in town, but she’d lost Jason in the last days of the Iraq war, a month before he was due to come home. The loss, the funeral of a home-grown boy as he was laid to rest in the Angel Point cemetery with a four-gun salute, was still fresh in everyone’s hearts and would be for a long time.

Stacy, left to raise their boys alone, stood strong. Her courage had inspired the town council to change the name of the sports park between town and the Oregon Coast Highway to the Jason Leland Ballpark in honor of the ultimate sacrifice Jason and his family had made.

Still, she could see Gabe’s reluctance to let Stacy ease Rose from his arms. If he fell in love with a woman and was that protective—Taylor took a deep breath—that woman would be very lucky.

Stacy rocked Rose back and forth, wistful longing filling her eyes. “You’re so dang cute.”

Little hand flailing as if waving hi to the pretty lady holding her, Rose opened her eyes and stared contentedly at Stacy.

“Looks like I fibbed, didn’t I, little one?” Running a gentle finger down Rose’s cheek, Stacy directed her question at Gabe but didn’t look up to see his reaction. “I hear you’re this sweet little girl’s daddy.”

He leaned back in the chair. “That’s what it says on her birth certificate.”

Taylor blushed. She hadn’t thought the admin assistant would mention the private information she’d disclosed earlier.

Stacy caught her eye. “News travels fast. They’re talking about it at Ginger’s.”

“I’ve got to get going. She’s going to want her bottle soon.” Gabe retrieved Rose and settled her into the baby carrier.

Jack stuck his head in the door. “I’m heading out. There’s a guy here to see you, Sheriff. Says he’s your father, Frank James?”

“Looks like break time is over.” Already on the move, Stacy’s brows shot up as she spared Taylor a glance. “The plot thickens. I’ll send him back.”

Taylor covered her groan with a cough. Just what she needed. A duel with Frank about what he thought was best for his “stubborn daughter.” During his checkup call a few weeks back, he’d warned her he was coming. She’d hoped it would be later, rather than sooner.

But before he barged into her office…“I’m sorry about the gossip—”

Gabe’s look was questioning. “There’s no way the information on Rose’s birth certificate could be kept secret. It was bound to get out.”

“I just want you to know, it wasn’t me who started the rumors.”

“Of course it wasn’t.” He laid a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “Don’t worry about it, Taylor. I’m not.”

A throat cleared. “Sorry to interrupt, but your front desk gal said I should come back.”

Gabe’s hand dropped. The tingling imprint stayed on her shoulder, an attention-grabber she didn’t need.

Fighting a frown, Taylor said, “I thought you were going to call before you came.”

“Last-minute decision.”

Frank stared at Gabe. She knew that look. Best to disabuse him of any ideas he was formulating. “Dad, this is my landlord and neighbor, Dr. Gabriel Adams. Gabe, my father, Deputy Marshal Frank James.”

Frank was a bulldog when it came to going after information he wanted. And when he got the bone locked between his jaws there was no getting him to let go. Chin rising, he announced, “I’ve come to talk my little girl into coming back to the U.S. Marshals where she belongs.”

“Nice to meet you, sir.” Gabe held out his hand, which her dad was slow to take, suspicion rolling off him in armored waves. “I think the sheriff belongs here, but isn’t that Taylor’s decision to make?”

Frank sputtered at being told, even indirectly, that his daughter was capable of making her own decisions. Inside her chest, the crowd roared at the point scored, but then rolled into absolute silence when Gabe placed a kiss on her temple. “I’ll see you later. About two. My place?”

Taylor couldn’t breathe…or move. “Um, sure.”

Baffled, she watched his back as he walked out of her office, leaving the building as though it was an everyday occurrence to kiss her anywhere on her body. Said body gave a little whoop at the impossible possibilities.

Friends. Workaholic. Gabe didn’t want any other kind of relationship.

Too bad, whispered that crazy, out of bounds teenager she’d long ago left behind.

“So, is he the new guy?”

“No.” She pulled her brows together, trying to figure out what just happened but came up empty. “There’s no guy.”

“Then what was that all about?”

Taylor faced her dad. “Nothing. What are you doing here? I told you when we talked that I haven’t made up my mind. That hasn’t changed.”

Frank wrapped her in a bear hug. “Can’t a dad visit his best girl just because?”

“You never do anything just because.” Taylor gave in to her dad’s bad cop, good cop parenting style. “How long are you planning to stay?”

He let her go and sat in the chair Gabe had vacated. It was a good thing Gabe hadn’t hung around for “The James Family Show”, but unaccountably, she would have liked him to stay a bit longer. Kiss or no kiss.

“Kind of depends on how long it takes me to review the cold cases I brought to go over. I need a quiet place to study the files and see what was missed, so I decided to kill two birds with one stone, so to speak.”

“I’m not going to rush my decision just because you’re here, Frank.”

He scowled. “I wish you wouldn’t call me Frank when it’s just the two of us.”

Taylor smirked. She’d started calling her dad by his given name in her rebellious, teenage years. But it worked well, too, when they were both on duty and on the rare occasion when she wanted to get under good old Pop’s skin, which was more frequent than she should be proud of. She was supposed to have outgrown childish behavior. Apparently not.

“How’s Kodie?”

“Your sister’s moving to San Francisco. She took a job with the SOG Unit there,” he said.

She wasn’t surprised. Kodie’s background in the Marines made her a prime target for hire by the Marshals’ Special Operations Group. Yep, her sister had all the family traits. Workaholic. Loner. Defenses well established.

So now, Frank was checking on the daughter he thought had slipped off the reservation, a well-earned reputation firmly established during her angry teen years when she blamed him for chasing off the mother who should have been there for proms, PTA, and Going to College Day.

It took a while—long after a stint on the Dallas Police Force and when her marshal training was completed—before she understood Frank and Laney’s story wasn’t so simple, nor that unique. Especially for law enforcement, whose dangerous jobs weren’t always sugar plums and roses when it came to long, happy marriages. Another reason not to go there.

Leaning back in her chair, she braided her fingers in her lap. “Where are you staying?”

“Haven’t decided. Came straight here.”

“Well, there’s a bed and breakfast and several nice hotels. All are good places to stay.”

“Which do you recommend?”

Taylor caught a glimpse of Stacy on the phone. She sighed. He was family. And he’d done the best he could to raise two kids on his own. “I have a spare room you can use.”

“Are you sure, baby girl?” He would stay at the hotel without protest if she insisted.

“Yes, Dad. I’m sure.” A grin split his weathered face. Taylor tried to bury her skepticism. “Maybe it’ll be fun.”

“Of course, we’ll have fun,” he said with a laugh.

Don’t kid yourself, girl. Fun wasn’t a word she associated in any way with her father.

On the other hand, Gabe was fun, except when he was doing the testosterone challenge with her dad. If what she wanted was to gently ease back in to good friends footing with her neighbor, sharing a duplex with the two of them for the next week or two maybe wasn’t the best decision she’d ever made.


Chapter Six


He shouldn’t have kissed Taylor. And certainly not in front of her dad, of all people. Gabe wasn’t given to displays of—God, he hated to even think it—me Tarzan, you Jane. Taylor would take him down and cuff him so fast, if she knew he’d had that caveman moment. Her dad shouldn’t assume that he could just waltz into her office and announce he was there to take her back to her old life. What if she didn’t want to go?

His stomach turned queasy. What if she did?

Frank could probably make certain demands. Maybe dads did that with their daughters. Gabe didn’t know, because he didn’t have a sister, and all he knew of Frank James was that Taylor rarely mentioned the man.

His work done at the office, he turned the reins over to Seann Farrell, the locum tenens doc he’d hired to cover the practice while he was sorting out Rose’s future. His reported daughter made it easy. After he’d given the baby her bottle, she’d drifted back to sleep and stayed asleep long enough for him to finish up.

On the way home, he picked up chicken tenders and potato wedges for their picnic with Taylor. The sooner he found Rose good parents, the quicker he could stop worrying about the little tyke and the quicker he—and Taylor—could get back to the uncomplicated routine they’d established. There was only one problem with his grand scheme. Taylor was seriously considering leaving Angel Point.

Back at his duplex, frowning, he grabbed Rose’s diaper bag and plopped it on the coffee table with more force than was necessary. He thought Taylor liked living and working in the town he called home. Apparently, he was wrong.

Did she understand he was okay with the path his life had taken? That except for the predictable shortened lifespan, his scramble back to something that resembled a normal life hadn’t turned out all that bad? He was mostly content, liked having her for a neighbor, with the added benefit of pizza night when their schedules allowed. And surprisingly, he really liked that she would come to him for dating advice.

If she knew how much he liked having her around, would she stay in Angel Point?

Rose gurgled at him, waving her fists from the blanket on the floor while he got her things ready for their picnic.

“You are such a cute little snot,” he said softly, as tenderness welled up in his chest.

Was giving the baby the best life he could how a father felt? If it was, maybe he could understand why Frank wanted his daughter closer to home. Maybe.

Zipping the bag closed and leaving it by the door with the picnic basket, he hunched down next to Rose. She grabbed his finger.

Gabe grinned. “I like you, too.”

Outside his living room window, the day promised to be sunny and dry. His mind slipped to Taylor. Cute snot wasn’t the words he would use to describe the sheriff. Underneath her buttoned-up appearance, she was—

A knock on the door made him glance at the clock. As usual, the lady was punctual.

“Time to go, baby girl.” He picked up Rose and opened the door.

Taylor had changed into gray pants that hugged her long, trim legs, and a navy hoodie that snuggled against her hips. With her chin angled and hands shoved in the front pockets of her pants, Gabe couldn’t help but take a second, lingering look.

“Ready to go?” She sounded a bit ruffled, unusual for Taylor. Most of the time, she took her hits and stood her ground.

“Yup.” He studied the obstinate glint in her blue eyes. She wasn’t smiling. “Something wrong?”

She breathed in deeply, pulled her hands out of her pockets, and shook her head. “No. Not really. Just that Frank—Never mind.”

“Here, take Rose, and I’ll grab the bags.” He added her father to his mental list of topics to explore while on their outing.

Taylor was the most gung-ho woman he’d ever met. She never squeaked at the sight of spiders or bugs, just moved them outside with her usual efficiency. He’d never seen her shy away from any challenge, good or bad. Look how she’d stepped up when he’d asked for help with Rose.

But when she blinked and rubbed the palms of her hands down her pant legs before taking Rose, he suppressed a laugh. Found your Achilles’ heel, have we Sheriff?

Rose made cute baby sounds and batted at Taylor’s hair, catching a thick mahogany clump in chubby fingers. Gabe winced when the kid yanked hard.

“Ow! You little rascal.” Moisture glistened in Taylor’s eyes. She clutched Rose to her shoulder, a little too tightly from the looks of it. Rose pulled harder. “Gabe! Help!”

He extracted Taylor’s hair from Rose’s iron grip. “Ease up. You’re squeezing her too tight. How is it you’ve never taken care of babies?”

“Too wild as a teenager. Never volunteered to babysit. And we didn’t know anyone who had babies.” She pushed Rose back into his hands. “Take her for a minute.”

Of all the women he knew, and he knew a few, it was odd how she made sense to him. Shifting the baby so he held her like a football, he stood back, fascinated as she took a band from her wrist. With quick moves that spoke of lots of practice, she pulled all that long, dark, glorious hair into a messy bun.

His mouth turned dry.

“That should keep my hair out of reach. Give her back.”

Gabe decided not to mention that even the wisps framing her sweet face were fair game to a baby who hadn’t yet acquired control over her fine motor skills.

Taylor studied how he cradled Rose, the dubious look in her eyes riveting. “Is that how you hold her?”

“It’s one way.” He cleared his throat and handed the baby over. “You were telling me why you and babies don’t mix?”

She shot him a stern look meant to put him in his place, he was sure. All it did was put his pulse on alert at the starting line, ready to sprint at the slightest provocation. With the vanilla scent she favored attacking his determination to play the hand he’d been dealt, his plan to go back to the life he had before Rose showed up took a hard hit.

“We mix. Kind of.” Taylor walked out the door with Rose. “It’s just that being a marshal doesn’t leave time for hanging out with little humans.”

“Do you even know anyone who has kids?” Grabbing the baby bag and picnic basket, he locked up.

“You.”

That stopped him in his tracks. Other people had kids. He was just minding the store until he could find Rose a good family. Keeping her was a faraway fantasy. One he couldn’t indulge. Even if he had grown fond of the tiny girl over the last few days, what kind of father would he be knowing there was a strong possibility he wouldn’t be at her graduation, at her wedding to give her away, or at the birth of her own babies?

“And Stacy. She has kids.” Taylor snapped Rose’s carrier into the car seat and buckled her in.

Stowing the bags in the back, he got behind the wheel. “So, never a babysitter?”

“Nope.” She faced him. “What’s your point?”

“My point is, it’s going to be fun teaching the very accomplished Sheriff of Angel Point about babies.” Grinning, he started the engine.

For the first time since he’d gotten the call from Blaine, he could see the humorous side of his situation. On television, where every scenario that could be made up had been, would the strange circumstances in which he found himself be believable enough to write a sitcom about?

Obstetrician is named the father of a stranger’s baby. Who does he turn to? The town sheriff, who knows nothing about taking care of babies and little of making it through the challenges of a successful date.

“So, where are we going?”

“I thought we’d have our picnic at Ecola State Park.”

She kept her gaze averted, plucking at the pocket of her hoodie. “Is this a pity date?”

Rose might need him, but after meeting Frank, Gabe wondered if Taylor needed him more.

“Heck no. We are two friends and a baby having a simple picnic in the park. Nothing special about it, except I’m going to teach you some baby basics, and you’ll tell me why your dad has come to rescue you from Angel Point.”

That brought her gaze up. He could feel the brush of her considerable concentration on his face and almost hear the click clack of her mind rolling through excuses not to talk about her parent.

Gabe couldn’t blame her. He didn’t want to talk about his parents either. He’d never been able to talk about the role he’d played in his mother’s death, not even with his father. The problem was, while he assured Taylor there was nothing special about hanging out with her and Rose at the park, deep inside, where he kept the truth hidden, he wished, just a little, it could turn into something special.
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“Your turn.” Taylor heard the words, but they didn’t give her confidence. “These diapers fit better, so you shouldn’t have any trouble getting them to stay on.”

The sunny day had turned unusually warm, so Gabe had Rose out of her blanket, onesie unsnapped, legs kicking.

“Ha ha.” He’d gotten the baby ready for her diaper change, but driven by the smell of deep fried chicken and potato wedges—she hadn’t had breakfast—and perhaps more important, a desire to put distance between her and the man threatening her already wobbly world, she foraged in the food basket. It would be too much if Gabe simply felt sorry for the lady who rented the other side of his duplex.

“Come on. You can do this.”

She made a face then popped a jo-jo in her mouth. “Okay.”

Hand on Rose’s stomach, he watched, brows arched, lips quirked in amusement. Hopefully, that’s all it was.

“Don’t let me rush you.”

Wiping her hands on a napkin, she walked on her knees across the blanket he’d spread on a square of green grass under a towering Sitka spruce.

“Okay, give it to me.” The unintentionally provocative words were barely out of her mouth before Taylor’s gaze shot to Gabe. A hot flush spread across her cheekbones. She gave a feeble laugh. “You know what I mean. Do your teaching thing. The sooner I learn this stuff, the sooner I get dating wisdom.”

He shook his head, moving aside to give her room. “With lines like that, I’m shocked guys aren’t flocking for second dates.”

“Very funny.” Baby duty was absolutely easier with the right tools. The diaper fit like a glove. She snapped the onesie in place, captured a runaway sock and put it back on a kicking bare foot.

“Good job, Sheriff.” Gracing her with a smile, Gabe lifted Rose to his shoulder. The warmth spiraling in her belly was better than receiving her marshals’ star when she’d completed her training. That had also been one of the rare times Frank had taken the time to be in attendance.

As if he could read her mind, Gabe continued, “So, your dad has come for a visit?”

A discussion about Frank was not on the agenda. Loading food on a paper plate, she left it on the blanket beside Gabe. “Is that all you got?”

He laughed. “You have to learn to make small talk if you want your dates to be more successful.”

Retrieving Rose’s pre-made bottle from the diaper bag, he settled the baby in the crook of his arm and rubbed the nipple against her lips. She greedily latched on.

“I make small talk,” Taylor defended herself. “Is that what you do on a date? Blab things that aren’t what you want to talk about?”

Like you have…had leukemia? The unspoken words hung between them. She could have dived into the molten brown of his eyes but would have splatted against the wall he erected in place of his previous teasing.

He dropped his gaze to Rose. “Not really.”

“Not your best advice then.”

An appreciative grin spread slowly across his face. “Guess not.”

“I’ll let you off the hook this time, but, next time, do better,” she advised tongue in cheek.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Taylor tamped down on the bubble of laughter threatening to escape. “Frank came to Angel Point because there’s been a James in the U.S. Marshals Service since George Washington appointed the original thirteen in 1789. My great, great whatever, Henry James was the first.”

“Your dad was proud of you when you became a marshal.” It was an observation not a question.

Rose’s eyes drooped. Sucking on her bottle slowed as she dropped off to sleep. Gabe popped the nipple loose, raised the baby to his shoulder, gently patting until she burped.

“I guess. Mostly he was glad I didn’t land in juvenile detention.”

“You don’t strike me as a girl who’d enjoy wearing jailbird orange.”

She shrugged. “Too true, but it took a long time to figure that out. My teen years weren’t my finest. Can I hold her?”

Gabe eased Rose into her arms. Given that she had no plans to have kids of her own—at least not in the foreseeable future—it shouldn’t feel like her team had just finished first in the world soccer league.

Leaning back on his hands, his probing gaze stayed on her face, making Taylor warmer than the spring day warranted. “So, you became a model citizen and joined the Marshals?”

Gently, she pushed Rose’s straight black hair off her forehead. The baby girl pursed her lips, sucking an invisible bottle in her sleep.

“I’m guessing my juvenile delinquency isn’t the small talk you’re suggesting I have with my dates?”

“Probably not, which is a shame. You’d be an interesting date, Sheriff.”

The air became supercharged with a spark that was new for Taylor. It left her breathless and at a loss for that small talk Gabe had suggested. So that was how the playboy doc got his dates to come back for more.

Holy moly. How could a woman not be attracted to a man who made her feel like there was no one else in the world when she had his undivided attention? Why had she not noticed that particular gift earlier? She cleared her throat. “I’ll bet you say that to all the girls.”

“Not a chance,” he said.

Rose pulled up her legs and scrunched her face. Taylor rubbed the baby girl’s back like Gabe had, settling her back to sleep. The wistful look on his face as he watched wrung her heartstrings.

Never considering herself a damsel in distress, she hadn’t needed her very own knight. Half of her mourned that she hadn’t allowed anyone to catch her when she fell. The other half raised her chin and did a high five that she could pick herself back up and move on. It was just as well. She’d stopped believing in fairy tale princesses and their shining knights long before she went from pigtails to wearing her long hair hanging free down her back.

“Are you doing anything Wednesday?”

Her gaze snapped from Rose and her own dubious childhood to Gabe. “My day off, why?”

“I promised some folks I’d run up to Portland to see them, and I’ll need help with Rose.”

“Do you want me to watch her at my place while you’re gone?”

He studied her for a long moment. Birds chattered. She could smell sea salt in the air and felt a small breeze skip across her arms while he seemed to be making up his mind. “I was wondering if you want to come with us. We could stop at the zoo after. If you’re interested.”

Much to her chagrin, these days when it came to Dr. Gabriel Adams, she was always interested. “Another date?”

“Just two friends—”

“I know. Riding in the same car on their way to the big city,” she finished.

“Something like that,” he agreed, finally getting on board with their game.

“Don’t get any dumb ideas,” she warned. “I don’t need a sympathy vote.” That should ensure he’d gotten her message.

“Wouldn’t dare. Cross my heart.” He took Rose from her without waking the baby, propped her on her side with a blanket at her back.

“You’re a brat, you know that?”

His amusement disappeared. “I haven’t been a brat since I was seven.”

She’d clearly said the wrong thing. “Gabe, I’m sorry—”

“So, Wednesday. Want to come?”

If he expected her to come up with an excuse not to tag along, he would be disappointed. She had more questions than ever, not that she intended to ask, but maybe on the long ride he’d volunteer answers. “I haven’t been to Portland in a while. Sounds like fun. What time do you want to leave?”

“Early. Eight?”

“I’ll be ready.”

The next few days passed in a blink. Between showing Daisy’s picture around town to see if anyone had seen the girl—no luck there—and getting Frank set up in her spare room, she spent most of the time avoiding the subject uppermost on her father’s mind.

Still, her questions wouldn’t go away, making her dating problems seem minuscule in comparison. Had Gabe been cured of his leukemia? Was there such a thing? Why was he so reluctant to talk about it? Would he kick her out of the car and abandon her alongside the long, empty highway to Portland if she couldn’t keep her worry from slipping out of her mouth?

At the end of Tuesday, she cleaned off her desk, ready to call it quits. Stacy handed her an iced coffee before taking hers to the comfy chair and making herself at home. “I believe you promised a long story about a certain single doctor and his surprise baby.”

Taylor wrapped her hands around the cold plastic cup, took a long, grateful gulp of the double-shot, caffeine laced drink. She could use the boost. “I’m surprised the story hasn’t made the rounds yet.”

“It has, but I’m dying to hear your version.”

When Taylor finished spilling everything except the one detail Gabe didn’t want anyone to know, Stacy was sitting on the edge of the chair. “He’s looking for a family to adopt Rose?”

It was the thoughtful expression pulling Stacy’s brows together that alerted Taylor: the question wasn’t a casual one. “What are you thinking?”

Stacy sighed. “I don’t know. It’s just—when I saw that little girl, my heart went out to her. Just before Jason…died…we were talking about having another baby, hoping it would be a girl.”

“And you’re thinking Rose could be that baby girl?”

Tears gathered in Stacy’s eyes, their gray color turning dark as a pending storm. “It’s stupid, right? No one can replace Jason. I know that. I just miss him so much.”

“I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine—” Taylor came from behind her desk and knelt beside the other woman. “What would your boys think about a baby sister?”

Stacy wiped the moisture from her cheeks with the back of her hand. “I’m not sure. I think they’d be okay with the idea. They’re missing their dad. Maybe it would be good to give them someone else to focus on.”

“Then perhaps you should talk to Gabe.”

“Would Doc Adams even consider placing Rose with a single mom?”

“There’s only one way to find out.” Taylor stood, feeling as unsettled as when she’d first come to Angel Point. Stacy might not be Gabe’s first choice, but she was a great mom. Rose would be so lucky to have her for a parent. “You’ve had lots of practice, and you’re the best mom I know. I can put in a good word for you, if you want.”

“You’re not an impartial witness.” Stacy choked out a watery laugh. “Speaking of the boys, I’d better get home. Jason’s mom is dropping them off soon.”

“How’s she doing?” When Elizabeth Leland was told the youngest of her two sons was gone, she’d had a hard time recovering. It was Stacy who’d stayed strong, helping her mother-in-law and kids through their grief. Taylor was pretty sure she’d neglected coming to terms with her own loss, burying her sorrow deep so her family could get through the worst of losing a son and father.

“Watching the boys while I work helps.” Stacy stopped in the doorway, a bracing hand on the jamb.

“Don’t say anything to Doc Adams. It’s hard to go from one day to the next without Jason. I have to make sure I wouldn’t do more harm than good by giving that little girl a home with me and the boys.”

What could Taylor say that wouldn’t sound like empty nothings?

“The truth is, I’m scared. Have been since I lost Jason.” Stacy straightened her shoulders. “But when I held Rose, all my fear went away.”

A minute later, the front door snicked closed, leaving a heavy silence broken by the sound of typing from the main room of the station. Taylor sat at her desk, tapping a pencil against the paperwork waiting for her signature. Gabe might want to take an active role in Rose’s upbringing. Kids deserved a daddy who would be good and kind and who made sure they knew they were the center of his world.

He could be that dad if Stacy turned out to be the parent he chose. He’d have an instant family.

But she wasn’t sure that’s what he wanted. And the truth was, it was none of her business who Gabe picked to be Rose’s new parents.

Still, the man had made an abandoned child his number one priority. How could she not find that sexy or want to help in some way? Tossing the pencil down, she shoved the papers in her in-box. Yup, she was definitely in trouble.

Grabbing her bag, she crossed paths with Deputy Calvin Spencer on her way out. Calvin was the newest addition to her three-man force. He worked the night shift.

“Done for the day, Sheriff?”

“Yes. Heading home. Call if you run into any trouble.”

“Will do.”

Taylor slid behind the wheel of her truck and just sat there, her mind whirling. Dreaming there might be more than friendship between her and Gabe because he said he wanted to take her to the zoo didn’t change a thing.

She frowned.

Would getting on board with Team Stacy be horrible, if adopting the baby girl was what the other woman really wanted? Gabe had certainly made it clear he was determined to find parents other than himself for Rose. In her estimation, he was still the best choice, but it seemed like Stacy really needed the baby. And, maybe in a way that Gabe didn’t.

Taylor banged the palm of her hand against the wheel.

Gabe could be right about the probable recurrence of his cancer. She didn’t think so, but she had her own issues to solve. Adding Gabe’s problems to her short list wouldn’t help either of them. And definitely not Stacy, either.


Chapter Seven


Bright and early Wednesday morning, Rose was asleep in the car seat, and they were well on their way to Portland before Taylor gave up, unable to refrain from asking the burning questions that had disturbed her sleep ever since Gabe blurted his secret.

“So, you have leukemia?”

The long fingers that had helped Rose into this world tightened on the steering wheel. He sighed heavily but didn’t take his eyes off the road. It was no surprise he’d been expecting her questions. Still, he took his time answering. “It’s in remission.”

“Which means what? How old were you when—”

“—I was diagnosed?” He cast her a resigned look. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

“No.” She wished she could, for the sake of their friendship and a relatively contentious free trip to the big city. “I’m hoping you won’t stop the car and leave me at the side of the road for stepping over the line.”

Tension shifted from his stiff arms. “All right, Sheriff, I’ll tell you my sad story.”

Taylor winced, glanced out the window at the passing trees, then back at Gabe. “Should I apologize for butting in where I’m not wanted?”

He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel to the rhythm of a song only he could hear. “Nah. You can’t help yourself. It’s one of the hazards of your job.”

She raised a brow. This was the Gabe she knew and liked. The one who kept her on her toes. “Which hazard?”

“Curiosity.” He glanced in the rearview mirror at Rose. “I was diagnosed when I was seven. Spent a month in the hospital and four years in treatment before the leukemia went into remission.”

“It’s gone?”

“Never completely gone, no.”

That didn’t sound good. Her stomach dropped like a rock, but she took a deep breath. She’d done some research of her own. The good news was, remission wasn’t a death sentence.

“That must have been a horrible time for your family.”

He nodded. “My dad’s a firefighter in Portland. He and the guys from the firehouse formed a band and would play for all of us on the cancer floor. My mom sang with them.”

Taylor couldn’t imagine being blessed with a child then forced to watch that child battle a near death sentence. Not wanting to give Gabe a reason to stop talking, she locked her fingers together in her lap, but couldn’t hold back. “That must have broken your mother’s heart.”

“Literally.”

“What do you mean?”

“She never got over it.” His voice deepened with rough emotion. “Before I left the hospital, I heard the doctor telling her and Dad a relapse was a strong possibility. She never stopped worrying and died of a heart arrhythmia when I was seventeen.”

It took a minute for what Gabe was implying to sink in. “Your mother’s death wasn’t your fault.”

“That’s what my dad said at her funeral.” He shrugged, but the shuttered look that suddenly closed her out didn’t agree.

Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to push him down memory lane. “Where are we going?”

“Doernbecher Pediatric Cancer Center.”

She’d seen his guitar in the back seat when he buckled Rose in, knew he played, and guessed, “You play for the kids, like your dad.” She could fix this. Make his smile come back. “So what are you, Keith Urban’s long-lost brother, the performing doctor gone country?”

His bleak mask cracked. “Funny, James. Dad and I come every few weeks, but he picked up a double shift today for one of the guys whose wife is having surgery.”

“Not serious, I hope.”

“Nope, a cranky gallbladder.”

“Your dad sounds like a wonderful guy.” She wasn’t sure what Frank would have done in a similar situation. Yes, he’d come to Angel Point to check on her, but he’d brought work to keep him company. She counted that as a blessing, though. It kept him out of her business.

Gabe’s easy humor came back. “He is. A kid couldn’t ask for better.”

Well, a kid could ask, but that didn’t mean they’d get it. Who needed the perfect dad anyway?

Rose does.

“Does he know about Rose?”

“Heck, no. He would fall in love with her in a heartbeat and insist I keep her.” He laughed. “Any luck finding Daisy?”

“None.” Not a happy end to her search. She didn’t like coming up empty-handed.

Her failure to find Daisy aside, Gabe keeping Rose still wasn’t a terrible idea. Talk about the perfect dad.

He navigated the forest lined highway at a fast clip. Pretty soon tall firs changed to rolling farmland dotted with houses and outbuildings.

“How come you don’t keep Rose?”

Stacy had said she wasn’t sure about adopting the baby girl.

“There are lots of reasons why that’s not possible,” Gabe said, as though he’d already given it some thought but then cast the idea aside. He didn’t elaborate.

Okay, then. Stacy, you’ve got the ball.

“Tell me more about your dad.”

The rest of the trip sped by with her companion telling stories about his dad as a firefighter and even some stories about his mom when they were a happy family before the leukemia struck. It was a far cry from her own upbringing, which, as he talked, became a whole lot less traumatic than undergoing cancer treatment at seven.

Before she knew it, they’d found their way through north Portland to park at Doernbecher’s. Rose was awake, demanding in her loudest voice for a diaper change and bottle, not necessarily in that order.

Gabe glanced at his watch. “I’m supposed to be there in five minutes.”

“I’ve got this.” She waved him on. “I’ll find you when I’m done taking care of Rose.”

“You sure?”

“That’s why you brought me.” Something flickered in his eyes but then was gone. She had no intention of pursuing what he might have been thinking. “Go. Shoo.”

A grin changed him from a serious doctor to a man about to have fun. “You’re a brave soul, Sheriff.”

A buzz of pleasure became a cascade of goose bumps down her arms. “Get out of here.”

When she caught up with him, Gabe sat in a waiting room with sunlight streaming in from the tall windows at his back, bathing the room in warmth. Children of varying ages gathered in chairs around him as he sang the songs they requested.

“Can I help you?”

It was hard to take her eyes off Gabe. Taylor glanced at the nurse. She was an older woman, dark hair sprinkled with gray pulled into a ponytail. A stethoscope hung around her neck.

“I’m with Dr. Adams.” She rearranged Rose, who made sweet baby noises, waving her fists in overachieving high-fives.

The nurse said softly, “He’s a good man. The kids adore him.”

A little spellbound herself, Taylor agreed, “That he is.”

Gabe was more relaxed than she’d him seen for a while. He played for his audience amid their enthusiastic clapping and laughter. For the next hour, she caught glimpses of the man who took in stray kids and offered a solid shoulder to lean on when she came home after a failed date.

By the time he stroked the last chord, she’d fallen a little bit in love with this Gabriel Adams. The man ran deep. No half measures for the playboy doc. If she ever thought of letting a guy take up residence in her heart, Gabe had just filled the top slot of a very short list. If she were looking, that is.

She turned her back on the man occupying too many of her thoughts, jiggling Rose to take her mind off the impossible images leading her down the wrong garden path. In her personal experience, marriage didn’t last a lifetime, which was the only lasting partnership she wanted.

Someone grabbed her arm. Heart thumping in her chest, she spun to discover the hand belonged to none other than—

“Earth to Taylor.” Gabe grinned. “Where were you? Never mind. There’s a couple of kids I’d like you to meet.” Two of the children had followed him over. He placed a hand on each of their shoulders. “This little scamp is Ariel. Zeke is her brother.”

Ariel couldn’t have been much more than five or six. She was petite, with bright green eyes in a pale face.

“I’m bald,” Ariel said as if it was no big deal. Inside, Taylor fought a rush of tears, but was careful not to let them fall in front of the children. Ariel pointed at Rose. “Is that your baby?”

Zeke slung a protective arm around his sister. “Of course it’s her baby, goofball.”

The girl must have been called a goofball a lot because her only reaction was to reach out a finger to touch Rose’s waving fist.

Taylor didn’t know which to respond to first—being rattled that the kids thought she was Rose’s mom or the more unsettling knowledge that Ariel was a patient. She sat in the nearest chair, sticking with the questions she could answer. “This is Rose. I’m not her mom.”

Ariel leaned against her leg. Rose batted at the girl’s extended finger until she latched on.

“Does she have cancer, too?” Zeke asked.

Taylor swallowed the lump in her throat. “No. We came to hear Dr. Adams sing.”

“Does she have a big brother like me?” Ariel pumped the tiny hand locked around her finger.

For the first time in forever, Taylor thought about how hard it was to reach Kodie or breach the wall her sister had erected the day their mother left.

“Rose doesn’t have a brother, but I have a big sister. Does that count? You’re very lucky to have Zeke.”

Ariel shifted her stance to lean into Zeke’s side. “Does your sister boss you around sometimes?”

Gabe sat next to her and slipped an arm across the back of her chair. She laughed to hide the awareness sprouting at his nearness. “You bet she does.”

Rose started to fuss. Gabe took her, bouncing the baby gently on his knee.

“I like your bracelets.”

“Would you like to have one?” Taylor had put on several stretchy beaded ones that morning because the pony beads reminded her of the ocean.

Ariel’s eyes grew round. “Can I?”

“How about this one?” Taylor removed the iridescent green one, slipping it on the girl’s slim wrist. “Do you like it?”

“I love it!” Ariel squealed, then pivoted on one foot, dashing toward a couple that, Taylor realized, had been guardedly watching. “Mom. Dad. Look what the nice lady gave me.”

“Did you say thank you?” the blonde woman asked. She wore a brave face for her daughter, but Taylor could see the pain the child couldn’t.

Ariel twisted around and shouted, “Thank you!”

“You’re welcome.”

Zeke watched his sister show off her bracelet, worry pinching his young face. He straightened his shoulders. “Thanks for giving Ariel your bracelet. Mom and Dad can’t give her many presents.”

“How old are you, Zeke?”

“Nine.”

In the shadow of his sister’s cancer, he’d clearly grown up too fast. Taylor held out her hand. “It’s been very nice to meet you.”

He shook her hand with the dignity of a kid who’d left his childhood far behind. “Will you come with Doc Adams next time?”

“Maybe.” She watched him join his family, the worry on his young face replaced by a teasing grin.

“If we’re going to make the zoo, we’d better get going,” Gabe said softly, lifting Rose to his shoulder. “Are you ready to see the monkeys, baby girl?”

Swiping at the tears gathering in her eyes, Taylor grabbed Rose’s diaper bag. She left the cancer ward with Gabe, but she couldn’t leave behind the images of those kids. Compared to Ariel and Gabe, her troubles amounted to nothing. So what if she went back to her job with the Marshals like Frank wanted? Making that choice felt like child’s play in comparison to the life and death decisions families with kids fighting cancer faced every day.
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Gabe bought tickets while Taylor saved them a spot in line to ride the zoo train. She’d been awfully quiet since exchanging hospital hallways for the hilly acres of the Oregon Zoo.

He hadn’t thought through taking her to the hospital, nor had he meant to give her a front row seat to the realities of his life. On the other hand, it was good she’d found out the truth. It was a warning to them both not to stretch the boundaries of their friendship to include something that wasn’t possible.

The multicolored zoo train chugged into the station pulling open windowed silver cars. Taylor chose a seat in the last car. Despite how quiet she’d become, he was glad he’d come out of the closet, so to speak. No more hiding. No more secrets lurking in the background.

Careful not to disturb Rose’s nap, he sat on the bench facing the woman who’d managed to become his best friend. “Did I sing a sour note at the hospital?”

Blue eyes churned with her thoughts. “I’m used to dealing with the dark side of the criminal world, but that’s quite a stark reality you live, Gabe.”

He nudged her foot. “Don’t go all girly on me and ruin your mascara.”

She didn’t say anything for a long moment. He waited, desperate to keep their relationship on their old footing. He needed their biggest problem to be the fun they had together when he was the playboy doc and she the goofy girl who needed his help with her dates. The moment she got his unspoken message, the tension slid from her stiff shoulders, and he let go of the breath he had strangled in his throat.

“You’re in remission. If I were going to ruin my mascara it would be for Ariel and her family. Nobody deserves what they’re going through. Will she be okay?”

He didn’t have to tell Taylor life wasn’t always fair, so he gentled his tone. “She’s in the maintenance phase of her treatment with a good chance of remission.”

The wheels of the train clicked on the tracks as it edged around the new elephant land exhibit, the elephant pool, and the large animals leisurely wandering in the north meadow.

Watching Taylor with Ariel, how she worried over a kid she barely knew—

Theoretically, he understood he hadn’t been the cause of his mother’s death. That could be laid firmly on the doorstep of an undiagnosed heart arrhythmia. But the grieving seventeen-year-old inside knew if she hadn’t spent every day worried about him, she would have had her symptoms checked out or, at the very least, had a checkup where her condition could have been found.

“Did I tell you I can’t have kids?” he blurted. He hadn’t, of course, but he needed an excuse to back the truck up. His feelings for the sheriff were getting way too complicated.

Her brows came together. “Are you sure?”

“Positive. But it doesn’t matter. Without little ones at home to worry about, I can concentrate on my patients and give them the kind of birthing experience they deserve.”

His assertion didn’t erase her frown as he intended. His procreative abilities were just one more thing he didn’t need Taylor, his friend, to worry about.

She shook her head, eyes lighting with sympathy, which he also didn’t need. He was okay with how things had turned out. At least he had been up until now.

“I read about the side effects of treatment when I researched leukemia last night. Is that why you serial date?”

Stretching his legs as far as he could in the confined space, he leaned back against the hard seat. “So, are you going to lock me up?”

She finally laughed. “For serial dating? The last I looked in the law books, it’s not a crime to go out and have a good time; however, you do date a lot.”

“Lucky for you, since I can be convinced to share my vast experience.” He hadn’t meant to boast, but it was a relief to see the worry clear from her serious expression.

She pretended to pout. “You’ve been a little slow to dispense the coaching you promised.”

There was the lady he’d wanted to take to the zoo, not for any other reason than they had fun together. With the current upheaval in both their lives, a stroll along the zoo’s lush paths was just the thing they both needed to recharge. “Sorry. My bad. I promise to do better.”

“You could adopt, you know,” she said out of the blue.

And there you had it. He’d taken them one step forward. Taylor launched them back two.

The train pulled into the station where parents and kids stood in line for the next train. Gabe waited until he and Taylor entered the Family Farm area through the canopy of the Northwest Trail before he responded by giving her the statistics he lived with every day. “I’m on borrowed time, Taylor. Fifteen to twenty percent of acute lymphoblastic leukemia patients who have complete remission will have the disease return.”

She stopped him with a hand on his arm that shouldn’t have taken his mind in a totally different direction. “That means eighty percent go on to live full, happy lives.”

Rose started to stir, her dark hair tickling his chin.

“For how long?” he tossed at his friend. She meant well, but let her deal with the same question that spun in his head every day.

“The articles I read said every patient is different.”

“I don’t want to leave a family behind to struggle when I’m gone. I know it’s selfish, but if I adopt a kid, I want to be there for all his or her firsts: first grade, first friends, first soccer game, graduation from high school, college.”

He sucked in a breath. He hadn’t told anyone that, not even his dad, but was unable to stop now that he’d let his gremlins out of the bag. “I don’t want to miss a thing. And I don’t want my family to worry every single day, wondering if I’m going to be gone when they wake up.” Like his mother had.

“You could be in remission forever or get hit by a car tomorrow. There are no guarantees, Gabe. You know that.”

He appreciated what she was attempting to do—give him hope about a future that didn’t exist. It was so like her to point out the facts as she saw them. But life, and especially his life, wasn’t as simple as choosing what shirt to wear that day.

“I can’t adopt,” he said firmly, to stop Taylor’s argument.

The imitation barnyard of the Family Farm was filled with moms and dads and kids of all ages. Parents leaned over many of the fenced-in pens, while their children talked to animals whose ears twitched back and forth as though they understood every syllable.

Goats bleated. Sheep baa-ed and meh-ed. As the sun peeked out between passing clouds, the sounds of families having the time of their lives hurt Gabe’s heart and woke Rose.

Taking a deep breath, he found a bench where he could change her diaper and give her a bottle. Mundane stuff, but secretly—reality check. He and Taylor and Rose were not a family like the couples tending their toddlers in the goat pen or supervising as their little ones scattered food for the chickens.

Taylor appeared to have gotten his message to stop badgering. She leaned on the nearest enclosure housing sheep and reached out to pet a woolly back.

Gabe stuck his tongue out and wiggled his eyebrows, grinning when Rose licked her lips as if to imitate his silly expressions.

Rose finished her bottle. A gusty wind flipped Taylor’s dark hair as she joined him on the bench, a pretty blush painting her cheeks pink. “It’s too bad you won’t let yourself have a family. You’d make a great husband and father.”

“I appreciate you saying so,” he said quietly, remembering the grief that sloped his dad’s shoulders while tears streamed down his face at his mother’s graveside. “How would you feel if you were in my place?”

She went still. “I don’t know.”

He could see her clever brain trying to work out that scenario, but he didn’t want to hear the answer, because he was glad she wasn’t in his shoes. “Ever come close to the altar yourself?”

“With my horrible dating habits? That would be a no.” Taylor’s laughter erased the tight band squeezing his chest.

He wouldn’t change his mind, but a small kernel of regret was planted anyway.

“No close calls?”

So what would it be like to have more in his life than his thriving practice? He would never have guessed one of his delivering mothers would walk away, leaving him responsible for her baby. Or that the woman sitting next to him while he took care of the little scamp would make him question his future.

“Nope.” Taylor held her hands out to take Rose. “Can I burp her?”

He laid the thin blanket he was using for a burp rag across her shoulder and persisted. “Why not? There’s never been anyone special?”

“The usual suspects. All work, no play.” Taylor shrugged, jiggling Rose up and down.

“You’re going to make her seasick.” He stilled her movement. “Haven’t some of the guys you’ve worked with…?”

“Asked me out? Most are married. The rest are married to their jobs.” Getting more comfortable on the bench, she looked away and half-joked, “I wasn’t always the social butterfly I am now, you know.”

“So you’re a late bloomer.” He smiled, scooting Rose’s black hair away from her eyes as she gurgled, flinging a fist in his direction. “That’s not a bad thing.”

“I blame it on my mom and dad,” she said with an exaggeration that made him laugh.

Her mother had left when she was young. He’d discovered that little detail one night over homegrown beer when she’d had two and gotten a bit relaxed.

“Which explains why you need my help.” It made sense that a girl raised by a father married to his work might not get much help with finding stable footing in a world populated primarily by couples.

“We’ve already established that little fact,” she reminded him, as she watched the strollers rolling by. In the nearest one, the little guy, maybe six months older than Rose, had his feet in the air and was hanging on with both hands.

Gabe had his own distractions. Seeing how handy Taylor was with Rose shouldn’t be such a turn on. “What we need to do is find you the perfect date.”

She looked at him. “And where will we find this extraordinary guy?”

“I know a few single doctors I could hook you up with.”

“I see. I’m so pathetic at dating, you have to beg your single friends to go out with me?”

She seemed curious, not mad, and certainly didn’t look pathetic from where he was sitting. She loved a challenge, took to new experiences like a duck to water, and didn’t scare off at the drop of a hat. He loved that about the sheriff.

Loved? He angled so he faced her. Loved? Really? Nah.

“I won’t beg if you don’t want me to,” he said, and then laughed when she punched him in the arm. “I could rustle up a date and we’ll go as a foursome to The Chowder House, or somewhere, else if you’d rather.”

“Huh.” Rose burped and stopped wiggling. Taylor snickered at him. “Or I could make the sacrifice and just go out with the playboy doc.”

“Can’t get him. He’s emotionally unavailable,” Gabe muttered absently, taking a mental trip through his list of friends and colleagues. One by one, he scratched them off as not good dating options for Taylor. “There’s got to be someone I know who would be interested—”

“Thanks, but no thanks, Doc.”

Rose banged his shoulder with a flailing fist, her eyes brightening when she connected. Taylor laughed. The tinkling sound captured his heartbeat, slowing the moment to something memorable he would think back on with longing for a long time. If only the playboy doc could be the one to take the stunning woman sitting next to him out for a good time.

“I agree, baby girl. He’s silly.” To Gabe, she said, “How about we let me pick my dates. I might not be proficient at the game, but, at the very least, I’m captain of my own team.”

Gabe swallowed a laugh. Subtlety wasn’t Taylor’s specialty. He loved the woman. As a friend, of course. He admired and respected her and loved how she approached problems full steam ahead. “Whatever you say, Captain. So what’s next?”

His feelings didn’t change the fact that he had a shortened future, but Taylor James made the prospect easier to swallow—if she planned to hang around for the duration. Hopefully, she would.

When Rose’s legs kicked free of the blanket, the confident sheriff wasn’t so self-assured. “Your little girl wants to see more of the zoo.”

“Funny, James.” He took Rose, smelled the top of her head, catching a whiff of the baby shampoo he’d used that morning. “I have appointments later this week with two couples who look like good candidates to adopt Rose.”

Brow wrinkling, Taylor packed the diaper bag and slung it over her shoulder.

“How about you? What’s your plan?”

She took a few steps along the path that led out of the Family Farm enclosure, then came back. That was interesting. “What do you mean?”

“Are you going to take the sheriff’s position?”

“I’m seriously considering going back to the Marshals.”

She wasn’t going to give Angel Point a chance? “Why?”

Taylor shrugged as if leaving the town that had kind of adopted her was no big deal.

“So, you’ve made up your mind.”

“Maybe. Let me help you.” She held up the front pack while he maneuvered Rose so that her legs dangled free without getting pinched.

“What if we make a list of pros and cons?”

The warmth of her gaze finally touched his face.

“How about we don’t?”

“Seriously, we should. An important pro for staying is, you have friends in Angel Point.”

“I have friends in the Marshals, too.”

He knew she wasn’t friendless, but it would have been nice, and would have helped his sudden uneasiness that she could be leaving if she’d hesitated a bit before pointing it out. He set a slow pace heading for the mountain goats’ enclosure.

“You’ve told me, more than once I might add, that you like being Angel Point’s Sheriff.” He glanced her way to gauge her response and ran straight into a big smile. She was enjoying their game. That was a good sign.

“I like being a marshal, too.”

He cut in, “But you’re here now.”

“In my own defense, the sheriff’s position was always meant to be a temporary gig.”

“That’s not the best reason to go back to Portland.”

Before they got to the mountain goats, he slowed to study the condors. Instead of answering his question, she challenged, “A con. Everyone in Angel Point knows your business. The dating habits of the playboy doc are a prime example.”

Touché. “True. The grapevine is alive and well, as it is in any small town, but look how the whole community rallied around Stacy when she lost her husband.”

Moving on to the river otters, Gabe angled Rose toward the enclosure, but her eyes had drifted closed. The adults’ conversation was clearly boring.

“Okay. Sure. From everything I’ve heard, that was well done. Stacy needed the support.” Taylor perched her hands at her hips, a move that made all his XYs stand up and take notice. “I concede the point, but do you want the grapevine finding out about its most notorious obstetrician’s medical history?”

Gabe winced. “No, though they’ll find out sooner or later.” Hopefully much later.

“Not from me.” She held up her hands like stop signs.

“I didn’t mean to imp—”

She grinned. God, she was cuter than Rose. “We’ll agree, living in a small town has both pros and cons.”

Down for any topic that turned the subject away from how long he could keep his medical condition a secret, he asked, “So, why go back to the Marshals?”

“The usual reasons.”

“Which are?”

“The Marshals Service has been good to me, and despite everything that’s happened, I like working asset forfeiture.” She stopped in front of the beaver enclosure. Two of the sleek animals slipped into the water.

A thin layer of dark clouds obscured the sun, a hint that maybe this wasn’t such a good game after all.

“You can’t be talked into staying?” Why did his chest ache at the thought of her leaving? Taylor had the right to live and work where she would be happy.

She faced him, her confused gaze studying his face as if she might find answers there. “I don’t know.”

Her sigh sounded as irritated as Gabe felt. When did his future become as clear as mud?


Chapter Eight


For the first time, Taylor didn’t feel like talking. Gabe didn’t seem all that inclined either, so she let the miles between Portland and Angel Point slip by with little more than a silly observation about the weather and the occasional comment on the farms they passed. Rose had returned to sleep as soon as he’d strapped the little girl into her car seat.

Her best—yes, after all they’d been through together—best friend was a sexy dude, with layers like an onion. The more layers that were peeled back, the more she liked the guy.

But he couldn’t have kids? That was just wrong. No one deserved his very own family more than Gabe. Even Stacy had her boys. Could she really abandon him to live with only his medical practice to keep him company? At least as his friend, she could be there for him.

They retraced the drive through tall firs that lined both sides of the Pacific Coast Highway. Gabe had made a good point. Why wasn’t going back to her old life a slam dunk? It made sense, for all the reasons they’d discussed. Before she could figure out the answer, they were back in Angel Point.

“Thanks for coming with us today.” Gabe’s deep voice warmed her through and through, like hot chocolate drenched in whip cream on a cold, stormy coastal day.

“So, not a date?”

“Nope. I’ll let you know when we go on a date,” he said with a wink.

Was he planning to ask? And then her chest went tight. “Dating isn’t a good idea, is it?” she squeaked out, then fumbled. “Going out is…well…complicated. At least for me.”

“I know. I value our friendship, too. More than anything.” He was awfully quick to make sure she understood the only relationship he was offering.

She stared at her hands rather than at the man causing the riot in her stomach. “I had a good time.”

He parked the Jeep and turned to face her. Something she couldn’t quite decipher, curiosity, intrigue, whatever it was, flickered across his face.

So often, in her profession, a pretty face was a mask for the bad dude underneath. Not so with Gabe. It was true that he hid his secrets behind a killer smile and engaging humor, but falling for Gabriel Adams wouldn’t be a brilliant move if she really planned to leave Angel Point.

Why was it so hard to make a choice and stick with her decision? Taylor reached for the door handle. “You’ll call if you need me to watch Rose?”

“I have the interviews on Friday.”

“No problem. I’m available.” For what? “Good night, then.”

She grabbed the diaper bag and climbed out of the Jeep, focusing on the brick-colored accents of the green and cream duplex before she did something dumb, like ask him out for a date.

Gabe was right behind her with Rose. On the porch, she leaned in to kiss the baby’s forehead. Grabby hands tangled in her hair, the rough tug something she’d grown used to, except this time the little tyke dragged her close to Gabe’s solid chest, where all Taylor could hear was Rose’s squeak of what sounded like delight—except according to babyMed she was too young for that—mixed with the thump of his heartbeat.

It was unfortunate that, at the same time, she got a whiff of the scent of pine and baby powder clinging to him, because it made her go all weak in the knees. If she wasn’t careful, before she could put the skids on, her exploring fingers would be stripping off the shirt that matched the brown of his eyes.

Hastily freeing her hair from the baby’s stubborn grip, she tweaked the little cutie’s chin and said the first foolish thing that came to her overrevved mind. “Be good for your daddy, kiddo.”

Flushing heat climbing to her cheeks, Taylor locked herself in her house and leaned against the door. What the heck just happened? One minute she was taking a lovely, though unsettling, trip to Portland with her friend. The next, she was having fantasies of the overheated variety, with Gabe in the driver’s seat.

“Hey, baby girl. You’re just in time to have dinner with your old man.”

Taylor slapped a hand over her sprinting heart to keep it in her chest. Frank sat in her favorite overstuffed chair, feet propped on the matching ottoman. The few pages of Angel Point’s newspaper were spread across his lap.

“You scared the crap out of me, Frank.”

He didn’t move or apologize, just studied her in that way he did when he was working out the puzzle that was his younger daughter. She’d learned a long time ago not to squirm. Squirming while under the microscope gave too much away.

He went back to his paper and asked casually, too casually in fact, “Where did you go today?”

Keeping her dad out of her business was a frustrating chore. She had to be at the top of her game or he would convince her that maybe he did know what was best for his little girl. There was a time when she’d believed that fiction, but then she’d gone through puberty. How could she be so irritated by Frank one minute and love him so much the next? It was a mystery she’d never been able to solve. “I went to Portland with a friend.”

Frank continued perusing the paper. “The guy with the baby I met at your office?”

“Frank—”

“I know.” He tossed the paper aside. “It’s none of my business.”

Taylor laughed. This was the father she could get behind. In the end, in his bizarre and sometimes incomprehensible way, he loved his girls. There was nothing wrong with that, even though she often struggled with his expression of that love.

He stood. “So where are you taking your pop for dinner?”

She didn’t have to think too long and hard about her choice. Starving for the best chowder in town, there was only one place to find a creamy bowl of goodness that wasn’t tainted by becoming a small bribe to keep a guy at the table or a consolation prize for another failed date.
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Taylor felt the hot sparks between Frank and Camille before she even finished the introductions. Really? First, sixteen years separated the two. And second, as far as she knew, her dad hadn’t looked at another woman since Laney left him high and dry with two kids to raise.

“I have just the table for you.” Camille led the way to the back corner table. It had the best view in the restaurant and was normally reserved for special guests. She hovered like a helicopter after handing them the menus, but she wasn’t looking at Taylor. Her eyes were glued on Frank. And Frank was equally fascinated.

Taylor snorted. Everyone in the world, except her, knew how to ignite a spark. Feeling a bit like the third wheel, she shook her head and studied the menu while Frank and Camille got whatever this was out of their system.

Love at first sight? No such thing.

Camille turned to Taylor, brows raised at a comical oh-my-God slant. “What can I get you to drink?”

Her friend would want nothing to do with Frank’s obsessive work schedule when she discovered that little fault, but blurting it out in the middle of a busy restaurant was not good timing. “Iced tea would be fine.”

“Frank? What can I get you?” Camille turned a suggestive smile on Frank.

Taylor almost laughed at the deer-in-the-headlights look on her father’s face. He cleared his throat. “Um. Beer. Something local if you have it.”

“I’ll be right back.” Unable to watch from the sidelines a second longer, Taylor bolted from her chair.

A few minutes later, she’d recovered from the attack of dumb envy that had her hiding in the restaurant’s bathroom, surrounded by soothing teal walls decorated with homey bits of coastal living. She’d given up hoping Frank and Laney would get back together a long time ago. Life moved on, and really, she wanted her cranky old man to be happy. And Camille, too. So who was she to judge whether they’d be good together?

It was just that, after seeing their instant combustion, she couldn’t dismiss a wish for the same connection. Gabe came instantly to mind as she dried her hands with paper towels from the stack in a cute teal tray, except the playboy doc had made it very clear he was unavailable.

But was he really?

His assertion that he didn’t do family was just crazy. The way he looked after Rose and the kids he drove all the way to Portland to entertain at the hospital showed just how emotionally involved the man could get.

When she emerged from the bathroom, Camille waited, leaning against the wall, scrolling through her cell. She shoved the phone in her back pocket and complained, “You didn’t tell me your dad was so good looking.”

They peeked around the corner across a sea of sturdy wooden tables, each mismatched with a different set of chairs. Most of the eclectic tables were already occupied.

Frank stared out the window, lips pressed firmly together, a frown pulling at his brows. Taylor was very familiar with that look. It was the same one he wore when he was negotiating. I’ll buy you a new bike if you stop running around with that Barkley boy.

She’d wanted the off-road bicycle more than she wanted to hang out with Chuck Barkley, who was more into his gang and what they would steal next than he was passing his chem test. That was one time she’d given in to her father’s bribe.

“You think he’s good looking?”

Camille fanned her face. “Oh, yeah.”

This was so confusing. None of her friends paid any attention to her father in that way. Not that she’d introduced him to the few girlfriends she’d made over the years. “You know he’s a workaholic, right? He hasn’t met a woman yet who’s enticed him to stop working long hours.”

“Huh.” Camille took a quick look at the man under discussion. “What do you think he’d say if I ask him to go to a movie?”

“No.”

Camille dragged her gaze back to Taylor. “No, I shouldn’t ask him? Or he’d say no if I asked?”

“I thought you said you’d been there, done that, wore the tee shirt,” Taylor tossed the words back at her friend.

“Changed my mind. Looks like a line is gathering at the door. I’ll come take your orders as soon as I get everyone seated.”

“I can’t believe you want to date Frank,” Taylor whispered, as they parted to go in different directions. “Do you want me to put in a good word for you?”

“Would you?” Camille hissed back, then shook her head. “No, I can put in my own good word, thank you very much.”

It didn’t take Frank long to start the interrogation once Taylor was seated. “What were you girls doing over there?”

“Oh, you know, girl talk.”

“You’re friends?” He opened the menu and studied it as if her answer wasn’t important. “What are you going to have?”

“Yes, we’re friends.” Taylor blinked. Had she gone to sleep and woke up in a different reality? Who knew Frank could be interested in anything besides the Marshals? “The chowder bowl is the best.”

“So is Camille married? Or seeing anyone?” He glanced up, apparently not as intrigued by his culinary choices as he was pretending. “I didn’t see a ring.”

“Not married. Could be dating.” Camille wasn’t currently dating anyone, but Taylor still wasn’t sure she wanted to encourage Frank.

Not knowing she was the primary subject of their conversation—Taylor hoped—Camille slid the beer and iced tea onto the table. “Are you ready to order?”

“Taylor would like the chowder bowl, but I’m having a hard time making up my mind. What do you recommend?”

“The cook makes an incredible salmon on rice pilaf.” Camille tucked a loose strand of her auburn hair behind her ear. Taylor tsked under her breath. Was that freshly applied lipstick?

Frank handed Camille their menus with a flirtatious wink. “I’ll have that.”

Taylor nearly fell off her chair. When was the last time she’d seen her dad flirt with a woman? She’d never seen him flirt, actually.

A hint of pink bloomed on her friend’s cheeks, at which point Taylor did roll her eyes. That, boys and girls, was apparently how engaging an interested party was done.

Hand fluttering to her chest, and sounding a little breathless, Camille said, “I’ll bring your food as soon as it’s ready.”

Frank made no secret of watching Camille walk back to the kitchen. She stopped along the way to glance over her shoulder while she talked to some of her regulars.

Taylor gave in and asked, even though she knew the answer. “What are you doing here, Frank?” And how long are you staying?

He shifted his gaze, plastering her with his full attention. “Why did you become a U.S. Marshal?”

Caught off guard, she wasn’t sure how to answer. “For lots of reasons, but mostly to stay out of juvie.” She only stretched the truth a little bit.

That stern gaze she was accustomed to getting from Frank lingered on her face as he took a pull on his beer. “I know that’s the story you tell, but it’s not true, is it? It’s not easy to become a marshal. Anyone who’s interested has to work hard for an appointment, and you graduated at the top of your class.”

Why had she become a marshal? Like she’d said, lots of reasons, but mostly—

She shrugged for Frank’s benefit. “I’m proud of our family heritage.” And if she were honest, at the time, she needed something to be proud of.

He raised his beer in her direction. “Me, too. That’s why I talked to Shane York before I came.”

Familiar frustration built in her chest. Taylor reached for her glass of tea but stopped short of tossing the contents in Frank’s lap. “You had no business—”

“I know. He told me if you’re not back by the beginning of next month, he’s going to fill your position. I thought you should know.” He dropped his gaze. “So I decided to tell you in person, just in case it makes a difference.”

Of all the dads in the world, she had to get stuck with the one who had no boundaries. She bit back a curse. When was he going to believe she could make decisions without his interference? The heat slowly deflated from her anger. He’d believe it when she started making logical choices, ones he could understand.

“I’ll go back, or not, when I’m ready, Dad.”

“I know, baby.” Setting aside his beer, he pried her clenched hands from her glass.

His take-no-prisoners attack mode softened. Still, with a little fight left, Taylor wouldn’t capitulate. “I’m not a baby anymore.”

“And you haven’t been for a long time.” He hung on to her hands. “The real reason I came is…I want you to know how proud I am of you.”

She studied his face. He looked more worn around the edges than usual, the bags under his eyes more pronounced. Lines bracketing his firm mouth seemed deeper. Half joking, she asked, “Who are you and what have you done with my father?”

A sad sheen crept into his eyes. “I need to tell you something I should have told you a long time ago.”

“What’s going on?” She freed her hands and leaned back in her seat. She’d never seen Frank this dispirited.

He stared into his beer. “I had a fight with Dakota. She stopped talking to me six months ago.”

“Why?” Kodie and Frank’s relationship had never been easy, but especially not since Laney left. Like her, Kodie blamed their mother’s desertion on their father. “You talked to her when she was hired by Special Operations, right? That was three months ago.”

He shook his head. “I have sources who keep me informed.”

“I can’t believe you.” Taylor groaned. “If Kodie finds out you’re keeping tabs on her, she’ll put you on the top of her hit list. Literally.”

“The thing is…I know I haven’t been the best father, and that I can sometimes be an ass, but I love you both, and I don’t want you to stop speaking to me, too.”

Tears she wouldn’t let fall burned the back of her eyes. When she was younger, she would never have dared to question Frank’s actions. She didn’t let that stop her now. “Sometimes?”

“You’re a grown woman, honey. Both of you are. Even though I think it would be best if you came back to the Marshals, you’ve made it clear you don’t need me badgering or second-guessing what you need. I just want you to know, I hear you.”

“Good.” She frowned. There had to be more. He looked exhausted. “What else?”

He signed heavily. “I’m thinking of retiring.”

Deputy U.S. Marshal Frank James retiring? It was the last thing she expected from the compulsive workaholic who’d raised his girls to follow in his footsteps.

Suddenly, it hit her. Is this what lay ahead for her? Years of working to the exclusion of everything else, including a family if she ever had one? And then retirement, with little to show in her personal life for all those years devoted to her job?

Her thoughts went straight to Gabe.

But a family with her friend and neighbor wasn’t on the menu. And the choice to go back to the Marshals or stay on as Sheriff of Angel Point didn’t have to be all that complicated. She could make this decision. On her own. And without any help from her father or Dr. Gabriel Adams.


Chapter Nine


Gabe finished his interviews for the day. They had gone well. Well enough he probably didn’t need to look further. Now if he could just shake the feeling that he’d put his life on hold because of his fight with cancer. Taylor hadn’t come right out and told him that was what he was doing, but the sentiment had lingered in what she didn’t say during the long drive home from Portland.

After spending nearly two weeks with Rose, he couldn’t avoid the idea that maybe he could have a normal life, that he should take a second look at what he’d built, to see if it was possible to make room for the family he’d never allowed himself to dream about.

Taylor had been standoffish when he’d dropped Rose off that morning. He hoped it wasn’t because of the pros and cons list they’d jokingly—on her part—made at the zoo. He’d thought there would be more pros for her to stay in Angel Point than for returning to the Marshals, but, by the time they were done, even he was almost convinced her place was not in a struggling town on the Oregon coast.

When she’d answered the door, dressed in her everyday black and white uniform, sheriff’s star firmly affixed to her chest, the expression on her beautiful face remote, he’d wanted to grab her and shake her up with a kiss that would break her rigid control. If she didn’t cuff him after taking that liberty, his second thought was to take her for coffee to discuss his confusion since their awkward ride home.

He’d always known there was nothing he could do but accept the short life he’d been given, which meant he could not leave behind a wife who loved him or had stayed because it was her duty to pick up the pieces. To change his direction, after all these years of holding that one thought in his mind—yes, he’d admit it—scared him more than the return of his cancer. But, after Taylor’s stark non-reaction this morning as she’d taken Rose, her smile reserved for the baby girl, changing his mind about their future was all he could think about.

Gabe went still. A guy couldn’t marry a girl to give a baby a family, could he? Marriage to Taylor wasn’t a good idea. First off, neither of them had time in their busy lives to raise a child. And, while Rose was cute as a button, the sweet baby girl deserved better than workaholic parents. Taylor would agree. Her attachment to Rose was pretty damn sexy, but just because he was thinking he might want more than his lot in life, that didn’t mean he and Taylor were the best choice to parent Rose.

He tapped his pen against the notes he’d made. Grace and Allen Nolan were both thirty-something. Grace was a quiet woman who worked at the library. She wanted to be a published writer. Allen, the talker of the two, owned the local kite shop. His passion was Oregon’s beaches. He often volunteered for the cleanup crew clearing debris left by tourists or blown in by storms. Their finances were in order. Taylor had said she’d do a background check. If that turned out okay, which he was positive it would, after a play date with Rose, he would know for sure if they were the ones who could give his daughter the loving family he wanted her to have.

Wait. Not his daughter. And, compared to the Nolans, he didn’t even come in a close second.

As he jotted down the Nolans’ information for Taylor, his phone rang. “Dr. Adams here.”

“Um, hi, Dr. Adams.” The voice was vaguely familiar. His heart tripped. Daisy? Though how she could have gotten his back office number—? “This is Stacy Leland. Taylor gave me this number. I, uh, hope this is a good time to call. I wanted to ask you something.”

Gabe drew his brows together. It wasn’t like Taylor to give out his private numbers. “What can I help you with, Stacy?”

“I was wondering—” She went silent then blurted, “I want to adopt Rose. I know I’m a single mom and already have two boys, and I work a full-time job, but I’ve talked to Preston and JJ about it, and we’d like to have a little girl in our family. We would love her, and I promise we’d take good care of her.”

He pictured Stacy cuddling Rose, how she’d fallen for the baby right before his eyes that day at the sheriff’s office. “I don’t know. You already have so much on your plate…with raising the boys…and everything.”

“Please. Would you just consider us? Taylor said you’re doing interviews of potential adopting parents today. I can take lunch and be at your office in five minutes. Please?”

He couldn’t bring himself to say no, he’d already decided on a couple. A couple who hadn’t been torn up by death and who didn’t have the added distraction of two rambunctious boys. The Nolans could devote all their time and energy to Rose. Sure, she wouldn’t have siblings right away, but that could come in time.

His stomach rumbled as he glanced at his watch. It was better not to get Stacy’s hopes up, but instead he said, “I’ll be here for a while longer.”

“I’ll be right there. Thank you so much for giving me this chance, Dr. Adams.”

Shaking his head, Gabe hung up. He sent a text to Taylor alerting her he had one more interview to do before he could leave. True to her word, five minutes later, Stacy took a seat on the other side of his desk. He looked down at his list of questions, but she jumped in ahead of him.

“You’ll want to know about me.” She sucked in a shaky breath. “I’m twenty-eight. I have two boys: Preston, who’s nine, and Jason Junior, who’s five. I got married right out of high school.”

She raised her chin and then continued in the even tone of someone giving an oral report to their teacher. Gabe leaned back in his chair and listened for the story she wasn’t telling. “When my husband died in Iraq last year, I came back to Angel Point. Jason’s mother is here. She’s a great help with the boys.”

“And now you want to adopt Rose?”

She dropped her gaze to hands twisting in her lap. “We always wanted a little girl.”

Drumming the fingers of one hand on the arm of his chair, he said, as gently as possible, “Adopting Rose won’t take the place of your husband.”

Her gaze snapped up. “No, but she’d be welcome in our family. We won’t leave her behind.” So she’d heard the gossip. “I’m sure you have lots of couples you can choose from. The truth is, we need her more than she needs us. But we’ll love her with all our hearts…and she’ll help us move on.”

He didn’t know what to say.

“Please consider us?”

In the end, he nodded, because, while he couldn’t just put his hand into a hat and pull out newly minted parents, the instincts he’d honed as a doctor and watching families with children who had cancer told him that, despite her circumstances, the woman making her case would give his baby girl a good, loving, home. And if Taylor vouched for Stacy, what more could he ask for Rose?

“I will.”

He drove to Taylor’s and, as she stepped back to let him enter, Gabe handed her the pertinent information he’d jotted down for the Nolans and Stacy Leland. “I’ll need these background checks as soon as you can do them.”

“The department did one on Stacy when she was hired. She’s good to go. I’ll start Allen and Grace’s Monday morning.” Taylor left his notes on the table and went to pick up Rose, who’d started pumping her legs the minute she heard his voice.

His heart swelled, not a good sign. He was getting too attached to “his” girls.

“Your—Gabe’s here, sweet pea.”

Sweet pea? Okay, that was too darn cute. “Any problems?”

Taylor rocked Rose in her arms. The baby’s dark gaze seemed to find him. A proud daddy would say she knew his voice. Man, he had it bad.

Clearing his throat, he reminded the grown-up lady tying him into knots, “It’s pizza night. My turn to buy. My house? You can invite your dad if you want.”

She frowned. “He’s on a road trip and won’t be back until late.”

“How long is he staying?” Gabe packed Rose’s things.

Taylor shrugged. “No idea. He usually doesn’t stay long when he visits, but this time he doesn’t appear to be in a hurry to leave.”

Gabe took Rose, since the little girl was gearing up to tell him—using her outdoor voice—it was time for a bottle. “So pizza? Your usual?”

“Yes.” Taylor walked him to the door, held it open.

“Six o’clock good?”

“Sure.”

By the time six o’clock arrived, he had pizza waiting on the counter. The smell of pepperoni scented the air.

Rose had slept on his chest, the beat of her heart against his lulling Gabe to sleep too. She was fed. He’d changed her into the cute pink footy pajamas with a giraffe on front that Taylor had picked out and left her lying on the floor on a blanket. Her dark gaze darted around as if she really could follow him as he moved around the room, but, of course, she couldn’t.

If anyone would have told him that, one day, he’d fall hard for the cutest little girl ever born, he wouldn’t have believed them. He had no problem giving the newborns to their parents. Yet, here he was, wrapped around Rose’s little finger. He laughed at what a softy he’d become.

Taylor was right on time. She carried a shopping bag.

“What have you got there?”

“Makings for root beer floats.” She emptied the contents into the fridge and freezer.

Something wasn’t right. The woman who had a habit of making solid eye contact and saying what was on her mind wouldn’t look his way. He waited until they’d filled their plates and were settled in their usual spots on the couch before asking, “So what’s going on in that pretty little head of yours?”

That got the lady’s attention. Her startled gaze collided with his. He shouldn’t tease, but he couldn’t seem to stop.

She didn’t pretend not to know what he meant. “I’ve been thinking about it and have decided to break our deal. I’ll still watch Rose, but I’ll manage my own dates.”

“Why?” Rose started to fuss. He put aside his plate to pick her up.

Taylor watched him cradle the baby in the crook of one arm. “Two reasons. The first one is, I’m probably going back to Portland.”

And the Marshals. She didn’t have to say it. “So Frank talked you into—”

“No, it wasn’t Frank.” She shook her head. “This is my decision, and you made some valid points the other day. The more I think about it, the more I realize I’m using Angel Point to hide out. I’ve never been a quitter. I don’t want to start now.”

“You’re not hiding,” Gabe snorted. Rose hiccupped and squirmed. “You’re taking a breather. People do that. And moving on to something better is not quitting. It’s a hard decision to make because knowing when to take that leap is not easy.”

“Is that your professional opinion, Doctor?” Her tone turned humorless, a shocker because Taylor had never been mad at him. “What do you call what you’re doing, letting folks think you’re the playboy doc? Is that you taking the next step?”

Gabe wanted to argue that he had a good life. His decision to stay single might not be what others would choose in his circumstances, but it had worked for him. The problem with getting into a fight about it with Taylor was his gut told him there was something more going on here.

As quick as her anger had come on, it disappeared. “Look, I’m sorry. What you do is none of my business.”

Though his first reaction had been to refute her conclusion, deep down at some level he couldn’t help wondering if she could possibly be right. Not about his life being none of her business, though.

“We’re friends, and friends help each other, right? Even when it’s…inconvenient and not what we really want to hear?” The serious look she was giving him eased as her dark brows arched. He took a breath, framing his next words carefully. “What if the town doesn’t want you to go?” Would she care that he didn’t want her to go?

He didn’t let either one of them think about that too long. “You said there were two reasons why you don’t want my help anymore. What’s the second?”

“You have too much to do.” She took a bite of pizza, for a second closing her eyes, savoring the taste of pepperoni, a typical Taylor move that left his gut aching to be more than an interested bystander. When she opened her eyes and caught him staring, it took her a moment to pick up the thread of their conversation, a moment in which they were the last two people left in the world. His XYs danced in celebration.

“You have Rose and are trying to find her a family, among other things. My dating problems seem unimportant and, frankly, shallow compared to that.”

“You are an interesting lady, Taylor James.” He just wished she wasn’t so interesting.

She blinked, then half laughed. “You know what I think?”

“I’m afraid to ask.”

Rose swung her fists in the air as though cheering on Taylor. “Seriously, I think you should adopt Rose.”

That wasn’t happening. “So, no more dating tips?”

Taylor was a big girl. She could decide to stay or go, and it was her choice if she took his advice. So what if it was disturbing that she didn’t want to anymore?

Abruptly carrying her plate to the kitchen, she retrieved the ingredients for the floats. “I met a guy today.”

“Where?” He wrapped Rose in a blanket and propped her in the cradle to encourage a nap.

“At the market. When Rose and I went to get diapers. We’re having breakfast tomorrow morning. I figured a change of venue might improve my odds of success.”

Taylor was wrong. He always had plenty of time to give her dating advice, or anything else she wanted.

Her change of heart wasn’t about him “having too much to do.” It was about his cancer. He shouldn’t have told her or taken her to Portland. This was why he didn’t tell anyone about his medical history. It changed how they treated him. He didn’t need Taylor’s concern or pity. He certainly didn’t want her to be uncomfortable. And he didn’t want to lose her the way he’d lost his mother.

Without looking his way, she held up a hand, bringing the tangled flow of his thoughts to an abrupt halt. “You don’t have to worry. I already told him I’m the sheriff. He didn’t seem to mind.”

“What do you know about the guy?” Leaning against the counter, he crossed his arms over his chest and watched the graceful movements of Taylor’s slender fingers as she scooped ice cream into tall glasses of root beer.

She was slow to respond, her guarded expression no doubt an attempt to close him out. She wasn’t going to have much luck with that strategy.

“He moved to Angel Point with his grandmother to open a pastry shop similar to Voodoo Doughnuts in Portland.”

“Does this guy have a name?”

Her brows lifted at the scowl he could feel spreading across his face, which made him feel a little better and not so much as though he was standing on the brink of losing one of the few people in his life he could count on without question.

“For a second there, you sounded just like Frank. His name is Grant Reed.” She handed him a float and spoon.

Gabe took a breath. He did sound like a bear with a sore spot in his gut. Grant Reed was just the next guy in the lineup. No big deal. Why was he worrying? “There’s a game on tonight.”

“I noticed.”

And that was the end of that conversation. At least until Taylor left for her place. She stopped at the door on her way out. “Don’t put your life on hold, Gabe. You deserve so much more.”

That was the problem, because his feelings for the sheriff had somehow become more than friendship. And, all of a sudden, a short, solitary, boring life wasn’t what he wanted at all.


Chapter Ten


See? She could go on a date without getting advice from Gabe.

Sitting across the table from Grant Reed, Taylor tried hard to keep her thoughts away from a certain single dad. For the first time, her date—forget that it was breakfast at Ginger’s Coffee House instead of lunch or dinner—stayed through the entire meal and seemed in no hurry to leave. This guy had Bill Danvers, her last date, beat hands down.

Grant was funny. His sun-streaked, longish hair curled to his shoulders. Blue eyes sparked with a ton of mischief as though life was a roller coaster ride and he was enjoying every bit of the twists and turns. By his own admission, he was a huge geek. His attire wasn’t that of a successful businessman. Sporting an eye-popping orange tee shirt and well-worn jeans faded to the brink of threadbare, he didn’t seem to care that mismatched lime green socks peeking out of worn sandals hinted he might be colorblind as well. He appeared to be an open book, something Taylor had to admit was very refreshing.

Still, she really had stepped over the line with Gabe. Who was she to tell her friend not to put his life on hold? Better yet, that he should adopt Rose? He’d said friends helped each other, and that’s what she’d thought she was doing, but turning down more of his dating advice felt like they were breaking up. Not that they were a couple, but she, for sure, didn’t want to stop being friends.

She refocused on Grant. “What made you pick Angel Point as your new home?”

Talk about putting a life on hold. Was she the pot calling the kettle black or what? When she’d told Gabe she was probably going back to Portland, coming to that decision wasn’t because the mayor was waiting impatiently for her decision. Portland just seemed the right choice.

“There’s no bakery in town, which makes Angel Point the perfect location to expand our business. My grandmother has always wanted to live on the Oregon coast but was too busy with the shop in Rosewood to make the move. We came for a visit last year and fell in love. And since, as she says, she has fewer days ahead of her than behind, I convinced her to do it now while she still has the energy.” Grant pushed his empty plate away. “How long have you lived here?”

“Five months.”

“And you like it so far?”

Taylor fiddled with the French toast she’d ordered. “The job is temporary. I’m heading back to Portland soon.”

“Portland’s a nice place.” Grant drank his coffee black. He poured more into his cup from the carafe that had been left on the table. “Not planning to stay?”

“I don’t think so.” If Portland was really her final destination, there would be no coming back, except maybe for a long weekend here and there. From experience, she knew that wouldn’t often happen. Vacation was the other option, but once a year didn’t seem enough.

Done talking about her decision to go or stay, she leaned on her elbows. “What made you become a baker?”

“My mom is a nurse. When I was young she worked swing shifts at the hospital. My grandmother picked me up after school, and we’d bake. Pastries mostly. It was fun, so I went to culinary school.”

“Because you liked being in the kitchen with your grandmother,” Taylor stated, immensely charmed but not in a boy-girl way.

Grant grinned. “Exactly.” Then laughed. “Why did you go into law enforcement?”

“It was either law enforcement or juvie” no longer seemed like an honest answer. And since Grant wasn’t bothered by her career choice, she admitted, “My family has a long history with the U.S. Marshals.”

He leaned toward her, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Not as the bad guys, I hope.”

“No, we’re the good guys.” Taylor laughed with her breakfast date, and it felt good.

“Of course, you are.”

So, this is what Gabe meant when he said she should share more of herself with her dates. “I was a rowdy teenager. Law enforcement turned out to be my salvation. Eventually, that led me to the ‘family business’, as my father likes to call the Marshals.” Right where Frank wanted her to be.

“But you’re not with the Marshals now?”

Okay, enough sharing. “I took a leave of absence.”

“You’re a surprising lady, Sheriff. Thanks for having breakfast with me. I have to get back to the bakery.” Grant laid his napkin on the table. “The electricians are coming today.”

You’re a surprising lady. Why did guys think she was interesting or surprising and nothing more? Gabe had said almost the same words.

Standing, she took the hand he offered. Grant had made it through the entire meal but didn’t feel a spark. She could tell by the way he shook her hand. There was no zing for her, either.

On the other hand, most of the time, if she were honest, Gabe made her breathless and wanting more. With his love of babies and his heartbreaking certainty he would never have any of his own, she’d gotten caught up in his story, for sure, but it wouldn’t be safe to fall head over heels for the playboy doc.

To Grant she said, “Good luck with the bakery. I’ll stop by when you open.”

“Thanks.” He let go of her hand and grinned. “Your first doughnut’s free.”

So this morning’s breakfast was a bust. Sort of. She would take her French toast home to Gabe. He wouldn’t give her advice, because she’d told him not to bother, but he would try to convince her that the lack of anything warmer than a new acquaintance sharing the same table during her breakfast encounter was no big deal. Someday she’d believe him.

While Ginger Murray took Grant’s money, Taylor had her French toast packed in a to-go box. He waved as he went out the door. She took the slow, roundabout way home.

During her date with another man, she’d spent way too much time thinking about Gabe. Maybe she should ask him out. Except, of course, that wasn’t going to happen.

Parking her truck on the south end of Warren Avenue, where she had a good view of Shipwreck Rock, she rolled down the window and leaned out to breathe in fresh air infused with a mist off the ocean. She would miss this. The slower lifestyle, knowing everyone in town, having space to figure out she wasn’t totally defined by her job.

Of course, there were more men in Portland, so there had to be a bigger pool of eligible guys to date. Her chances of success would improve dramatically now that she’d broken the barrier of the fifteen-minute meal. But her dating challenges weren’t the real reason this decision was so hard to make. Suddenly, it occurred to her there was one way to break her stalemate.

Digging in the tray where she kept spare change, Taylor came up with a quarter. Climbing out of the truck, she studied both sides of the coin. Heads, she would return to Portland and the Marshals. Tails, she’d stay in Angel Point.

Flipping the coin, she caught the silver piece mid-air and slapped it on the back on her hand. For a long, nervous moment she couldn’t look, but she had to see what fate and a shiny quarter had decided.

Heads.

All right, then. Decision made.

Taylor stared at Shipwreck Rock. Down the beach from the monstrous landmark, an older hotel was under renovation. Windows glinted through scaffolding in the morning sun. Seagulls enjoyed a morning flight, chattering to one another. She would miss how peaceful it was to live in Angel Point.

Back in her truck, she drove home. Not surprising, Gabe intercepted her on the porch. He held Rose. “So, how did breakfast go?”

“He was a nice guy, but nothing special happened.”

“That doesn’t sound good.” He frowned. “Want to come in and talk about it?”

“If it’s all right, I’ll take a rain check.” Taylor handed over the French toast. She just couldn’t spend the next hour talking about Grant when she’d spent most of the time thinking about the new dad backing toward his side of the duplex.

His handsome face went blank. “Sure. Of course.”

Ugh! Only she could bungle a predictable offer of a post-date huddle.

The sudden tingle of hairs standing on the back of her neck made Taylor turn in a slow circle until she faced the street looking for the cause. It’d been a long time since her sixth sense had signaled she should pay attention.

“What’s wrong?” With an arm wrapped around Rose, pulling her close to his shoulder, Gabe retraced his steps to Taylor’s side, the picture of a man intending to protect his neighbors.

Inside, Taylor went soft and squishy. It was such a man’s move…and sweet for someone whose job wasn’t dedicated to protecting the innocent. She shrugged off the prickly feeling.

“I don’t know. Probably nothing. I’ve decided to go back to Portland.”

“For sure?”

She nodded.

“Why?”

The coin toss was between her and the coin. “I was lucky Dan didn’t get killed. It’s time now to get back to work.”

He pressed his lips together. Taylor had no intention of hanging around to see how long he could keep whatever argument he was struggling with inside. Besides, her mind was made up, and before she could leave, she had a lot to get done. “See you later.”

She slipped into her house. She’d made the right decision, even if it was by the flip of a coin. So why didn’t she feel better about leaving Angel Point?

She found Frank sitting at the kitchen bar. Tossing her bag on the couch, she said, “You’re all dressed up. Where are you off to?”

She’d never seen her father blush. Not once. Yet here he was, cheeks ruddy, coffee abandoned on the counter, hands shoved in his pockets as he stood. “Camille and I are taking a ride to Newport.”

“Oh.” She stopped. “Did I miss something? You’re dating now?”

“I had dinner at her restaurant last night.” He grinned. “She’s a lovely lady. And she makes the best fish and chips.”

“True, but—”

His brows shot up.

Right. He was her father. He could spend as much time as he wanted with her friend, if that’s what Camille wanted, too. Still—“You’re a lot older than she is.”

“I don’t think that matters,” he dismissed. “How did the breakfast thing go?”

This is what she got for caving and answering his barrage of questions last night. She got a glass of water and gave him the same line she’d given Gabe. “Nothing special. Nice guy. I’m going back to Portland.”

Frank watched her closely. “You don’t seem very happy with that decision.”

He was right. She should be jumping up and down with joy, but hanging out and dissecting her funky mood with Frank wasn’t going to take it away. “Thought you had to pick up Camille.”

“I have a few minutes before I have to leave.” Once on the trail of a lead, the deputy marshal could not be sidetracked. “Are you sure? You’ve made a good life for yourself here.”

After all the crap he’d given her about returning to the “family business,” he was playing devil’s advocate? Great. “I’m sure. I’ll give Shane a call Monday morning.”

Then her father did the most remarkable thing, given he wasn’t a man prone to displays of affection. Enveloping her in a big bear hug, he whispered in her ear, “Do me a favor, Tinker Bell. Think about it some more. I know I’ve been pushing you to come back to the Marshals, but I was wrong. I’ve watched you with your friends. You like it here. And, as hard as it is for me to admit, you’re happy, and Angel Point suits you. Don’t make the mistake of walking away if it’s not what you really want.”

The old nickname made her wince. Who’d ever heard of a sheriff, or a U.S. Marshal for that matter, called Tinker Bell?

He placed a kiss on her forehead, reminding her of the dad she sometimes remembered from when she was a tiny girl, before Laney abandoned them.

With a final squeeze of her shoulders, he left her there, stunned and with too much excess baggage to think about.
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It took until Sunday morning for Gabe to say, screw it. He couldn’t fathom what was going on during Taylor’s dates that the guys didn’t see how special she was. And then there was the little niggle of panic he hadn’t felt since his cancer treatment days, all because she’d decided to leave Angel Point.

Pushing the niggle aside, worried she had the wrong impression—that her dating misadventures were somehow her fault—he had to break the one rule he’d lived by since losing his mother. He had to start something with a woman, one he cared a lot about, that he couldn’t finish. Which meant asking Taylor out on a real date. One where he took her someplace special and tried to resist stealing a kiss when he brought her home.

Yes, he dated. But not one of those dates was serious. Dating Taylor would be different. He liked her too much, and she wasn’t, and never would be, a casual dater, which was why he’d put her on the off-limits list from the get-go. Now that she was determined to go back to Portland, his time with her was rapidly disappearing.

“Don’t be such an idiot,” he muttered, as his brain took a hike and his palms started to sweat.

If he convinced her to go out with him, he would need a reliable babysitter for Rose. Stacy came immediately to mind. Perhaps it wasn’t the best idea, since she was one of his adoption candidates, but at least with Stacy watching his baby girl, he’d get the added benefit of seeing how Rose fit into the young family.

Feeling like a randy teenager about to ask the prettiest girl in school to go to the senior prom, he paced to the kitchen and moved dishes from the sink to the dishwasher.

He’d never been a big dater in high school. He was the geek spending all his time prepping for college. And when he’d gone into remission, his mom didn’t go back to teaching. No matter how good his medical reports came back, she’d get that pinched look on her face. Then she was gone, and he’d lost all his chances to tell her how important she was to him, how grateful he was to have her by his side through the worst days, how much he loved her.

Was he repeating the same mistake? Should he tell Taylor he didn’t want her to leave? Maybe she was right. Even though he’d gone on to college and become a doctor, had he put the rest of his life on hold? His mom would be appalled if she were still alive.

If there was one lady who could sideline him from his commitment not to get entangled in a relationship that couldn’t go anywhere long term, Taylor, with her compass pointing due north—like his mom—was the one.

Come on dude. It’s just a simple date. With Taylor. The sheriff. His best friend. Who, lately, revved his engine like nobody’s business. Who knew she’d turn out to be the most distracting woman he’d ever met?

Before he could change his mind, Gabe broke from kitchen duty and bought tickets online for the matinee showing of the new play, Our Town. That taken care of, and since sitting still and reading the latest Dan Brown novel while Rose finished her nap appeared to be out of the question, the rest of the house got a thorough cleaning.

When he was done, he checked on his cherub. Her little cheeks were pink. Blankets askew. Her bottom in the air. His heart settled down. Everything would be okay. He just had to find this adorable angel a loving home. And help Taylor where he could, and when she would give him the chance. His life, after all that, would be fine. He had nothing to fuss about. Really.

He found Stacy’s number and dialed.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Stacy. Gabe Adams here.”

The woman on the other end of the call sucked in a quick breath. “You’ve made a decision?”

“No. Sorry. Not yet.” He wrapped his hand around the back of his neck. “I was…uh…wondering if you could babysit Rose for a few hours this afternoon?”

“Yes, of course.” She must have put her hand over the phone. All he could hear were muted words and then squeals in the background. “We’d love to.”

“Okay. Good.” Were the nerves twisting in his gut what normal parents went through when they put the care of their precious child in the hands of near strangers? “I’ll drop her off at eleven thirty.”

Just as he hung up, Rose woke with a lusty cry. After changing and feeding her, he couldn’t put off knocking on Taylor’s door any longer. Wrapping Rose in a blanket, he asked the little girl, “What do you think, Rosie? Shall we see if I can talk the sheriff into an afternoon on the town?”

Grabbing his courage before it went into hiding—he hadn’t been this nervous since he took his medical licensing exam—he knocked on her door. When she didn’t answer, he glanced over his shoulder. Her truck was there. He knocked again.

Taylor finally answered, dark hair pulled into a shaggy ponytail, winter-blue eyes sleepy. She wore green plaid flannel bottoms and a tank top. His breath stalling in his chest, Gabe wished the PJs didn’t show off her curves quite so well.

Without saying a word, she swung the door open in silent invitation and walked toward the kitchen. As he followed, he saw what other guys should be seeing. Holy heck, Sheriff Taylor James took his breath away.

“Coffee?”

“Sure.” He glanced at the Route 66 clock on the dining room wall. Eight twenty. “Are you just getting up?”

She yawned. “Couldn’t sleep last night.”

“Another nightmare?”

She shook her head, took Rose from him, and went back to hover near the coffee pot.

Crossing his arms over his chest, he leaned on the edge of the table and settled in to enjoy the view. Taylor had caught on to his baby lessons without breaking a sweat. The sight of her rubbing her nose in Rose’s black hair, waiting for her first cup of joe of the morning, gave him ideas that hadn’t seen the light of day in years. But that wasn’t the purpose of this visit.

Stick to the plan. And be sure you don’t make promises you can’t keep, no matter how much you’re tempted.

“Why couldn’t you sleep?”

She yawned again as the coffeemaker spit the last of the coffee into the waiting pot. “Frank and Camille drove down to Newport.”

“That’s a good thing.” She aimed a stern frown at him. “Isn’t it?”

“I guess.” She didn’t sound all that positive.

Gabe liked her kitchen. It was a close replica of his, but more feminine, cozy, with pops of Taylor’s favorite red. Tidy, with bits of surprises. Like the woman who, after he retrieved Rose, carried their coffees to the living room.

Settling the baby on her blanket, he gave Rose the small gecko stuffed animal he’d put in his pocket before leaving the house. “I was wondering if you’d go to the theater with me this afternoon. Our Town opened yesterday, and there’s a matinee performance today at one.”

He saw the question in her eyes. Before she could ask, he raised a hand to stop her. “No. This isn’t a pity date. I swear. I just thought I should show you what a real date looks like.”

At least that’s what he told himself and the woman already shaking her head. “I don’t want you to do that.”

Feeling a little bit reckless, because, with her leaving there was no chance he would form an attachment that went further than good friendship, he said with a grin, “Too late. I already have the tickets.”


Chapter Eleven


Holy moly! She was going on a date with hot stuff, Gabriel Adams!

The man was not serious about his dates. This was just another one of their Friday night meetups, except they were taking in a Saturday matinee instead of their usual soccer game.

She glanced at the time on her phone. She had a little over two hours to get ready.

Not a pity date. Or so he said, but how could it not be? The playboy doc with the heart of gold wanting to take her out was…mind boggling. And too irresistible. Her heart pounded.

Pulling clothes from her closet, she tossed them on the bed. There was no talking herself out of the excitement bubbling to the boiling point at the prospect of going to a play with the most exciting man she knew.

The front door opened and closed, arresting her frantic search for the perfect outfit. Downstairs, she found her father pouring coffee from the half-empty pot.

“Frank?”

“Tinker?” he shot back, brows pulling together.

She resisted playing the don’t-call-me-that game with her old man. He wasn’t going to like her questioning his movements as it was. That didn’t stop her. “Where were you all night? I was beginning to wonder if I should send out a search party.”

He pushed a hand through his graying hair. “Camille and I spent the night on the beach.” And then, as her brows shot up, “All we did was talk.”

“She’s my friend, Dad. What are you doing?”

“I don’t know.” He huffed and carried his cup to the table to sit down. Sunlight streamed through the windows at his back. He scrubbed his face. “I like the woman. A lot.”

Taking a seat on the other side of the table, she didn’t know what to say. This was Camille—and Frank—they were talking about.

Challenge lurked in his cagey gaze. “I’m seeing her again this afternoon. Is that going to be a problem?”

“Does she know you’re married to your job?” Taylor wouldn’t cut him any slack.

The bluster went out of his posture. His shoulders sagged. “I’m ashamed that the only thing you and Dakota remember is that I cared more about my work than I did about you girls.”

The admission wasn’t what she was expecting.

“I’m tired, Tay. I broke my relationship with you kids. I wish I could undo that, but I can’t.”

He hadn’t called her Tay since she was a kid. “Forget about it, Dad. I’m not that broken.”

“I can’t forget about it. I made a rookie mistake.” He left his untouched coffee in the sink before dropping a surprising kiss on the top of her head. “I can be a better dad, Tay. I swear.” His wistful smile tugged at her heart. “But, right now, I’m going to bed to catch a couple hours of sleep.”

Upstairs, she heard the soft snick of a door closing, then the creak of the bed. She twisted to stare at the ceiling. It wasn’t like she’d had the worst childhood. Just that she’d wanted more. A normal family like the other kids at her school. Kodie had wanted the same thing.

On a heavy sigh, she returned to the abandoned task of deciding what to wear on her date with Gabe. In the end, it came down to pairing a dressy teal blouse with her usual black jeans or a sassy, knee-length black skirt.

When her mother had walked out the door wearing a similar skirt, she’d lost her dad, too. No wonder she’d been such a screwed up kid.

In spite of her second thoughts, the skirt won. Was it because of Camille that her father had done a one-eighty? Maybe she owed her friend a big fat thank you!

If her dad could attempt to change his stripes, she could, too.

Claiming her upcoming “date” meant nothing, didn’t make it a non-starter. So why was she going out with the playboy doc?

Because she didn’t want to disappoint the guy who thought he had no future? Because she didn’t want to look back and be disappointed in her instincts like after the incident that brought her to Angel Point in the first place?

No matter how hard she tried, Taylor couldn’t pretend that going to the theater with Gabe wasn’t a special occasion for the girl who’d followed family tradition too closely and made her job the most important thing in her life.

The problem was, she liked Gabe a lot. Perhaps too much. Since he wasn’t likely to ask her out a second time, she added her best jewelry, including her favorite bangles, and a dab of rare makeup. When she was ready, she stared at the polished girl in the full-length mirror. Hopefully, she wouldn’t disappoint the man who once again made her wish for more than he was willing to give. It was a silly wish. Who in the world had a normal family these days, anyhow?
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Gabe competently followed the slow string of traffic, searching for a place to park. Taylor pulled on her skirt to cover her knees as she studied the faces of the folks, tourists mostly, wandering in and out of the shops on Warren Avenue.

Many of the buildings on the main street were clad in weathered cedar. The street was clean, but then, all of the coastal town was inviting. Permanent residents were proud of how far from near oblivion they’d brought the little community. She was proud to be sheriff of such a genuine, welcoming place. With Gabe close by, Rose would have a good life here.

“I haven’t given up on finding Daisy,” she said, even though the rational side of her mind was convinced Rose’s mother was long gone.

She wished for the kid’s sake, it wasn’t true, that the young mother wasn’t as selfish as Laney and had honestly thought her baby girl would be better off with Gabe. There just wasn’t any evidence pointing in that direction.

“I’m sure you’ve done your best.” Gabe maneuvered into an open spot in front of the Dragon Gallery. “But today we’re not going to think about Daisy.”

Taylor couldn’t resist checking Gabe out a second time. A grin tugged at his chocolate-colored eyes. Her pulse fluttered in response.

She swallowed against the lump of nerves lodging in her throat. He was right. Today was about putting everything else aside and having fun. That included how much she would miss Rose when she left…miss watching the cute little tyke grow up…going to her school events. She would miss all the cool, important stuff. And she would miss Gabe.

His low rumble of laughter relaxed her nervous anticipation. How could she not enjoy spending the afternoon with this man who’d whistled and made her blush when she’d joined him on the porch?

The chiffon top and flirty skirt, coupled with flat slip-on shoes, had done their job. For that briefest second, she imagined he’d seen her as more than a good friend.

The Jeep’s door opened. A masculine hand offered to help her out of the vehicle. Her skirt slipped, revealing more than she intended. Gabe’s gaze slid along every inch of her bared legs.

Her normal analytical brainwaves scrambled, heart skipping, she let him tuck her close, her hand snuggled in the crook of his elbow as he escorted her along the sidewalk. If his plan was to show her a great time, mission accomplished. Who knew a date could be this…delicious?

Taylor blinked to clear the haze. “Preston and JJ sure were excited to see Rose. Don’t you think they’d make a good family?”

He was quiet for a bit too long. “Seems like it, but Stacy already has her hands full raising the boys.”

“Just means she has lots of experience with little humans,” Taylor hinted. “And Elizabeth is a big help.”

That was another thing she would miss. Seeing Stacy raise her boys. They were good kids. She was doing a phenomenal job, with her mother-in-law’s help. If he wasn’t going to keep her himself, she hoped Gabe chose Stacy to be Rose’s new mom.

Gabe gave her a sideways look—he could guess which side she was batting for—and led her into a wide alley with old style boardwalks. The Wine Shack was on one side, Old Town Playhouse on the other. A line was already forming at the theater ticket window.

“Taylor!”

Untangling her hand from Gabe’s, she swiveled just in time to be wrapped in Camille’s hug and a whispered, “I see you took my advice and got yourself a date with the doc.”

Ignoring the good-natured poke, Taylor spotted Frank in line for tickets and pulled Camille to the middle of the alley, out of hearing range. Gabe leaned against a porch post, apparently happy to wait her out.

Her breath stuck in her throat. Where was her armor when it came to the doc? When she didn’t move her gaze, his lips quirked into a teasing smile. Taylor backed up another few steps.

“You like him, don’t you?” Camille observed quietly.

“Sure, but not in the way you mean.” He was a very likable guy. What she couldn’t do was like like him, so she posed a question of her own. “How’s it going?”

Tickets in hand, her father joined Gabe. Both men looked in their direction.

“Your dad is very attractive.” Camille’s cheeks turned pink. “And so much fun.”

Her dad? Attractive? Fun? Taylor took a long look at Frank. “I just don’t see it.”

“I like him, Taylor.” Camille grabbed her arm. “Enough to want to marry him, I think. But you can’t tell him that, okay?”

Taylor stacked her fists on her hips, realized how aggressive she must look, and shoved her hands down the sides of her skirt instead. It was dirty pool to bring it up, but someone had to protect Camille. “You don’t know him. Did he tell you how, when I was a kid, his family came in second place to his job?”

“He told me everything. Please don’t ask me not to date your dad.”

“I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

Camille’s arm snaked around her shoulders and swung them around so they could see their dates. Frank’s eyes were on Camille. He said something to Gabe that made her date nod, a thoughtful look on his face.

“Avoiding getting hurt isn’t possible, Taylor. It happens. Anyway, we’re going to a play with two hot dudes. Life can’t get much better, can it?”

She wanted to disagree, but—“No. Okay, you win.”

“Of course I do.” Camille winked.

When they entered the theater, it was like stepping back in time. Old with history, ornate wall sconces offered a soft, gilded light. Warm, dark wood paneled the room. The stage was the same, set up with minimal props.

Gabe found four open seats in the third row from the stage. When they were seated, she leaned into his shoulder and whispered, “What were you and Frank talking about?”

He tilted toward her, his voice low. “What were you and Camille talking about?”

“She likes my dad.” No point in beating around the bush.

“He likes her, too.” He leaned closer to whisper in her ear, “He wanted to know what my intentions were.”

“He did not!” she hissed.

Gabe chuckled. The rich sound settled in her belly, waking a desire that was better left slumbering. “He didn’t use those exact words, but that’s what he meant.”

“What did you tell him?” She couldn’t have moved, even if she wanted to. The musky scent of his cologne, mixed with the oils used to protect the wood in the theater, held her only a little less captivated than the man.

He shifted so a strong shoulder nested against hers as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Capturing her hand, he intertwined their fingers. “I told him this is your day. My intention is to make sure it’s a good one.”

No wonder the guy could date any woman he wanted. She slipped her free hand under her leg so she wouldn’t fan her face. The lights went down—thank goodness—leaving spotlights on the stage. An older woman dressed in 1930s clothes, white hair shaped into riotous disarray on the top of her head, stepped onto the stage.

It wasn’t a good idea to get attached to touching her charming companion whenever she wanted. Pulling her hand free from Gabe’s, Taylor flipped through the program until she came to a description of the play and a list of actors and their parts. The drama unfolding on stage was a glimpse into the small town of Grover’s Corners and the people who lived there. Told by the Stage Manager, played by Belle Chartres, the first act had barely begun before Taylor was taken away into the story of George and Emily, their love for each other, their marriage, Emily’s death in childbirth, and George’s grief at the loss of his beloved wife.

At the end, as the lights came back on and the audience gave the actors a standing ovation, it wasn’t lost on Taylor how Our Town confirmed what Gabe believed. Unexpected death or in his case, unavoidable death, left those behind utterly shattered. But, she had to think, embracing however much time he was given was worth the risk.

When they emerged from the theater, Frank and Camille held hands. Her father looked at her friend as though he’d found everything in the world he wanted. “You kids want to join us for chocolate sundaes?”

Had Laney broken her father’s heart when she left? Taylor remembered going on a picnic as a family by a big river and, another time, a hike in the Texas Hill Country, riding on her father’s shoulders, his rare, big laugh booming in the crisp spring air.

Gabe placed a hand on the small of her back, distracting Taylor from the confusion she couldn’t shake. “Thank you, but we have to pick up Rose.”

Camille tilted into her father’s side as she waved goodbye. Taylor resisted following her friend’s example.

What would Kodie think about their father and Camille?

“I don’t get it.”

Gabe opened the passenger side door for her. “What’s that?”

“Frank and Camille. That is not the same man I grew up with.”

Gabe settled behind the Jeep’s wheel before responding. Starting the engine, he glanced her way. “You don’t think people can change?”

“Of course they can.” She shrugged. “It’s just that…I don’t know. Frank dating at all is…unexpected.”

“He hasn’t dated since your mom left?”

Taylor shook her head. “Not that I know of.”

Before pulling into the meandering traffic, he rubbed her arm, sparking an awareness of her own. “Maybe your dad just needed to fall in love again?”

“You think he’s in love with Camille?”

The sympathetic spark in his dark gaze said that was exactly what he thought. It was too much to take in.

“Maybe.”

When they parked in front of Stacy’s ranch house and joined her on the porch, she put aside the book she was reading. “How was the play?”

“Good. Definitely worth seeing.” Taylor was aware she talked too fast. It happened when the ground under her feet got too shaky. First Gabe. Now Frank.

“We had fun.” Gabe sent her a searching look. Didn’t we?

Taylor’s cheeks warmed.

“Was Rose good for you?”

“Yes. She’s such a wonderful baby.” Stacy frowned. “The kids are napping. They just went down. I hate to wake them. Preston and JJ will want to say goodbye.”

Gabe didn’t hesitate. “I can come back. Just call when you’re ready.” Did that mean he was considering Stacy?

A short time later, he and Taylor stood on their own porch. There were people in the park across the street. She automatically cataloged each one, a mother playing with her kids, a hooded figure leaving the park, but none of them held her attention long enough to overcome the disappointment that her date with Gabe was over.

Her heart wobbled. Her feet wouldn’t move. “I. Um. Thank you. I had a great time.”

“I did, too.” He smoothed a strand of loose hair back from her face.

The rich brown of his eyes went almost black. If she didn’t already know this was just another casual date for him, she could believe something big had happened at the playhouse.

Before she changed her mind, she rose to the tips of her toes, closed her eyes, and pressed her lips to Gabe’s. For a sparkling, champagne moment, his mouth clung, explored. Strong hands gripped her shoulders, holding her in place. Not that she was looking for an escape route. The world stopped turning. Desire skidded through all her girl parts with a decided Give me more!

Gabe let go. Savoring every last tingle, she slowly opened her eyes and found herself wishing he wanted more, too. It wasn’t stealing if he’d participated in their heart-thumping kiss, too, was it?
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Very early the next morning, Gabe let himself into the office. He’d started off the day with taking Taylor coffee so they could discuss a baby-minding schedule for the next week. What he didn’t tell her was that he also wanted to make sure she was okay and find out if he’d convinced her there was no way she was a lackluster date. Far from it.

He needed her to know he wasn’t offering more than he had to give. He’d definitely gone too far by getting ensnared in a kiss that went on too long.

But wow!

His excuse was feeble. The marshal in a skirt that flirted with her long legs as she’d joined him on the front porch had blown up every resolve he’d made over the years. No way did he want to put a woman he cared about in the position of having to pick up the pieces when he was gone.

This morning, she’d answered his knock, dressed for work, which was almost as sexy as the skirt. She’d agreed to split babysitting chores, each of them taking half a day during the week until he decided who would be best suited to be Rose’s new parents, or parent, as was the case with Stacy.

Clearly, he had feelings for Taylor that had nothing to do with their friendship. When she’d kissed him after their date, and he’d kissed her back, in a matter of seconds, every protection he’d put in place around his prescribed life unraveled like a normal pregnancy gone suddenly wrong.

For the first time since his leukemia had gone into remission, he wanted what other guys took for granted. He wanted to grow old, rocking in a wooden porch swing with the wife, leaning into her soft shoulder, and holding hands. He wanted many years of marriage and family and the sense of accomplishment that came with filling his life with everything he could pack into every day.

As he sat at his desk, it hit him like a sack of rocks to the gut. He wanted Taylor.

The ringing of his phone broke into his brooding. “Adams here.”

“Dr. Adams?”

“Yes.”

“This is Grace Nolan.” The woman on the line rushed on without taking a breath. “I’m pregnant.”

“You took a pregnancy test?”

Her laugh was shaky. “Three of them. They were all positive.”

This would be her and Allen’s first baby. “Congratulations. Make an appointment, and we’ll confirm with blood work.”

“The thing is, since I’m pregnant, Allen and I have decided not to adopt a baby right now.”

“I understand.” And he did. Having a first baby was hard enough, but getting through a first pregnancy with a new infant on board was almost like having twins.

“You don’t think we’re horrible people?”

“Of course not.” He was disappointed—they would make great parents for Rose—but that was all. “I’m going to transfer you to the front desk, and the receptionist will make that appointment for you.”

A relieved sigh came over the line. “Thank you for understanding.”

“Not a problem, Grace. Don’t worry about it.” He transferred the call, already thinking through his patients for other couples who were interested in adopting. He came up blank.

That left Stacy.

And him.

He abandoned his chair for the window. The parking lot dotted with cars wasn’t the best view, but the office was convenient with its location next to the hospital.

“Don’t go there. You know you can’t adopt Rose,” he muttered under his breath as Taylor’s idea began to take hold.

Actually, he didn’t have to proceed with adoption. His name on her birth certificate made him Rose’s legal father. But keep her? Was he serious?

It would be the most selfish thing he’d ever done. Still, the memory of Taylor’s kiss, how much she cared about Rose…it all morphed into a snapshot of the three of them, together, one happy family.

If he thought for a second that they had any chance of a future, and if he could convince Taylor to stay in Angel Point, he might…maybe…give it a shot.

He paced in front of the window, stopping abruptly. Closing his eyes to the kiss he wanted to repeat and the tempting image of a family he’d never thought to have, he rubbed the back of his neck. After so many years of knowing there were some things he couldn’t change, did he dare take the risk?

No, he didn’t, because the risk wasn’t his alone.

His nurse and office manager stuck her head in the door. “The hospital is calling on line one.”

“Okay, thanks, Mary.”


Chapter Twelve


Rose was having a fussy morning. Taylor felt pretty fussy herself. It was just a kiss, for heaven’s sake. When Gabe had brought her coffee, she’d hoped they could return to their easy companionship, but he’d acted as if he walked on eggshells and was waiting for the other shoe to drop. And she had been struck by a shyness that wasn’t normal.

Rose couldn’t be tempted with an extra dose of cuddles in the rocking chair, so she gave up and left a message for Gabe with his office manager that she was taking the baby to the station to get some work done. Maybe a ride in the truck would do what the rocking chair couldn’t.

She got a text from Gabe as she parked. No need to do a background check on Allen and Grace. Will explain later. Have to go to a delivery. Can you watch Rose for a while longer?

“Delivery” could mean he’d be gone all night. She texted back, Sure. See you when you’re done.

It appeared she was stewing over nothing and could stop thinking about their kiss. He was back to his routine. And she had Rose. Not a bad compromise.

The ride to the office did the trick. Taylor carefully settled the sleeping baby, still in her detachable carrier, on the floor next to her desk. Stacy had a thing going on at the boys’ school, and Jack was out on patrol. The peace and quiet were perfect for writing up her resignation.

Booting up her computer, she’d just addressed the letter to Russ when he strolled into her office. “Hey, Sheriff. How’s it going?”

Sometimes fate made her nervous. She leaned back in her chair. “Fine. What can I do for you, Mayor?”

He glanced at Rose. “That Doc Adams’ little girl?”

“Yes.” No point in correcting Russ, since Gabe was letting Rose’s birth certificate do the talking for him.

“Cute kid.” He settled into the chair across from her desk but rolled it close so he could watch Rose sleep. “Been looking for you. I have an idea and want to see what you think. You’ve heard Angel Point’s one-hundredth birthday is next year?”

Taylor nodded.

“I’m thinking we should have a weeklong centennial celebration. The whole town would be involved.”

“That will take a lot of planning.”

“Uh huh. I’ll get started on that at the next town meeting. I’m wondering if you think we’ll need extra deputies?”

“Probably.” She took a deep breath. “But next year I won’t be here.”

He shot out of the chair. “What do you mean?”

She motioned toward her computer. “I was just typing up my thirty-day notice.”

“Why? You don’t like it here?”

“I do.” If you didn’t actually tell anyone what you’d done, it wasn’t dumb, and possibly immature, to make such an important decision to take a job or not by flipping a coin. “This job was always meant to be temporary.”

“I won’t take your resignation. This town needs you.”

“You’ll have to accept it if you want to make sure you have a replacement hired before I leave.”

Rose woke with a loud wail. Before Taylor could reach her, Russ was there, taking the tiny girl from the carrier, expertly putting her to his shoulder and patting her back. “Hey, sweetie. I know. Miss Taylor thinking about leaving is a bad idea. Don’t cry.”

Rose instantly stopped howling. Unbelievable.

“How did you do that?”

“Lots of practice with the nephews and nieces.” Rose burped. Russ grinned. “See? Works every time.”

“You’re going to have to teach me that trick.”

“Be glad to, when you agree to stay on as sheriff. Where’s Doc Adams?”

Russ had his mind made up, and Taylor wasn’t going to change it with this one conversation. “He’s doing a delivery.”

“You want me to take this cutie pie for a walk on the beach while you work? The kite festival’s in full swing today.”

She eyed the letter she’d started on her computer and the stack of papers in her in-box. “You’re sure?”

“Absolutely.”

“I need about an hour.” Taylor changed Rose’s diaper before kissing her forehead where dark hair curled. “You be good for the mayor.”

“I have a house for sale. If you agree to stay, I’ll give you a good price.” Leaving the bribe dangling—it couldn’t be anything else, shame on the mayor—Russ stopped at the door, gently waving Rose’s hand at Taylor. “Also, you might think about the idea that just maybe you need this town as much as we need you.” With that little nugget, he left.

Taylor sank into her chair and stared at the stack of papers. Was Russ right? Had she come to need the little town that had, without any conscious thought on her part, become her home? Is that why it was so difficult to leave? Had she found a place she could belong?

Ignoring the yes, yes, and yes to all the colliding questions, Taylor grabbed the papers.

Laney had been miserable in Waco with her husband and children and hadn’t looked back when she left. Taylor was the exact opposite. She always looked back. Wondered what her life would have looked like if her mother had stayed.

Staying in the sweet coastal town so that she’d be close, even involved in Gabe and Rose’s lives in a small way, would not make up for her mother’s desertion. And just because returning to Portland and her old job made her stomach hurt—

She absolutely believed the end for Gabe was not coming as soon as he thought, but he and Rose could not have any weight in her decision to go back to Portland. Maybe the coin toss hadn’t been that immature.

Getting dizzy, she brushed the round robin of her thoughts aside and hunkered down to search for Daisy. Rose deserved to know why her mother had left. It took forty-five minutes, rather than the hour she’d told Russ, for the few leads she followed to dead end, then an additional few to tidy up her desk. She even reviewed Stacy’s background check one more time, even though she knew there were no hidden secrets in her coworkers’ past.

Finished for the day, she grabbed her messenger bag. Staying or leaving was too important a decision to leave to the flip of a coin. Which meant she was back to square one. The good news was, it wasn’t a hardship to stay in Angel Point. In fact, it might be the best decision she ever made.

She didn’t want to be a runner like her mother, leaving behind devastation. And she wanted to be around when Rose told the story of how the town sheriff found her mother at the bus station, followed by the story of how she was delivered by a caring doctor who also made sure she got a good home.

After checking in with her deputies to make sure there were no problems brewing, she headed in the direction of the beach. Kites flying in the blue sky led the way. For the first time in a long time, her heart felt light. Not just because she’d kissed Gabe Adams, though she had to say, the man gave good kisses.

If she told Gabe that, he would laugh.

She slipped off her shoes when she got to the sand. Russ was farther along the beach, holding Rose and pointing at the kites. With spring in full bloom, her town was full of tourists who came to participate in the kite festival. The mayor should be excited. He was getting exactly what he wanted. Angel Point was on the map.

Her town. When had that happened?

A figure dressed in jeans and a dark hoodie wandered between her and Russ and Rose.

Taylor frowned. A hooded person had also left the park across from Gabe’s Craftsman. A coincidence? Maybe. She edged closer. Russ caught her attention as he pointed for Rose and cheered while the largest butterfly kite she’d ever seen took flight. When she tore her gaze away from the bouncing baby, her person of interest was gone.
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During the long hours of labor, Gabe had plenty of time to think—maybe too much time. In the break room just off the reception area of the birthing unit, he poured a strong cup of coffee.

He liked Taylor. More than a little. No surprise there. Their sizzling kiss was proof his feelings for the lady had grown beyond anything he’d wanted or planned. Yet he wouldn’t call it love. If he did, it would be that much harder to keep the distance he needed. And he’d want to kiss her again.

As he monitored the fetal heart rate that became more unstable as the night wore on, he told himself over and over it wasn’t fair to become involved with the marshal and then abandon her in the end. He couldn’t do it and keep his self-respect. But, for reasons unknown, that newsflash wouldn’t take hold.

No matter how hard he tried to banish it, between the checks on his laboring mom, an impossible idea wouldn’t let go. Giving Rose to a stranger wouldn’t work. He could vet the heck out of the candidates before he chose the best parents for his girl, but what if that wasn’t enough? He had personal experience—life made no promises. If he kept Rose, became the father her birth certificate said he was, would he be the better option?

As much as she needed a dad, Rose needed a mom, too. Mostly so, when the time came, she wouldn’t be alone. Would Taylor change her mind about leaving Angel Point if he offered her a reason to stay? She clearly loved the squirt. The more he circled the idea, the more he couldn’t shake it loose.

So, how did he make a family out of three disconnected people?

The discovery that he wanted Taylor and Rose to be the glue holding his days together on a permanent basis was…unsettling, to say the least. He had money banked and the house. By making Taylor and Rose the beneficiaries of his estate, it would be easy to leave them a tidy sum, enough to keep them both comfortable for a very long time.

He and Taylor could even get married, if that’s what she wanted. They could become a real family and, that way, something good would come out of his relapse when it came.

His mind whirled. Was it fair to tangle Taylor in what was basically an arranged relationship because a sweet baby girl had wiggled her way into his heart and needed a home? The persistent voice that nagged all through the labor insisted he and Taylor would make a great parental team. They had respect…and affection…for each other. If they got married, would she let him kiss her whenever he wanted?

Once the question was out there, he had no chance at all of ignoring how much this was exactly what he wanted. His pulse sprinted. They would make a good threesome. Taylor James and Rose Marie—after his mother—Adams. It sounded good. They’d fill his days, hopefully many of them, with laughter and purpose. And the most important girls in his life would have each other when he was gone. All that was left to do was see what Taylor thought of his plan.

His patient’s labor was long and difficult, turning into an emergency cesarean section to save mom and baby. Thankfully, they both made it with flying colors. At the end, when the tools of his trade were put away, and his charting was done, Gabe was exhausted, but not so tired that he could wait to see the lady who’d occupied most of his thoughts through the night.

Parking in his usual spot, he checked his watch. Six fifteen. Taylor was an early riser. If he were smart, he’d give her another thirty minutes so her first jolt of caffeine could kick in, but he was too nervous to delay. He knocked on her door before he could change his mind.

After several long minutes, he was about to knock again when the door swung open.

Dang it! He should have stopped by Ginger’s. From the serious look on Taylor’s pretty face, he needed all the help he could get to convince her that his plan wasn’t crazy.

“I should have brought coffee.”

“I made some. Figured you’d need it after pulling an all-nighter.”

Resisting the urge to drag her close so he could drown his senses in the faint vanilla scent that was simply Taylor, he followed her into the kitchen where she served up a cup of dark brew.

“How did the delivery go?”

“It ended in a cesarean section, but mother and son are fine. Is Rose sleeping?”

She topped off a second cup, adding creamer. “In my room. Don’t worry; I have pillows surrounding her so she won’t fall off the bed.”

See? Great mom in the making.

“Frank?” He didn’t need her father listening in while he made the pitch for a quasi-business deal instead of asking Taylor to marry him because they were in love and couldn’t imagine living apart.

“He left earlier to pick up Camille. They’re going whale watching.”

“Isn’t the spring migration almost over?” he asked. More than whale watching might be going on between those two.

She blushed, which made him smile. Taylor was sweet in many ways, considering she was a U.S. Marshall and a sheriff, and had probably been involved in some not so nice situations in her career.

“Frank doesn’t know the migration schedules, and I don’t think Camille told him.”

“Ah.” Putting his cup on the counter, he crossed his arms over his chest. “I need to talk to you about something.”

“Me first.”

“Okay.” He leaned against the counter. “What’s going on?”

She appeared nervous. Well, that made two of them. Mirroring his stance, she backed into the breakfast bar. Taking a breath, she blurted, “I’ve changed my mind about leaving Angel Point. I’m staying.”

His pulse did an unexpected happy dance. Fate or Taylor, he wasn’t sure which, was giving him the opening he needed. “That’s excellent news.”

She stared at him for a long moment, then frowned. “Why?”

“Because—” Gabe searched for a reason that didn’t sound as shocking as I want you to be my baby’s legal mother. “I’d miss you if you moved to Portland.”

Luckily, he came up with part of the truth.

Her gaze narrowed. With the flip of a switch, she went from a very understanding but nervous friend to the flinty sheriff zeroing in on the bad guy. “Why?”

Not how he wanted to segue into the two of them taking on parenthood together. He dropped his arms, making a motion for them to sit on the couch. “Okay, listen. I have a proposition to make, but you have to hear me out.”

Seated, she twisted to face him. God, this wasn’t as easy as he’d envisioned in the small hours just before dawn.

He laid his whole plan out. “We can even get married if you want. Your call.”

He knew it sounded like he’d lost his mind, but it didn’t matter. Despite fixating on kissing her again, his real aim was to convince the sheriff to help him protect Rose and her future.

Take the deal, Taylor.

She tapped the fingers of one hand gently against her leg, a sign she was calmly considering his pseudo marriage proposal instead of breaking like a storm over his head as he’d half expected. “We could buy a house big enough for the three of us to live together. Rent out the duplex—”

“Russ told me he has a house he’s willing to sell,” she said, maybe too calmly.

“We can check it out, if you want. It could be part of the deal,” he offered.

“Deal?” Finally, tone dripping with forced politeness, her pale blue eyes grew icy cold. The tempest had arrived. “Did you come up with this deal because I kissed you?”

“Absolutely not! No, I’m thinking about Rose’s future.”

Without a word she rose, stalked to the front door and held it open.

And, just in case he hadn’t gotten the message, she clarified, “You have to go. Now.”

He stood and took a hesitant step toward her. “I screwed up explaining my offer, didn’t I?”

“Offer? No. I get it. You don’t want the messy emotions of a wife. You want a business partner.”

A business partnership would mean no kissing. He hesitated at the door, stopping just short of reaching to cup her cheek and draw her close. “Taylor?”

She looked at him then, lifted her chin, the brief spike of anger replaced by a sadness she didn’t bother to hide. “You’re still thinking like a man who doesn’t believe he has a future.”

He took her hand and wound his fingers through hers, wishing he could see a long life ahead with this magnificent woman. “I don’t.”

She snatched her hand back. “I’ll think about it. Get some sleep. I’ll bring Rose over at noon.”

She more or less shoved him out of her house, just short of slamming the door in his face, and he stood there, lost and unsure in a way he hadn’t been the entire time he’d been under treatment for cancer.

Get some sleep. Was she kidding?


Chapter Thirteen


We can get married, if you want. Your call.

Oh my God! She couldn’t marry Gabriel Adams just because he’d had a sudden attack of “wouldn’t it be great to be a father”!

Taylor paced from one end of the living room to the other. When she’d told him he’d make a great dad for Rose, she hadn’t meant she was raising her hand for the position of mom, too. But she’d told him she would think about his insulting proposal, so she would.

That he’d thought through every aspect was unbelievable, and dang it, just a little tempting. Only he didn’t want a love match where his heart and emotions were involved. He wanted a business arrangement. Why her and not one of the string of other women he so casually dated? Why did she get to be the lucky one?

Rose woke with a hungry cry. Taking care of the baby was a welcome distraction from the turmoil twisting her insides into a hard knot.

“Your dad is a crazy man, you know that?” she told the little girl while dressing her in a cute lavender dress. Rose kicked her feet in agreement.

When Frank and Camille walked in, she was giving the happy munchkin her bottle. “I thought you guys were going to spend the day whale watching.”

“Changed our minds. Went to breakfast instead.” Frank dropped a kiss on Taylor’s temple, lingering with a hand on her shoulder as he tickled Rose under the chin. The baby’s dark eyes grew round and bright.

“I think she’s smiling,” Taylor said, surprised.

“Of course she is. Babies like me.”

He grinned at Camille, who laughed, the sound lighthearted. Camille loved Frank. And Frank—he shared a look with her friend that said a lot more than words.

Taylor never thought the day would come when her hard as nails dad would actually take a chance on another woman.

“Did I like you when I was a baby?”

He patted her shoulder. “You did. You were the prettiest kid I’d ever seen.”

“Don’t tell Kodie that.”

“Kodie was pretty cute, too.”

Frank talking babies, shooting looks across the room at Camille, told a story Taylor wasn’t sure she was ready to hear. The gentle squeeze on her shoulder, how he let Rose latch on to his finger, it was all so foreign to her memories of the father who shared so little with his daughters.

The room closed in. Suddenly, she had to get outside where she could breathe. “Will you watch Rose for about an hour?”

“Sure.” Her father frowned. “What’s going on? Where’s Adams?”

“Nothing’s going on.” She deposited Rose in his arms. “Gabe pulled an all-nighter at the hospital. He’s sleeping until noon. I told him I’d watch Rose, but since you’re here, I…uh…can go for a quick run.”

Must buy Rose one of those jogger strollers.

Camille took Rose from Frank. The furrow between his brows deepened “Do you want to talk?” he asked carefully, as if he, too, stood on unfamiliar ground.

“No!” She sucked in a deep breath. “No, I won’t be long.”

Frank tugged her into a hug. Moisture swept into her eyes. “Take as long as you need, baby girl. We’re not going anywhere.”

She broke free, made a mad dash for her room, where she practically dove into her running gear, and was out the door before he decided they should continue their little heart-to-heart. That was his way.

On the way out, she didn’t miss the worried look that passed between Camille and Frank. The pounding of her heart didn’t ease until the sound of her shoes slapping against pavement created a welcome rhythm her heart could follow. When she finally stopped running, she stood on the corner of Warren and Ellen, across from the bus station. The rails had long been paved over, but the restored brick station still had its original overhang along the full length of the building and stout doors leading into the passenger waiting area.

A bus pulled out of the station, which meant the public area would be virtually empty. Collapsing on the bench where she’d found Daisy in labor, Taylor leaned her elbows on her knees and dropped her head into her hands.

“You okay, Sheriff?” Pete Bernstein, the night porter, held out a bottle of water.

“I’m fine.” She nodded her gratitude, twisted off the cap, and took a long gulp. “You just getting off?”

“My sister’s coming for a visit. Had clean up to do before I could take some days off.” Pete took his job very seriously. “How’s the girl who was in labor?”

“She had a baby girl.” Pete apparently hadn’t heard the latest. No point in telling him she’d also abandoned her baby, or that the delivering doctor had made a preposterous proposal Taylor had to refuse.

“That’s nice. Well, see you around, Sheriff.”

With Pete gone, the station turned into the quiet refuge she’d been seeking. Stretching out her legs, she leaned back and stared at the ceiling. Finally, she’d decided to put down roots and stay in Angel Point, and what did Gabe do? He pulled a stupid, absolutely unbelievable stunt like dangling what amounted to an arranged marriage in her face.

If—and that was a big I. F.—she ever decided to get married, it would be because she was so in love with the guy, she couldn’t imagine life without him. Not because she was signing on for a cockamamie, impossible business deal.

Okay, so the man was super attractive, and he tasted like chocolate gelato on a warm summer day. The laugh was on her, wasn’t it? For a moment there, she’d started to believe the fairy tale, all the while knowing Gabe made it his life’s endeavor to resist any entanglements that hinted at long-term emotional commitment.

She snorted. Gabe Adams was so…so…ugh! She didn’t have words to describe how disappointed she felt. He was her friend. He should have known how terrible his offer would sound. How much it would hurt.

And then there was Rose. The boiling of her blood, that had started when Gabe laid out his absurd plan, cooled to a slow simmer. In her gut, if not her heart, she understood why he’d suggested they combine their time and energies. She would do the same thing to protect a child if she didn’t think she’d be around to see them to adulthood.

The truth was, she really wasn’t angry with Gabe. She was angry with herself for letting her heart wander where she’d warned it not to go. So maybe it was time to accept his proposal for what it was—his way of rescuing Rose. How could she not respect, maybe even love him a little bit, for wanting to do something so sweet?

The good news was, he wasn’t pretending to be in love with her to get her cooperation in his screwball scheme. Scrambling to her feet, she pulled on the hem of the light sweatshirt she’d pulled over her worn tank.

As she turned the corner onto her street, a now familiar hooded figure left the park, heading in the opposite direction. Taylor sped up to follow, but when she got to the cross street, the person had disappeared.

Leaning on her knees to catch her breath, she waited for the thump of her heart to slow. But it wasn’t racing because she’d run from the bus station or was pursuing a suspicious stranger on her block. It was the big undertaking she was considering.

Don’t kid yourself, girl. You’re going to take the man up on his proposal.

And there was nothing in the bargain Gabe had served up that said she couldn’t alter his little deal. He might not like her changes, but too bad. If he wanted her on board, well then, there would be conditions.

Taylor retraced her steps to her side of the duplex. Gabe was right about one thing. She might not be over the moon about his little project, but she was definitely crazy about Rose. Before she signed on the dotted line with Team Adams, she had one last question to ask.

In less than an hour, she was changed into her favorite jeans and tee shirt and had Rose ready to return to her scheming “father.”

“You’re sure you’re okay?”

Frank’s prolonged hug eased some of her nerves. “I’m fine, Dad. Really.”

“Okay. Well…” Frank and Camille were heading out for a walking tour of the galleries along Warren Avenue. “I love you, Tay, If you need me, just call and I’ll come right away.”

Who was this man?

Still reeling from his transformation from stern, barely there father to loving dad, she knocked on Gabe’s door. He answered in nothing but jeans, slung low on his hips, his chest and feet bare, towel drying his hair. The sight made her forget the unsettling episode with Frank.

“Come in.”

Presented with a view that was magnificent—booty molded in snug jeans—Taylor couldn’t stop staring.

Rose squirmed, breaking the spell. What the heck was wrong with her? She’d seen the man’s fine physique, including bare feet, before. Had even gotten a little breathless at the sight and had to rein in her…um…itch to play with his gorgeous, long toes.

Hold those horses! She had her own deal to make, and it didn’t include ogling Gabriel Adams as if he were the hottest thing in town. He was, but that was beside the point.

She sucked in a breath, forced her gaze up, to find he’d turned and was watching her with a grin that said he knew exactly what she was thinking. Grabbing a shirt that had been lying across the couch, he shrugged into the long-sleeved cotton but left it unbuttoned.

Swallowing hard, she handed the troublemaker his daughter’s diaper bag. “We need to talk.”

“Of course.” Laying a blanket on the floor in front of the couch, he situated the baby on her back, with her pink teddy bear close by. “I was just about to make a grilled cheese and ham. Want one?”

“Yes,” was all she could get out. Needing to keep busy, she grabbed a knife. “I’ll butter the bread.”

He finally buttoned his shirt, which she thought was too bad, but it made concentrating on the task at hand easier. He was the first to broach the subject that took the oxygen out of the air.

“So, what do you think?”

“I think you’ve gone completely off the rails.” She spread the butter thick on four slices of bread.

The corners of his mouth curled up. “And—?”

“Why are you thinking we should…?” She waved a hand back and forth between them. “I thought the plan was to find Rose a good family.”

He poured root beer in tall glass mugs, passed one over, then put the sandwiches together in the fry pan before responding, “I’m thinking we will make a great family. I might not be her bio-dad, but I love her as if she were my daughter. I think you will, too.”

Taylor groaned at the picture he painted, but she couldn’t let him get away with dangling a prize she hadn’t known she wanted. She already loved Rose, but that didn’t mean the next logical step was to adopt the little tyke. “What about all that stuff you said about your leukemia coming back?”

“That’s where you come in.” He plated the sandwiches and carried them to the dining room, where he left one at an empty seat while he took the other across the table. “I heard what you said. I might be one of the lucky ones who doesn’t have a relapse, but, if I’m not, then you’ll be there for Rose. I know you’ll take good care of her. In the meantime, I don’t want to just sit and wait for my life to end. I want to fill every day with the people I care about.”

Rose? And her? Taylor’s heart took a stumble. It wasn’t true. He didn’t care about her like that.

Reaching across the table, he covered her hand. “Look. I can’t have kids…and I don’t know if you want any of your own or not, but you’ll have Rose, and I think you’ll make a wonderful mom.”

There would be no pregnant belly, no kids who shared her and Gabe’s DNA, but this was for Rose. She had to remember that and not get diverted by overwhelming regret, or the sizzle racing up her arm at his touch.

We can get married, if you want. Your call.

Rescuing her hand, she couldn’t hold out any longer. It was one thing to fight a business arrangement with Gabe, quite another to turn her back on his vision turning them into a threesome who took care of each other.

“Okay.”

“Okay, you’ll do it?”

“Yes, but you have to agree to a few changes.”

A triumphant look lightened the seriousness of his expression as he leaned back, cradling his root beer. “What changes?”

“We stay here instead of buying another house. We can put in a connecting door between the duplexes.”

“Done.”

“I don’t want you to put me in your will.”

“That’s to protect you in case—”

Taylor held up a hand. “I have a good job. I can take care of myself. You take care of Rose. Since she’s your daughter, that’s what’s important.”

He pressed his lips into a straight line. She hadn’t expected him to be happy about that one.

Gabe plunked his glass on the table. “Okay. What else?”

She laid down her last card, pushing the words past the lump in her throat. “I’ll adopt Rose, but no marriage. We’ll cohabitate, each of us on our own side of the duplex.”

“We’d be more comfortable together—”

“Not negotiable,” she said flatly. She wanted no part of a friends-with-benefits relationship. Actually, she did want, but anything more than two friends helping a little girl would muddy her feelings about the man big time. If he wanted a business partnership, that was what he would get.

He held up both hands in surrender. “All right. No marriage.”

His cell rang. He grabbed it off the table. “Dr. Adams here.”

While he was on the phone, she took her plate to the sink, put her untouched sandwich in a sandwich bag, and left it in the fridge. Dumb. Dumb. Dumb. There was no turning back from their unorthodox business deal now.

“That was the hospital. One of my patients just came in. She’s about three weeks early. It’s her third baby, so she’ll deliver fast. I have to go.”

“I’ll take Rose with me to the office.”

Strong hands turned Taylor until she was falling into concerned eyes the color of molten chocolate. God, she could stay there forever.

He asked softly, “So we have a deal?”

He was too close. Her girl parts pinged like a slot machine gone wild. She jerked her chin. “Yes.”

“Should we shake on it?” he asked, a mischievous glint in his gaze as he drew her slowly into his arms.

She told herself to move out of reach, but she couldn’t. She wanted Gabe to kiss her. Hovering a scant inch from her lips, their breath mingling, he gave her a chance to move away, but the desire to kiss the man was like a high-flying kite. Slow. Majestic. Full of powerful passion.

He didn’t disappoint. Their mouths fused. Her eyes fluttered closed. The moment became a thread of time where every rational thought fled, leaving her adrift, wanting more. When he let her go, he looked as stunned as she felt. That, at least, was something.

Taylor held out her hand. She could not let their relationship get out of hand. For both their sake. “Maybe we should stick to a handshake.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He winked, his sudden grin warming her in places that shouldn’t be kicking up their feet. “Gotta get dressed.”

Yes, he did, for God’s sake, before she changed her mind about keeping things between them on an unromantic level. Something in her expression must have given Gabe a clue about the tug and pull going on inside her chest because he laughed. Actually laughed.

“I’ll call when the baby’s born. This is going to be fun.”

No, it wasn’t. Taylor gave him the look that said, “watch it, buddy”, and went to get Rose and her bag.

He was the one who’d proposed a business partnership. He was going to be the one to stick to it. Even if she had to lock her excited libido in a closet and bury the key so deep it could never be found.


Chapter Fourteen


Waiting for Stacy and her boys to join her and Rose, Taylor sat on a bench along the paved path that meandered between the vacation hotels and personally owned properties lining this stretch of the beach. A breeze blew in from the surf, ruffling Rose’s hair. Unbuckling the front pack, she sat the little girl so she faced the waves sliding up to shore.

The afternoon at the office had been uneventful, and Gabe hadn’t called, which meant he must still be doing his thing at the hospital.

The sun sank low on the horizon, as gulls circled overhead, their chatter adding to Taylor’s nervous anticipation. Not that she was anticipating any more kisses from Gabe just because they’d struck a bargain. That wouldn’t be smart. “So what do you think, baby girl? Do you want me to be your mom?”

As if Rose understood every word, she bounced her fists.

“Yeah, I like the idea, too. I haven’t done this before—being someone’s mom—so you’ll have to tell me when I make a mistake.”

“There you are.” Breathless, dropping her boys’ hands, Stacy plopped on the bench beside Taylor. She held out a finger for Rose to grab. “She was so good at the office today.”

Taylor flushed. She should have told Stacy what Gabe had decided, but she hadn’t wanted to preempt whatever plan he had to inform the candidates Rose was no longer available for adoption. Maybe he’d called? “Have you talked to—?”

Out of the corner of her eye, Taylor caught the outline of the hooded figure. Her cop sense went on high alert. Careful to appear to be looking at the ocean, she kept the lurker in her peripheral vision. “Can you watch Rose for a second?”

“Sure.” Stacy took Rose.

Sliding forward on the bench, as though all she cared about was playing with Rose, Taylor tickled the sweet child under the chin. “I think you’re trying to laugh, aren’t you, little one?”

Heart pumping, she suddenly ran straight for Hoodie, who bolted toward the parking area beside the Beachside Inn the moment she saw Taylor coming. Sprinting toward a shortcut, Taylor intercepted the runner where a finger of ocean made a shallow channel in the sand. Leaping through the air, she grabbed narrow shoulders, tucked and rolled, taking the stalker with her to the sand.

Astride the woman’s stomach—definitely female—Taylor manacled her suspect’s hands, pressing them tightly into the sand above her prisoner’s head. “Why have you been following us?”

Stacy rushed to her side, holding Rose close to her chest. Her boys followed. “What’s going on?”

“Call Jack, Stacy.”

The hood dropped away from the girl’s head. Long, dark hair tangled in the sand. Taylor sucked in a shocked breath. “Daisy?”
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Taylor faced Daisy. The girl was curled up in the spare chair in Taylor’s office, thin arms wrapped tightly around legs she’d drawn to her chest.

Jack waited at his desk for her to decide what to do next, while Stacy kept Rose at the front desk for protection. Since Daisy had voluntarily abandoned her daughter, Taylor figured she’d forfeited her maternal rights as well.

Delaying, she brushed at the sand still clinging to her clothes. Maybe Daisy would come clean, although, so far, the girl hadn’t spoken a word since her unsuccessful attempt to avoid capture.

Taylor dragged over a chair. “Where have you been since Rose was born?”

Daisy transferred her gaze to the hands locking her legs to her chest.

“Around town.” Her first words were slow, her voice cracking as if not used in a long while. “In the parks. On the beach.”

Finally…progress. Taylor didn’t want to press charges, though there were certainly plenty to choose from: child abandonment, though technically it could be argued Daisy had left Rose with her “father.” Falsifying a legal document. Except to prove it, she’d have to convince Gabe to have paternity tests, which she was pretty sure he’d refuse since he’d already forgone that option. Loitering? Maybe. Maybe not.

The picture didn’t make sense. Leaning on her knees, Taylor probed for more. “Why didn’t you leave town?”

This time, Daisy looked her in the eyes. “I was worried about Rose. Right after I left the hospital, I knew I couldn’t leave my baby, but I didn’t have a way to take care of her. I figured if I hung around for a while, I could make sure Dr. Adams would be okay with being her dad.”

Taylor didn’t need the confirmation, but she asked anyway. “He’s not really her dad, is he?”

“No.” Daisy’s chin angled up a notch. “Are you going to put me in jail?”

Was she? She studied the girl. Probably not, but Daisy didn’t need to know that until she’d answered a few more questions. “I haven’t decided. Give me a reason not to lock you up.”

Daisy blinked, tears building in her dark brown eyes. She dropped her feet to the floor. “I just wanted to see her, and I didn’t think you’d let me.”

Behind Taylor, Stacy asked, “Do you want to hold her?”

Taylor stood, sending Stacy a warning look. Daisy hadn’t even waited as long as Laney had before she’d disappeared. She wasn’t sure the girl deserved another chance.

“Can I? Please?”

Daisy wasn’t Taylor’s mother. At least she hadn’t gone far. Definitely, she shouldn’t be made to pay for Laney’s desertion.

“All right.”

Gabe was not going to like this. Refusing to think about what the mom’s sudden return would do to his plan for the three of them, Taylor stayed close as Stacy gently laid the baby in her mother’s arms.

Tears ran down Daisy’s cheeks and she released a shaky laugh. Rose cooed, grabbed hunks of her mother’s lank hair. Daisy winced but didn’t remove the locks tangled in her daughter’s fingers.

“You’re beautiful,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry I left you.”

Taylor’s heart flipped over. Would Gabe want to give the girl a second chance?

A tissue waved in front of her face. Stacy stood beside her dabbing her own eyes. “Aww,” she mouthed.

Taylor cleared her throat. “Swear you’ll never walk away from her again. Ever.”

The teen locked gazes with her, resolve making her appear older than the eighteen years on her driver’s license. “I promise.”

What was she doing? Though she’d been reluctant to buy into Gabe’s vision, her heart hurt at losing their family before they even had a chance to try and make it work. Gabe would feel worse. “You can stay at my place.”

“Really?” The hope sprouting on Daisy’s young face, like blooming daffodils after a harsh winter, broke through the last of Taylor’s reluctance.

“I’m not saying you can have Rose back. That’s up to Dr. Adams. Abandoning a baby is a serious charge. If he says he’s okay with you staying with me, then I have an extra room you can use.”

If Gabe agreed it was okay for Daisy to be a part of her daughter’s life, it would also end their agreement to raise Rose together. Taylor forced herself to breathe. Having dreams dashed was nothing new. The only difference was she’d grown up and knew sometimes you had to take the hit on the chin and move on.

Stacy rubbed Taylor’s arm. “I have to take the boys home. Will you be in tomorrow?”

“I’m not sure. I’ll let you know.”

“Calvin can take your shift.” The newest deputy on the team wanted to buy a house and had volunteered for extra work.

Nodding, Taylor wrapped Rose snugly in her blanket, then let Daisy carry the baby to the truck. “When’s the last time you had a shower?”

The teen’s cheeks pinked up. “A few days ago. I tried to clean up in public bathrooms.”

“What did you do for food?”

Daisy shrugged. After the teen settled in the passenger side jump seat, Taylor strapped Rose into her car seat. How was she going to tell Gabe that Daisy was no longer missing? The three of them becoming a family had been a big step for the leukemia survivor. Would he be relieved he didn’t have to take on the responsibilities of a father?

No. Not being Rose’s dad would crush him.
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Another baby had made his way into the world, but Gabe’s usual sense of a job well done paled in comparison to the challenge of getting Taylor on board with the idea of being added to his will. There had to be a way to change the stubborn woman’s mind.

Thank goodness the delivery was as fast as he expected. As soon as he finished up, he sent Taylor a text telling her he was on his way home. With daylight hanging on a little longer each day and a reassuring beautiful sunset painting the sky with promise, her brief “okay” made him think he had his work cut out for him.

Nature was giving him the go ahead, but Taylor? She had a whole other plan in mind. What if he plied her with root beer floats—always a favorite—until she was so overwhelmed with his mad cooking skills she gave in? Or, he could hit her sweet spot with the age-old and reliable gifts of flowers and chocolate until she realized how serious he was about leaving her and Rose a nest egg.

He could just put her in the will whether she liked it or not and be done with all the angst about how he was going to maneuver around her objection. His expenses required less than half of what he made. Taylor didn’t have to know how sizable the nest egg was until the time came when she had to use the resources. And, once he was gone, she couldn’t fight him or give it back, could she?

The problem with any of those things was that his Taylor could be immovable when her mind was made up or her back was pushed to the wall. His Taylor? Gabe gripped the steering wheel as he braked at one of the few lights in town. When the heck had that happened?

The light turned green. What they really needed was to get to know each other on a deeper level…as a couple. Find common ground, something more common than their shared love of certain sports and desserts. Rose had to be part of the process, too, because, after all, she was the reason they were taking this next leap.

Parking in the drive, he admitted Taylor was right. About everything. Whether he had a long life ahead of him or not, the three of them becoming a family opened up endless possibilities. For the first time since the doctors had told his mom and dad his leukemia was in remission, his future was not about him, but someone else. Two someones. It was about his girls and what they needed most.

Taylor waited for him on the porch. Pulse pumping, he climbed out of his Jeep and forced himself to walk up the steps instead of taking them two at a time like a green teenager anxious to reach his girl.

Shoving his hands in his pockets, he restrained himself from tugging her into a hug that would drag her close to his thumping heart so he could lavish her in kisses. Kisses that he suddenly knew deep down in his bones wouldn’t be their last, no matter which rules Taylor wanted to insert into their deal.

Slowly it filtered into his happy fog that the sheriff—she was dressed in her work garb—wasn’t as excited to see him. Her stoic working mask was locked in place. Only her pale eyes showed emotion. The woman wasn’t happy…with him? Maybe it would be better to back off the will thing for a while, avoid a frontal attack until he could find a back door into what he was determined more than ever to accomplish.

“We found Daisy.” Her tone was stark. Very sheriff-like.

Gabe’s heart stopped pounding. His breath crashed in his chest. The earlier sunset was slowly supplanted by dark clouds blocking out the promised starlight. “Where is she?”

“Asleep in the attic room.”

When renovating the house, he’d managed to carve out a portion of the attic for each duplex. Taylor had turned hers into an office with a daybed. His was storage for all the leftover bits of a life he’d boxed up and put away.

“Where has she been?” Numbness spread outward from his chest. The plan he’d made for a life filled with more than a return of his cancer took a hard hit, scraping the scab off the childhood wound that had started to heal.

“She’s been hiding around Angel Point hoping to get a glimpse of Rose.”

An alarm clanged in his chest. “Where’s Rose? I want to take her home.”

Fear he hadn’t felt since his mother’s death burst into a roaring forest fire. Taylor’s ice blue eyes melted. Placing a hand on his arm, she squeezed gently. “With Daisy.”

“Why? Why would you leave her with a girl who didn’t want her in the first place?”

“She wants another chance. I told her it was up to you.”

The fragile dream of him and Taylor raising the sweet little girl together splintered into a million fractured images.

You bet it was up to him! That girl had left her most precious possession behind. While she was gone, Rose had become the daughter of his heart. There was no way he was giving his girl back to such a reckless mother, and he certainly wasn’t willing to let Rose out of his sight without answers.

“I want you to bring Rose home. Now,” he said gruffly between stiff lips that felt like they would never smile again. Turning away from the woman he’d trusted and hoped to build a future with, he yanked open the door and marched into his house.

While he waited, he paced in his living room, finally stopping at the wall where he’d thought to put the opening Taylor wanted between the duplexes.

Scowling at the solid wall, he wasn’t sure which was worse: Daisy’s return to retrieve her baby, losing his chance to come out of the narrow box where he’d built a life that no longer appealed, or knowing everything was about to change and his girls were not his to protect any longer.

If Daisy demanded a paternity test and got a lawyer, he would lose that fight. Turning away from the wall, he dropped into the nearest chair and pushed both hands through his hair. He couldn’t put Daisy through that trauma. She’d never be able to pay for a good defense anyway.

There was no way Taylor would be interested in taking a risk on a short race with him without Rose as incentive. How could he ask it of her? At least if she’d had Rose, too—

So, what was more important? His ambiguous future? A young woman who’d made a mistake and needed a do-over? Or the security of the little girl she’d left behind?

Gabe knew which side of the coin Taylor would land on. Given her own childhood, she would want Rose to be with the mother, who, it appeared, was full of remorse and ready to step up to the plate.

The minutes ticked by. The snick of the clock on the wall kept time with his building disappointment. The tentative knock on his front door didn’t come soon enough. Expecting Taylor, he wrenched open the door to find, not the sheriff, who’d only been doing her job, but Daisy holding his baby. Taylor stood back, her face hidden in shadow.

“Can we come in?” Daisy asked, her voice wobbly.

Gabe stepped back, leaving the door open wide. His first instinct was to snatch Rose from the girl. But then Taylor stepped into the lighted living room, her gaze settling on him acknowledging the storm howling in his chest.

For the first time since she’d told him Daisy had been found, he could breathe again. She closed the door while he gestured for them all to sit. “Do you want something to drink?”

Daisy snuggled Rose against her thin shoulders before looking him squarely in the eyes. A trickle of unease drew his brows together. She might have been scared in the hospital, but now the look she gave him was that of a mama bear fighting for her child. “Do you have green tea?”

Taylor liked the unappealing drink on occasion, so he had a box in the cupboard. Waving him aside, Taylor went to put water on the stove, leaving him and Daisy to stare at each other across the coffee table.

Rose slept peacefully in her mother’s arms. Her mother. Gabe took a deep breath and asked, the words scraping past the logjam in his throat. “Why me?”

Daisy dropped her gaze to Rose. “What did I have to give her? No money. No job. No home to live in. You were nice to me. And you had all those things.” She gently brushed the dark hair back from the baby’s forehead. “I thought you would be a good dad.”

“How about her real father?”

A brief flash of fire sparked in Daisy’s dark eyes. “He’s a jerk. Doesn’t want anything to do with Rose.”

Gabe leaned back in the chair. He’d seen that more than once in his career, boys not wanting the babies they helped create. Daisy shouldn’t be left holding the proverbial bag, and if she really had it in her to take on the responsibility of single motherhood—not an easy task—how could he say no just so he could keep her daughter? Should he give the girl waiting for his verdict a second chance?

No!

Maybe.

“What’s your plan?”

Taylor handed him a steaming cup of coffee, put Daisy’s tea on the coffee table, then gathered the sleeping Rose and settled into the rocker he’d added to his furnishings.

“I want to be a good mom. The sheriff said she’d help me.”

She would. That was her way. Gabe remained silent.

Daisy lifted her chin. “I’m going to get my GED, and then I’m going to college to be a web designer. That way I can work from home and be with Rose.”

“What will you do for living expenses?” It was crazy to trust this young girl to make the right choices when it came to Rose.

The new mom didn’t flinch. “I’ll get a part-time job.”

“Who will watch Rose?”

“The colleges have daycare on campus,” Taylor interjected. Gabe held up his hand; however, that didn’t stop the woman he’d hoped would be his partner in what he now realized was a crazy dream. “We can talk to Elizabeth, Stacy’s mother-in-law. She would help.”

He shot Taylor a back off glare. He wanted to trust Daisy, but how could he? The only good news was she had a plan that could work.

Rose scrunched her face and raised an arm over her head while pursing her lips. Taylor put the baby to her shoulder, gently rubbing her back. As the saying went, the sheriff had come a long way, but the sad smile she sent his direction indicated this new obstacle wasn’t over yet. Not by a long shot. “They’ll stay with me.”

“No!” Hot coffee spilled over his fingers. He stood abruptly, heading to the kitchen for a towel. “They’ll stay here.” Where he could keep an eye on them and make sure Rose came first from now on.

And, so he didn’t have to say goodbye.

Taylor followed him to the kitchen, gave him Rose in exchange for the tea towel. Taking his burned hand and the ice he’d grabbed, she said quietly, “Maybe that’s not the best idea.”

He settled Rose against his chest, breathing in her unique baby scent mixed with Taylor’s vanilla as she carefully examined his fingers.

“Why not?” he demanded.

She didn’t call him a mad man, but clearly that was what she was thinking when she met his gaze. What he thought was something quite different. He wasn’t in the habit of jumping into the deep end. But Taylor—if he didn’t already have a poor future prognosis—had turned out to be everything he would be looking to find.

“Think of the town’s grapevine. The gossips would have a field day if Daisy and Rose were living here with you. It’d be better if they stayed with someone with more authority,”—she smiled crookedly—“like the sheriff.”

So, said sheriff wanted to play hardball. It wasn’t a good thing that he found her straight shooting kind of sexy, but, more importantly, he had to make sure Rose would be safe. With Taylor she would be.

“I’ll agree under one condition.” He looked at Daisy, who’d joined them, hovering a few feet away. Hopefully, he wasn’t making the wrong decision. “The sheriff wants to put a connecting door from her duplex into mine—”

Taylor’s gaze snapped up. She dropped his hand like a hot potato.

He’d compromised all he was going to. Hiding the wave of emotion pricking the back of his eyes behind a smirk, he said, “It won’t take long to get a contractor in here. For now, Rose can stay here in her room. You can bunk with Taylor and see Rose whenever you want.” He sighed, signaling his surrender. “The rest we’ll work out as we go along.”


Chapter Fifteen


Saturday found Taylor sitting at the kitchen table drumming her fingers on the wood surface while she waited impatiently for the carpenter to arrive. Instead of telling her in person, Gabe had texted that the guy would be there at nine.

That was the problem. Gabe had stopped talking. He was hurting. She sympathized. For a man who’d protected his heart from the time he was a kid fighting a devastating disease…to have a defenseless baby breach his defenses, while offering a future he’d never imagined…and then to have to make the choice to give her back to her reappearing mother? It had to be a hard hit.

But she’d had no choice. She couldn’t let Daisy live on the streets, had to give the girl a safe place to stay. Taylor wished someone had done the same for her when she was that age. Not that she didn’t have a father who provided for her physically. Emotionally had been a different story.

Working hard to join the Marshals had, for the most part, turned out all right. She was lucky. She wanted that luck for Daisy, but that meant clearing things up with Gabe.

In the days before Rose had come into their lives, it wasn’t unusual for him to get busy enough at the hospital that she sometimes wouldn’t see him for days. But, if he could avoid it, the man never missed pizza Friday. His “can’t make it” yesterday when he’d dropped off Rose on his way into the office was brief and didn’t invite discussion.

Obviously, their deal was off. She got that. Daisy wanted to be with her daughter. She got that, too. But it sure put a crimp in Gabe’s plan. Or maybe not.

Today, they were all going to Manzanita, a town a few miles south, to play on the sand dunes—Gabe, Stacy, her boys, Daisy, and Rose. Unfortunately, she couldn’t go, but all she was asking for was two minutes to talk to him about getting the new mother a cell phone and adding her to one of their plans. Every mom should have a way to call 9-1-1 in case of an emergency.

Carrying her empty cup to the kitchen, Taylor leaned on the sink, arms stiff. It was devastating, even for her, who’d been taught at a tender age, things didn’t always turn out the way you wanted.

Everything was changing. She missed the affable friend, who made the best root beer floats. The guy who’d taught her to laugh at her awkward dating skills. The hunky man who’d taken her out to show her it wasn’t her fault when her dates went south. And the guy who’d kissed her back, reawakening the girl who long ago had given up dreams of finding the fairy tale ending.

She didn’t know how to ease Gabe’s loss. Nor did she know what to do to keep her charming neighbor from disappearing back into his walled fortress. Unless, somehow they could all still be a family. But how?

“Morning, Tinker Bell.” Frank plunked a fresh cup of coffee at her elbow. “You’re in deep thought.”

Startled, she spun around with a weak smile. She was really losing it if she hadn’t noticed her father moving around the kitchen. “Sorry. Have a lot on my mind.”

“Wouldn’t have anything to do with the doc, would it?” He dropped a kiss on the top of her head before sitting at the end of the table. “Big changes with the girl showing up.”

“Definitely puts a new spin on things,” she muttered, feeling the heat rise in her cheeks as she sat across from her dad. Taking the easy road wasn’t her family’s way. Her years in law enforcement demanded justice for Rose, but the woman’s heart beating beneath the star on her sheriff’s uniform issued a counterargument. Gabe’s plan didn’t have to be a total wash.

She spread her fingers out on the table. Instead of two parents to raise Rose, there would now be three. Together, they could be Rose’s village. The only difference from Gabe’s idea was she wouldn’t be Rose’s mother, or guardian, or whatever he’d planned. Maybe Daisy would let her be the godmother? It was a possibility, if she could get Daddy Gabe to open his vision a little wider.

First things first. “I’ve decided to stay in Angel Point.”

Frank didn’t immediately respond. Nerves crawled in her stomach, which made no sense. It wasn’t like she was looking for his permission. She just wanted her dad to know she wasn’t feeling wishy-washy about her future any longer.

“Do you mind if your old man comes to stay for a while?”

Why? Because of Camille? “Of course you can, but—”

“I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to retire,” he said bluntly.

Taylor leaned back in her chair.

Frank half laughed. “It’s shocking, I know.”

“You said you were thinking about it.” Taylor calculated his age in her head. He wasn’t that far from the Marshal’s mandatory retirement age. “But why now?”

Shifting in his seat, he said slowly, “I’m going to ask Camille to marry me, and I don’t want to make the same mistakes I made with your mother.”

“Wow.” So, tigers could change their stripes. “Have you told Kodie?”

“I couldn’t reach your sister,” he admitted, practically catapulting out of his chair. Long strides carried him to the living room.

Taylor followed. “Do you think Camille will say yes?”

He pushed a hand through his graying hair. “I don’t know. Do you think she will?”

“There’s only one way to find out.” She cornered him, an action that usually sent him into the stratosphere, but chasing down the truth—for both of them—seemed more important. “Yes, I think she likes you. A lot.”

“Okay, then. Wish me luck,” he said, sharing a rare grin.

Taylor hugged him and kissed his cheek, whispering, “Good luck, old man.”

“Ha ha.” He stopped at the door. “By the way, Tay, I think Gabe likes you a lot, too.”

Too bad her dad didn’t have real intel on that particular subject. She put the idea he’d planted aside to be savored later but was still chasing her galloping heart, when Daisy came downstairs. “All set to go? Stacy will be here soon.”

Not surprisingly, Daisy had taken a lot of knocks in her short life. Spending the day with Gabe, Stacy, and her kids would give the new mom a taste of what normal life should look like. She was learning to take care of Rose. Had already signed up at the community college to get her GED. She needed more than the one pair of jeans and the tee shirts stuffed into her backpack, and more than strangers managing her life. She needed a family. The only one left to convince was Gabe.

Pulling chairs away from the table, Taylor stacked them to the side. “Help me move the table into the living room, will you? The carpenter needs room to work.”

Daisy grabbed the opposite side. “You’re not coming to the dunes with us?”

“Can’t. Have to be here until the carpenter finishes.”

“That sucks.”

Yes, it did. It wasn’t all that long ago she’d enjoyed spending time on her own, doing her thing. But now—God, she was in trouble—all she could think about was finding excuses to spend time with Gabe. She missed the dude. Taylor shook her head, attempting to clear it of the crazy crush she’d managed to develop for her best friend. Her current irritation with him almost made that easy.

At the knock on the front door, Taylor’s heart leapt. Without thinking, she jerked open the door only to find…Grant Reed? The pastry guy?

“I’m here to put in a connecting door.” He handed her a white box, the escaping smell heavenly, but completely confusing.

“I thought you were opening a pastry shop with your granny.”

“I’m taking side jobs while waiting for the new ovens to be installed.” Following her to the kitchen, he gestured at the box he’d put in her hands. “Made those at home. First one’s free, remember?”

“I didn’t know you had carpenter skills, too.”

Leaning on the breakfast bar, he grinned, then winked, but not because he was flirting.

“Jack of all trades. It pays the bills when I’m not working in the kitchen.”

Gabe came through the door she’d forgotten to close. Daisy lifted Rose from his arms. He wasn’t paying attention. His frown was aimed at her and Grant.

“Friend of yours?” Grant asked.

Not in the way he was thinking. “My landlord. He’s the one who hired you to put in the door.”

If she was going to talk to Gabe, it was now or never. He didn’t give her the chance. “I have to talk to the carpenter.”

Swallowing her frustration, she said, “I need a word before you guys leave.”

“Sure.” His aloof expression gave no indication he thought spending a few minutes together was a good idea.

Taylor locked her jaw. What did he think she was going to do? Hold him in contempt? They hadn’t signed a contract. Not that she would have, even if he’d insisted. He didn’t owe her anything. She just wished he’d had more time to come to grips with the idea that his time on this earth wasn’t as limited as he thought. He was mostly in the same boat as everyone else. He wasn’t all that special.

Except to you.

“Taylor!” Stacy crowded into the living room with her boys. “What’s going on?”

For the first time, Taylor’s house felt tiny. She’d better get used to it since she was going to insist Daisy and Rose stay, at least until the teen finished school.

“Preston, JJ, there are doughnuts on the counter,” Taylor directed the boys, then said to Stacy, “Gabe’s having a door put in to connect the duplexes. Daisy and Rose are staying with me until she gets on her feet.”

“Got ya.” Stacy grabbed Preston’s slight shoulder as he tried to sneak by and gently steered the boy toward the kitchen. “Eat that at the breakfast bar, young man.”

Someday that would be her with Rose. Taylor crossed her fingers.

Done with his instructions to Grant, Gabe joined them. “Looks like it will take most of the day for the door to go in.”

“Okay.” Good thing she had a good book to read.

Now was her chance. “Before you go—”

Stacy grabbed Taylor’s arm. “You’re not coming with us?”

Taylor shook her head. “Gabe’s going with you. I’m staying here in case there’s a problem with construction.”

“But we want you to go, too,” Daisy said, joining the discussion.

Everyone started talking at once. A loud whistle silenced the chatter, and Grant slipped the measuring tape he’d been using onto his tool belt. “If it’s all right with you all, I don’t need babysitting. You should go, Sheriff. If you’re not back by the time I’m done, I’ll lock up when I leave.”

“You have to come, Taylor.” That was Daisy, her smile pleading.

Stacy added her own enticement. “You have to. I brought big bubble makers for the kids.”

Holding her breath, she looked at Gabe. Did he want her to go? He was awfully slow to add his two cents. Slow enough that Daisy was anxiously shifting Rose from one arm to the other.

“You should come,” he finally agreed.

JJ pulled on her hand. “Can I bring the doughnuts, Sheriff?”

“Absolutely.”

Before she knew it, they were all piled in Stacy’s minivan. Gabe rode shotgun. Taylor ended up way in the back with JJ and Preston and the doughnuts—not that she minded, she loved the boys—and vowed to find an opportunity to pull Gabe aside on the beach while everyone else was making bubbles.

In the meantime, she enjoyed exploring Manzanita with the gang. The little town was quaint. The main street, similar to Angel Point’s downtown, led directly to the ocean. Daisy kept Rose with her, snuggled in the front pack Taylor had picked out weeks back. The boys laughed, poking their noses into every nook and cranny, as the adults checked out the shops.

They lunched at a Mexican restaurant, in a plant filled outdoor seating area, with the sun bright in the deep blue sky. Sitting across from Gabe, Taylor was glad to see the tension leave his handsome face as he teased the boys. Their laughter, combined with the scent of food and colorful flowers, was intoxicating. And perfect. And offered up the hope that maybe everything would be okay.

By the time they got to the dunes, Stacy and Daisy were fast friends. They herded the kids, leaving Taylor and Gabe to bring up the rear. In an undertone, so the others wouldn’t hear, she said, “You’re mad at me.”

His steps faltered as his feet scuffed the sand. “No.”

“What’s the problem then?”

He shoved his hands in his jeans pockets. “I shouldn’t have gotten your hopes up.”

Had he gotten her hopes up? Perhaps, but that was her problem, not his. “What hopes?”

“You know, being part of a family.” He slanted her a look. “I should have known better and not been in such a hurry. If I’d taken more time to think about it, I might have figured out Daisy hadn’t gone far.”

“Ah, you mean you got your hopes up,” she half teased, unable to prevent the smile tugging the corners of her mouth. Maybe he’d heard her argument after all. “The honorable Dr. Gabriel Adams started believing he had more tomorrows than he—”

She stumbled over a tuft of dune grass. Gabe grabbed her arm, halting her fall midway, giving her feet a chance to find better ground.

“Let’s talk about something else.”

“Okay.” He didn’t let go of her hand and Taylor was reluctant to pull free. She liked the feel of his palm against hers, long fingers twined snugly with hers. “How about this, then? I think we can still make your plan work.”

Laughter filled the air as Preston and JJ twirled in slow circles close to the waves, making the biggest, longest string of bubbles ever. Daisy had pivoted with Rose, reaching out to pop the bubbles closest to the baby. Both moms laughed with the boys.

“All we have to do is adjust the plan to include Daisy. She doesn’t have any other family. Rose’s bio-father is out of the picture. With your name on her birth certificate, that makes you basically her dad.” His grip tightened, making her want to pursue things other than an I’ve-got-your-back conversation. She plowed on. “I don’t want anything from you, but Daisy and Rose need your emotional support. We can move Rose into the attic with Daisy, put in a bath so they have privacy. Daisy needs a phone and new clothes. Together, we can—”

Taylor ran out of words. Gabe stared hard at the waves crashing on the beach, the pinched look on his handsome face transformed by dawning amazement, topped off finally by a grin. “Are you sure?”

For the first time since he’d told her about his parenting plan for Rose, Taylor was absolutely sure. “Yes.”

“You’re amazing.” The boys’ laughter, seagulls chattering overhead, waves tumbling onto the shore, all faded into the background as Gabe grabbed her and lifted her off her feet.

She didn’t know about the amazing part, but she definitely liked being held by strong arms against the beat of his heart that matched her own. When he put her down, his hands stayed at the small of her back. Now, if she could just catch her breath—because it was fair to say, she no longer considered Gabe Adams just a good friend.

Her heart stopped beating for the longest minute. Where did they go from here?
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Keep your head, Adams. Stick to the plan.

Gabe watched Taylor shift to avoid a big bubble coated in sunlight reflecting off a sheen of thin soap that floated in her direction. She moved with a grace he’d always admired, but what stayed with him most was the moment he’d wrapped his arms around this remarkable woman. For the first time since he rented her the other side of his house, he wasn’t sure he could keep his head in the game.

He was like the kid peeking in the window at an array of tempting treats. If he wasn’t careful, it would be so easy to believe he could have it all.

Taylor took Rose from Daisy and danced in circles around the bubbles, sending a shaft of longing straight to his gut. What if she was right? What if he could have a long, full life, filled with people he loved? The percentages weren’t in his favor, but they were there, nonetheless.

Did he have the courage to step away from his fears for the sake of the woman laughing at the baby kicking her legs? Daisy stood by, her grin unrestrained.

Before Rose came along, he’d been okay with a life where he felt he could do the most good for the most people, for as long as he could. But Taylor had been very clear. She believed with her whole heart that he deserved to have a life, long or short, surrounded by the love of a family.

She flashed him a smile that said it all. He was back in her good graces. This time, instead of her making adjustments to the plan, she was participating in his dream, making it hers, too. She deserved a lot more than a man who was suspicious of every change that could mean his good health was tanking. Thanks to her, he had a chance to have more of everything, but especially more time doing something other than marking his days until the end.

Suddenly envious that he wasn’t the one tugging on Taylor’s hair instead of the breeze coming off the ocean, Gabe took a fortifying breath. “Who wants ice cream?”

“Me! Me!” Preston and JJ shouted.

Taylor gathered Rose close to her shoulder. Daisy pulled off the sock dangling from her daughter’s toes.

Gabe’s chest swelled. Taylor was right. Daisy coming back into their lives wasn’t a bad thing. And it didn’t mean his plan to give Rose a good life was no longer a viable one. The teen just added an extra layer of integration. He could do it. Together, they could make it work.

“All right, then. Let’s go to BJ’s.”


Chapter Sixteen


Their little family settled quickly into a routine after moving Rose and her things into Daisy’s attic room the evening after they returned from the Manzanita trip. Gabe missed waking up to the baby’s noises—sharp cries announcing the little rascal was hungry or needed a diaper change, or the gurgles that in the months ahead, he anticipated would signal she was learning to talk to herself.

She was such an easy child to take care of and love, he’d been reluctant to hand her care over to her young mother. But, in the end, it was the right thing to do, and he was insanely proud of Daisy for her determination to be a good mom.

Still, unsettled and wanting more than anything to shake off the last of the misgivings that lingered, he started out early Wednesday morning and headed for Doernbecher’s to meet his father at the hospital. Taylor had to work that day, so he hadn’t invited her to come along, though he would have loved to spend the day with just the two of them. And it would have been nice to introduce her to his dad.

Taylor’s absence didn’t stop him from thinking about her all the way to Portland, how comfortably she fit into the circle of his arms, how much he missed the vanilla scent she was so fond of. She would have been a great mother to Rose, was an even better mentor to Daisy.

It was stupid, really, since he hadn’t been a kid riding the roller coaster of his first crush in years. He was flat out insane not to kiss Taylor some more and put a ring on her finger as soon as he could.

Parking, he grabbed his guitar and found his dad sitting in the waiting area, tuning his banjo. Two chairs were already set up in front of the bank of windows overlooking a wooded area. The open reception area across from the check-in station was filled with kids.

“Hi, son.” A welcoming grin spread across his father’s aging face. “How goes the baby business?”

Gabe removed his guitar from its case. “Busy.”

A woman wearing a white doctor’s coat, stethoscope dangling around her neck, maneuvered a girl in a wheelchair, stopping a few feet away to lock the brakes. His father strummed a chord on his banjo. “Gabe, this is Dr. Natalie Wilds. And this sweet little girl is Delilah. Ladies, this is my son, Gabe. He delivers babies.”

Delilah wore a pink stocking cap pulled low over her ears and a hospital robe over bright pink sweats. Her smile was guarded. She couldn’t have been more than nine or ten, though she looked younger. A frailty born of her cancer and the treatments to make it go away, or at least hold it at bay, sat heavily on her thin shoulders.

“Nice to meet you, Miss Delilah.”

Delilah cocked her head in curiosity, then shook the hand he offered. “Do you really deliver babies? I have a baby brother.”

“I do. It’s fun.” His heart took an immediate tumble.

“I want to be a helicopter pilot when I grow up.”

Gabe didn’t let his smile slip. Hopefully, she would get the chance to make that dream come true. “I’ll bet you’ll make a great pilot.”

As he finished tuning his guitar, he made pleasantries with the lady doctor, but her gaze kept returning to his dad, her laughter easy at his old man’s gentle ribbing.

“I’d better go finish my rounds. It was nice to meet you, Dr. Adams.” She leaned over to gently hug Delilah. “Your mom will take you back to your room when you’re done listening to these guys play.” She gave a quick wave to his dad, who watched her until she disappeared down the hall.

“Nice lady. Have you asked her out?” Gabe couldn’t help teasing.

His father blushed. “Of course not. She’s not interested in going out with an old codger like me.”

“How do you know, if you don’t ask?” Comical really, since after that one memorable afternoon at the play, he hadn’t pursued any more dates with Taylor, either.

His dad ignored him, strumming the opening bar of ‘Old MacDonald’. “Okay, kids. Shall we start with—” and he broke into song, accompanied by the banjo’s toe-tapping melody. “Old MacDonald had a farm…”

Gabe grinned, joining in the chorus before his sober thoughts could ruin the enjoyment of playing with his dad. His mother had been gone a long time. This was the first time the old man had shown any interest in moving on.

Maybe it was time for him to move along, too. Away from his childhood, toward something new, which he’d thought he’d already done by going to medical school and starting his own practice. It was obvious, now, that he’d been wrong. Could his something new be Taylor?

After they were done entertaining the kids, his dad walked him to his Jeep. The parking structure was shadowed by the dark clouds threatening to drop buckets of rain.

He’d made a commitment to Rose. It was time to tell his father he was a grandpa. Stalling, he rubbed the back of his neck.

“What’s on your mind, son?”

He sucked in a deep breath. “I’m adopting”—that was the easiest way to explain it—“a baby girl. Her name is Rose.”

After a protracted second, his dad clapped him on the shoulder. “That’s great!” Eyes that missed nothing studied him with amusement. “Isn’t it?”

Gabe laughed at his own caution or tried to anyway. “Yeah, it is.”

“Why don’t you sound more excited?”

He clicked open the door locks. “I’m still getting used to the idea.”

“Your mother never meant for you to put your happiness on hold,” he said, suddenly as serious as Gabe had seen his dad in a long time. “You’ll make a great father.”

Would he? “How do you know?”

“You’re a fighter, and everything you’ve wanted to do, you’ve done. Your mom would be proud.”

“I miss her.”

“I do, too, but she would tell us both that it’s time to stop clinging to the past.”

Was that what he was doing? How did that saying go? A person had to admit they had a problem before they could fix it. His dad and Taylor were right. It was time.

“Good luck with your doctor friend.”

Grinning, his dad stepped back as Gabe climbed into the Jeep. “I want to meet my new granddaughter as soon as possible.”

Gabe laughed, feeling buoyant for the first time since he’d seen his name inked on Rose’s birth certificate. “That can be arranged.”

Reaching his destination didn’t happen fast enough, and his dad’s words stayed with him the whole way. Unfortunately, babies waited on no one when they decided it was time to be born.

Over the next few days, all his time was taken up with the birth of three cherubs, back to back. By nightfall on Friday, he finally parked in front of the duplex with little chance he’d be called away again. He took in a deep breath, glad to be home, and to be able to spend some quality time with his girls.

Through the windows, he could see people overflowing from Taylor’s side of the Craftsman into his half through the door they’d kept propped open all week. Frank and Camille were here, and Stacy, and, he presumed, the boys. Daisy was feeding Rose a bottle. Best of all, Taylor smiled as she played with the baby’s foot dangling out of her blanket.

The kid delivering pizza parked behind Gabe.

“I’ll take those.” Paying the teenager, he sent the boy on his way with a generous tip. Once inside, he announced over multiple conversations, “Pizza’s here.”

“Yay!” Preston and JJ were first in line.

He waited until Taylor plated her slices—pepperoni and pineapple, of course—before cornering her. “Nice gathering.”

She nodded, a little quiet and reserved. For a second, he wondered if something was wrong. But then his stomach did a quick somersault at the slow curve of her lips, accompanied by the tinkle of the bangles she wore on her wrist. Unfortunately, sneaking some alone time to uncover what was bothering the lady would have to wait until after everyone left and Daisy and Rose had gone to bed.

“How did things go?”

“Good. No problems.” Why had it taken him so long to discover being part of a family didn’t have to be sad or filled with uncertainty? “Looks like we need a bigger house.”

“Let’s wait before we make such a big decision,” she advised quietly.

Something was definitely wrong. Before he could question her further, Frank stood, rapping a spoon on his cola can. “Camille and I have an announcement to make.” He paused for a long minute. “We’re getting married.”

In the hubbub of congratulations, Gabe stayed back. Taylor rushed over to punch Frank on the arm, then hugged Camille. “I’m so happy for you guys.”

Was that why Taylor was quiet? Did she want a marriage proposal? His pulse went from zero to sixty in less time than it would take for him to say he was happy for the other couple, too.

Across the room, Taylor caught his eye. As if she could read his mind, she shook her head. Did he have the guts to take their parenting plan one step further? He set his pizza aside. She de­served…every­thing…from him. The problem still was, the thing she needed most—time—was not on his playlist.

After a final toast, with root beer floats of course, Frank took Camille home. Stacy and the boys left not long after. Gabe was cleaning up the remains of the celebration, waiting for the moment when he would have Taylor to himself, when Daisy asked, “Can we talk?”

He hung up the kitchen towel. “Sure.”

Dark brows drawn together, Taylor changed Rose’s diaper on the couch. He tried to catch her gaze, but her eyes were on Daisy.

He wasn’t a premonition kind of guy, but—“What’s up?”

The teen rubbed her hands down her pants legs before blurting, “Stacy said I could come live with her.”

For a minute, he wasn’t sure he’d heard right. He looked at Taylor, but her face was blank as she eased Rose’s legs into her sleeper.

“What do you mean? You live here with us.”

“I know. And I really appreciate everything you’ve done and are doing.” She pushed her hands into her back pockets. “But Stacy has this little house out back. She says we can stay there as long as we want. And she’s going to help me get a part-time job after I get my GED. Elizabeth will watch Rose while I’m in school. She lives on the same street. The boys love Rose, which would kind of give her brothers—”

He took several long strides to the end of the kitchen before turning back to face Daisy. Inside his chest, an iceberg sank his dreams as completely as one had punched a hole in the Titanic. “Sounds like you’ve thought this through. Is it what you want?”

Eyes dark and round with uncertainty, Daisy nodded.

“I see.” Something broke inside Gabe. So Taylor was wrong. No family after all. “Of course. I won’t stop you. When are you planning to move?”

Daisy bit her lower lip. “Next Friday.”

He nodded so she wouldn’t know his heart had just cracked in half. “Okay. Just let me know when and we’ll use the Jeep to move your things.”

It wasn’t like she had much, even with what he and Taylor had bought.

He spun to go to his place, but Taylor blocked his way. She still held Rose, and if he didn’t know better, he’d swear the baby was reaching for a hug. “Gabe? She wants a kiss good night.”

He took the precious girl, held her close, and placed a tender kiss on her forehead, all the while refusing to let his broken future run in liquid streams down his cheeks. When he couldn’t take it anymore, he handed Rose to Daisy. “Good night, baby girl.”

With his whole world crumbling at his feet, he watched mother and baby climb the stairs. At the top, Daisy glanced over her shoulder, her face pale. He tried to reassure her with a smile. This wasn’t about him. It was about what was best for Daisy and Rose.

He failed. His face was too stiff as he faced Taylor. “You knew?”

“I’m sorry. She told me earlier, just before everyone arrived.”

“And you didn’t consider giving me a heads up? A text? Anything?”

Taylor took a step closer. “Daisy asked me not to. She wanted to talk to you herself.”

“I trusted you.” He carefully stepped around Taylor, making certain not to brush against her slender form.

Swallowing howling disappointment, he softly closed the connecting door on the sheriff who’d inspired him to dream higher than he had any right to, but then stood by without a safety net when he came crashing to the ground.

Leaning against the door, he let the tears flow he could no longer hold back.
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What did he mean by that last “I trusted you?” That he couldn’t trust her any longer? Absolutely, he could trust her, though she could see why he might think otherwise.

Nearly a week had gone by when Taylor pulled her phone out of her back pocket to try one more time. Wondering when you’ll be here tomorrow to help with the move.

It was stupid to be texting at a time like this, but so far it was the only way she could get Gabe into more than a five word conversation. He’d had a big loss, but withdrawing wasn’t the answer. Not that she was handling the breakup of their little family any better.

After cleaning her duplex from top to bottom, there still was no response from Gabe. She tried again.

We need to talk.

His No time right now was the brush-off that broke the she-camel’s back.

Unable to sleep, her mind kept spinning out of control in an attempt to find any solution that would keep the four of them together. She paced her bedroom carpet almost threadbare, and came up with nothing else they could do, except let Daisy make her own choices and help her move to Stacy’s.

Bright and early Friday morning, she helped bring down the last of Rose’s things from the attic. As his friend, it felt wrong to leave Gabe to deal with his deep disappointment alone, even if that was what he wanted. As a woman who had scary feelings for the man, it felt traitorous. Had she been wrong to push him into embracing everything living had to offer? She didn’t think so. Life wasn’t all wine and roses, a lesson they’d both learned the hard way.

From the moment she’d agreed to their first bargain—childcare in exchange for dating lessons—it’d been a roller coaster ride. One she wouldn’t trade for anything. It had given her Gabe, even if it was for a brief moment.

Daisy stacked a box on the others by the front door. “That’s the last of them.”

Rose kicked and waved her arms from the pillows blocking her from the edge of the couch, as Gabe came through the connecting door, back straight, dark eyes looking like he hadn’t gotten any sleep since she’d last seen him. Taylor’s heart took off at a gallop. Her breath went still in her chest.

Damn it! She hadn’t fallen for the playboy doc with a heart of gold, had she?

She admired him. Thought whoever was in charge of such things had been extra generous when handing out good looks and sexy personality. She even had moments when the whole world took on a rosy glow when he was near…and kissing her. That didn’t mean her heart had gone off the rails and gotten itself in trouble, did it?

His expression was closed tighter than a drum. Apparently blaming her for Daisy’s defection, she was clearly the last person he wanted to see. Which made her want to break something or cry, she wasn’t sure which.

He turned to Daisy. “Ready to go?”

“All that’s left is to break down the crib.”

He started up the stairs. Taylor went after him. She couldn’t leave things between them in shambles.

Gabe stopped her with a look that wasn’t asking, but telling, her to back away. “Got it covered.”

Taylor watched him disappear into the attic room. If she were a nice person, she’d leave him alone. At least for the moment. But she wasn’t that nice. If there was one thing she’d learned while hiding from her own problems in Angel Point, it was that it was best to tackle those problems head on.

So far they’d overcome every obstacle, starting with Rose’s arrival and ending with the four of them not making a family after all.

Screw it.

She raced up the stairs. “Gabe!”

“Taylor!” He looked up from the crib he was taking apart, his scowl not welcoming.

“I’m sorry.”

He returned to dismantling the crib. “Not your fault. It’s mine. I forgot what I do.”

“Come on, Gabe, you know you can trust me, right?” she said at the same time.

He kept his eyes on the crib and didn’t answer.

She squatted so she could see his face. “What do you mean, it’s your fault?”

“I help people—my patients. I’m a good doctor. It’s who I am. Rose confused me for a while, but now it’s all clear. So, I’m going back to what I do best, and along the way I’ll remember it’s best to think with my head and not my heart.”

“But—”

He stacked the last two pieces and put the hardware in a small box. “There’s no but, Taylor. Just leave it be, okay?”

“Sure.” He was wrong, but he wasn’t giving her any choice but to go along. For now.

His jaw firmed. “Let’s get our girl moved.”

After packing up his Jeep, Gabe suggested Taylor take her truck since he wasn’t coming back to the duplex. If he was determined to get rid of her, fine. Sooner or later, he’d have to come around for Friday night pizza and a rousing soccer game. She hoped.

Scowling at the back of his rig, she followed him to Stacy’s. Although she had no problem with Daisy deciding to take charge of her life—it’s what everyone did, sooner or later—her heart hurt for Gabe. But he was wrong. He wasn’t just a good doctor. He had a generous heart that deserved a lot more than the empty box he’d made his lonely cell. He would be a great father to any child, not just Rose.

There were so many women who would love to share his life, if he’d let them. They’d have to get past her, which, she suddenly realized, would never happen. If she could have an hour, or a day, or a month with him, even if all they had was friendship, she would consider herself the luckiest woman on earth.

He didn’t feel the same.

Helpless, she watched him drive off after quickly unloading Rose’s things into Stacy’s guest house. He’d held the baby close, kissed the top of Rose’s head before handing her back to her mom. He’d hung on to her kicking foot for so long, Taylor thought maybe he wouldn’t leave them after all. But he did, and he didn’t look back. It was the saddest goodbye she’d ever witnessed.

She didn’t have the energy to stay and pretend nothing was wrong, so Taylor said her own goodbyes. Back at her place, she ordered pizza and listened for Gabe’s return.

He didn’t come home.

Ticked off that he’d put her out in the cold and gone silent, she was very tempted to toss the cold pizza in the garbage, but, instead, because she hated waste more than she hated that Gabe appeared to be throwing away their friendship, and possibly more, she put the Italian pie in the fridge. If that’s how he wanted to roll, she wouldn’t wait for him to come to his senses any longer.

Five minutes after crossing her arms across her chest to stare at the closed fridge in open rebellion, it hit her like a punch to the head. Justice was served. The girl who grew up not needing anyone or anything needed Angel Point, her job protecting the charming town and its citizens, many of whom she knew by name.

The mayor was right. She needed them more than they needed her to be their sheriff. And she needed the friendship of one completely impossible man.

So what was she supposed to do? Back off and let Gabe lick his wounds in silence?

Not if she had any say in the matter.

Her phone rang, and her heart leapt, but it wasn’t Gabe. “Hey, it’s Camille. Want to meet at the Old Mill for a girl party?”

Taylor was already halfway out the door before she hung up. The Old Mill Bar and Grill was on the south side of town, not far from the house. Dark clouds blocked the sun, a hint that a storm matching the one building in her chest was coming.

She found Camille playing classic Pac-Man in the back room. The machine had been there since the eighties and rarely sat idle. It bleeped and Camille stepped away muttering, “Dang.”

“My turn?”

“Be my guest. I’ll get drinks. What do you want?”

Gabe?

“A beer will do.”

Camille’s brows shot up, but she didn’t comment on the rare choice. When she came back carrying two foaming glasses, Taylor was done with her game. The blinking lights and sharp sounds coming from the arcade machine only made her more edgy.

Camille gave her one of the glasses. “How about a round of pool?”

Taylor shook her head. “Can’t keep my mind on the game.” In more ways than one.

They found an empty table tucked in a corner. “Your little funk have anything to do with Doc Adams?”

Little? She wished. It would be so much easier to get on with being sheriff if she didn’t feel like she’d just lost the most important game of her life. “No.”

Camille’s thin brows arched.

“Maybe.” Leaning on her elbows, she moved her glass in a circle, widening the moisture gathering on the table.

Camille smiled, sipped her beer. “So, what’s the problem?”

Making sure no one could overhear, she told her friend everything, except about the leukemia. That was Gabe’s private business.

Camille leaned back in her chair, both hands wrapped around her glass. “Wow. That sucks.”

“Yeah.”

“Sounds like you love him.”

“No!” Taylor stared at her friend, horrified. “Oh, God, I do.”

Camille pushed a stray lock of auburn hair behind one ear. Her smile was serene, probably because the woman was newly in love herself. “It sneaks up on you, doesn’t it?”

Dropping her chin, Taylor closed her eyes. “The sneaking part should be illegal.”

She’d known she was falling for Gabe for a while, kind of, but thought all she had was a stupid crush she could walk away from anytime she wanted. “I refuse to be in love with Gabe.”

“Good luck with that,” Camille said, sympathy pulling at the corners of her mouth. “The heart has its own mind. And truthfully? Finding someone you feel that deeply about is so rare, how can you back away?”

Taylor rocked back. “Easy. Gabe doesn’t love me back. We’re just good friends.”

“Are you sure? Didn’t look like you were just friends at the play. Even your dad remarked on how happy you looked.”

Taylor gulped her beer, then shrugged and mumbled, “Looks can be deceiving.”

Camille reached across the table, took the beer, and asked softly, “Are you going to let him get away?”

“I don’t have a choice, do I? I can’t make him love me.” She knew that from experience with her mother. “Or want to spend the rest of our lives together.” As soon as the words left her mouth, she realized how much trouble she was in. She was way over her head in love with the last guy she should have let into her heart.

“You always have a choice.” Camille sounded so certain, Taylor almost believed her. “So what are you going to do?”

“I don’t know.”

Gabe might not move on with his life, but she sure as heck was going to. She’d made her choice. Angel Point was her new home. It was Gabe’s bad luck that he’d decided he wanted no part of the life she was making.

Did she want to put the effort it would take into changing his mind? She’d have to think about that.


Chapter Seventeen


Taylor pushed her hands into her lap. “Monday morning I have to give notice to my boss at the Marshals. Then, I’ll let Russ know I want to take the permanent position. He has a house he says he’d be glad to sell me. Once I get moved, it’ll be business as usual, and all this crazy stuff with Gabe will be over.” At least Taylor hoped it would be. “How about you and Dad? Have you started planning the wedding?”

Camille took the hint. They finished their girl party talking about possible venues.

At the door, on their way out, Camille pulled her into a hug and whispered, “I’m so sorry things didn’t work out with Gabe.”

Taylor put on her best smile. “No worries. It’s probably for the best anyway.”

All she’d asked Gabe for was dating advice. It wasn’t his fault—not much, anyway—that her heart had taken a different path. Streetlights gleamed dully in the gathering dusk as she pulled out of the parking lot behind Camille. At least her friend had found happiness with Frank. For the first time since her mother had left them, her dad wasn’t alone any more. That was a good thing.

Now that she’d lost Gabe—not that she’d really had the guy for her very own—she recognized and understood her father’s loneliness over the intervening years, how it’d changed him from the man she remembered as a little girl.

She would miss Gabe. Sure Camille thought she loved him, and maybe she did, but the roller coaster ride of the past month wasn’t irreversible. She could recover from the whole fiasco. And now that she’d had a taste of what it was like to be half of a couple, with the same goals and agenda, she knew what kind of man she wanted. That guy definitely wasn’t someone who insisted on playing a solo game.

She bit her lip. People survived heartbreak all the time. She could, too.

Her phone made a harsh grinding sound. Pulling over, she grabbed it from her pocket. Severe thunderstorm warning. A fat raindrop plopped on the windshield, quickly followed by others. While she’d been in the Old Mill with Camille, the winds had kicked up. Too distracted by her own sad story, she hadn’t noticed.

Her trouble radar flipping on, she dialed. “Jack?”

“Here, boss.”

“You got the thunderstorm warning?” Part of the sheriff’s department mandate was emergency management.

“Got it.”

“You and Calvin lock down the town. I’m heading to the beach to make sure it’s clear.”

“Will do.” There was a slight pause. “Be careful.”

Taylor half laughed. This was her town. She wasn’t going to let anything bad happen to its citizens. “We’ll regroup at the station when I’m done.”

She’d barely hung up when the harsh grind sounded again. This time the National Weather Service was issuing a tornado warning.

Holy—

Taylor made a quick U-turn, spinning her tires on wet pavement, and headed to the south beach near Shipwreck Rock. If there were any tourists not heeding the warning, that’s where they’d be. The hotels along that stretch would batten down tight, but sometimes visitors who came to storm watch didn’t understand how dangerous the winds and waves got. A tornado touching down, extremely rare though it was, would be the worst.

She parked sideways in a couple of empty parking spots under a tall light post. Struggling into the rain gear she kept behind her seat, the escalating storm whipped her hair around her face and snatched the truck’s door from her hands. Jogging to the ocean’s edge, surf high, she found the beach clear, except for one or two stragglers. Fighting the winds, she raced to a couple pulling a small boy between them.

“Go to the hotel!” she shouted.

The man nodded, picked up the boy, and grabbed the woman’s hand. Taylor watched to make sure they made it all right, reminding herself she had no time for the soft sentimentality that kept her feet rooted while she wished for her own man to protect her from life’s storms.

One straggler was left. The guy, feet braced, coat flapping in the wind, was taking pictures! Taylor cursed. Over his shoulder, a tornado touched down. Lashed by wind and pelting rain, the spinning funnel raced in the man’s direction.

Taylor took off at a run, shouting, “Mister!”

He didn’t hear her over the ear-splitting rumble that sounded like an oncoming freight train. She pumped her legs until they ached, fighting the storm determined to push her in the opposite direction. Raging surf crashed, urging her forward.

When she pulled on his arm, he lowered the camera protected with plastic. She pointed at the tornado and then the hotel, shouting, “Get out of here.”

He nodded, tried to take her with him, but Taylor avoided his hand, making the motion to go. His eyes got rounder as he looked over her shoulder.

With the crashing waves and roar of the oncoming tornado, all she could do was read his lips. “Come on!”

Showing him her badge, she shook her head, waving him on. He spun toward the hotel.

Up and down the stretch of sand, the beach was finally empty. She raced to her truck, but, just ahead, another tornado touched down on solid ground. Blinded by the rain, and unable to hear anything but the storm, she watched, horrified as the light post she’d parked next to landed dead center on her truck.

When the twister turned in her direction, the only thought she had was it was a shame she’d waited too long to get out of the storm, because she would have liked one more kiss and the chance to change Gabe’s mind about combining their futures, even if it was just the two of them.

One more kiss. Gabe. You are the one I could have spent forever with.
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What a class A idiot he was. He didn’t like it. But it didn’t matter. He couldn’t get rid of the feeling that Taylor had betrayed his trust. And he was done reaching for more than he had coming. He had a good life just as it was. He would stick with that.

But his last text to Taylor earlier, no time right now, as he struggled to get back to a life that didn’t include Daisy and Rose…and Taylor…living in his house? It all circled in his head like a scratched record.

Okay, so it probably wasn’t Taylor’s fault he was furious at himself for being so gullible that he would believe there could be a different outcome for his life. Then, he’d acted like a real jerk, taking his pain out on the one person who didn’t deserve to be treated as though she wasn’t more important than everything else in his life. If she were in his shoes, the woman who’d started as his renter and morphed into his best friend would have done better.

At the hospital to sign off on his charts, he found the results of the labs he’d had drawn last week in his in-box, a gift of sorts he’d wanted to share with Taylor when he had everything he wanted in the palms of his hands. According to the results, he was going to live a while longer.

His best friend—the woman he’d come to love for her courage, tenacity, and flat out plain speaking—had asked him to see that he had a future. Normal labs were proof she was right.

Taking his hands off the keyboard, he curled his fingers into fists, planting them with a hard thump on his thighs.

He shouldn’t just sit here, stewing. Either he wanted nothing more to do with Taylor, who it turned out could be the love of his life, or he was going to man up and fix the divide he’d put between them.

Closing the hospital’s computerized charting system, he reached for his phone, suddenly sure if he would just talk to her, everything would be all right.

The rightness of that decision was interrupted by a severe storm warning blasting over the comm system. He jumped up to join everyone springing into action. Blaine caught up with him. “Dr. Adams! I’m so glad you’re here. We need you in labor and delivery.”

“Someone’s in labor?” He pocketed his cell and followed the head nurse.

“No, but I could use your help. As a precaution, we’re moving all the patients to rooms in the basement until the storm blows over.”

Taylor would be up to her eyeballs taking care of her town. His call would have to wait.

They were moving the first mom and her newborn down the hall by a waiting room when Gabe caught the National Weather Service announcement that a tornado alert had been added to the thunderstorm warning. There were an estimated twenty-three thousand people located in the warning area, and one of them, in the thick of it, was Sheriff Taylor James.

Heart pounding, he stopped a harried orderly. “Get this mom and baby to the basement. They’re waiting for her down there.”

Nodding, the orderly took over as Gabe stepped aside and punched in Taylor’s number. She didn’t answer. He tried her home even though he knew she wouldn’t be there, anyway.

“Hello?”

“Frank! Is Taylor with you?”

“No. She’s not with you?”

Gabe’s gut scrambled. “No. I’m at the hospital.”

Frank’s voice turned gruff. “Haven’t seen her since this morning. I’m only here long enough to make sure everything’s locked up before heading over to The Chowder House. Camille’s closing the restaurant.”

“If you see Taylor, tell her to call me.”

“I will, but she’s probably getting everyone off the streets.”

When Frank disconnected, Gabe raced back down the hall. Blaine had gotten everyone moved except one last mom and baby, who waited on a gurney. “I’m Dr. Adams. What’s your name?”

“Zelda. And this is Annie,” the twenty-something said, a nervous quiver in her voice as she clutched her baby close.

Gabe unlocked the wheels. “Have you ever been on a gurney ride?”

Zelda shook her head.

“Your first then.” Gabe kept talking, hoping to ease the new mother’s nerves…and his, too. All he could think about was that the love of his life—yes, the absolute love of his however-long-it-was-going-to-be life—was out in a tornado, protecting her town. “Not to worry. This will be easy-peasy.”

Blaine grabbed the foot of the bed as Gabe turned into the hallway. Together, they got mom and baby settled with the other patients in the basement.

“Are we done here?”

Blaine took a deep breath and nodded. “We’re good. Who has Rose?”

“Her mother,” Gabe said absently, retrieving his phone.

Blaine’s brows shot up, but he didn’t have time to explain. He’d made it to the front lobby of the hospital when his next call went through. “You’ve reached the sheriff’s—”

“Stacy, where’s Taylor?” Gabe interrupted.

“I don’t know. I just got here with Daisy and the kids. I can coordinate with emergency services better from here, and I figured this would be safer than leaving them at home.”

“You haven’t heard from her at all?”

“Hold on.” She put him on hold.

He paced the lobby. What was taking so long?

Finally, Stacy came back on the line. “Jack says Taylor’s clearing the beach. He said a tornado touched down by Shipwreck Rock just a few minutes ago.”

“Crap. Thanks, Stacy.”

“Be careful, Gabe.”

“I will.” He ran for his Jeep. Tossing the phone on the passenger side seat, he raced like a crazy man toward the south beach. Fortunately, the streets were clear of traffic. Still, it took an iron grip to keep the Jeep on the road as he fought the violent winds and pounding rain turning the pavement into a raging stream. Over the tops of buildings, he could see two funnel clouds moving inland away from him.

His heart stuttered when he spotted Taylor’s truck nearly cleaved in two by a downed power pole. Stomping on the brake, he slid across the parking lot, stopping barely a foot from the ruined vehicle. Wrestling with the Jeep’s door, he emerged, circled Taylor’s rig, his breath trapped in his lungs, but didn’t find her body mangled with the metal.

“Taylor!” he shouted into the wind. The storm swallowed the sound of his voice.

Spinning in a tight circle, he looked up and down the beach, only to discover he was more afraid of losing the one woman who wasn’t put off by the possibility of a late recurrence of his cancer than he was of the cancer itself. He’d wanted to go back to his life before Rose, but what man in his right mind didn’t tackle his problems head on? Not someone that a woman like Taylor would respect.

For those few short hours before the storm hit, even though he was still angry, he’d missed her, wanted nothing more than to wrap himself in her calm strength as they regrouped and came up with a new plan. One that included the two of them standing against anything the world could throw at them. How could he be so stupid as to think he could live without the woman who’d handcuffed his heart?

If she’d been washed out to sea—

No!

He turned north, running for the nearest hotel. Someone there must have seen her, would know where she’d gone.

Ahead, a hooded figure appeared, long dark hair snapping in the storm. His pulse raced. Only his sheriff would risk staying on the beach in a severe storm that produced tornadoes. She pointed at the hotel. He shook his head, heading straight for her as fast as the wind shoving against him would allow. Finally, he caught hold of her hand.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded.

He pulled her close so his mouth was near her ear. Shuddering, he admitted, “Looking for you.”

“Are you nuts?”

“Yeah.” He covered her lips with his, everything he felt pouring itself into the kiss. The discovery she was right that no one knew how long they had to live. That every day had to be lived as though it was their last. And his gratitude she was here. She was okay.

He wanted every moment to be filled with the woman melting in his arms. It was all he wanted for the rest of his life, however long that might be. It no longer mattered.

The wind and rain buffeted them, a not-so-subtle reminder they were kissing in the middle of a raging thunderstorm. He tucked her under his arm. “Come on. How did you escape the tornado?”

“Fate.” A grin spread across her face. “After the pole went down on the truck, it came right at me. I ran for cover in the hotel, but, at the last minute, it changed course.”

“Toward the Coast Highway. I saw two of them. I thought—”

She stopped him with a hand on his chest and leaned close. “Gabe, I have to get to the station.”

He didn’t think twice. “I’m parked by your truck. I’ll take you.”

Retracing their steps didn’t take as long with the storm at their backs. At the Jeep, he held on to the door, blocking the wind as Taylor climbed in. Before she could do it herself, he leaned across her and snapped the seat belt in place.

Blue eyes matching the storm studied him, curious. “You know I can do that myself, right?”

Slapping the door closed and rounding the front of his vehicle, he settled in the driver’s seat before answering, “Of course, you can. It’s one of the things I love about you.”

Her brows arched. Gabe wouldn’t take the words back, or regret their kisses, but Taylor was quiet on the short ride to the sheriff’s department. What was she thinking? Had she gotten his poorly delivered message? Did she return the sentiment?

He stopped in front of the station. She grabbed his arm, a furrow forming between her brows. “I won’t be home until after this storm blows over. And maybe not for a while after. We’ll be going door to door with Fire and Rescue to make sure everyone is all right.”

He didn’t think she was brushing him off, not that he would blame her after the way he’d behaved over Daisy and Rose. But just to remind her that his kiss earlier wasn’t an aberration brought on by the real danger of being in the backlash of a tornado, he leaned over and gave her another long kiss. “I’ll be at the hospital working emergency. Call me when you’re free. We need to talk about us.”

The smile she gave him pushed back the storm besieging his heart. “I’ll call as soon as I can.”

And then she was out of the Jeep, head down against the wind. Gabe watched until she was safe inside the brick building, hoping, while she cleaned up her town, she didn’t come up with countless reasons why she shouldn’t hang out with him on a permanent basis. She didn’t know it yet, but he was playing for the rest of their lives.


Chapter Eighteen


Taylor skirted crews with chainsaws clearing downed trees on Warren Avenue. The storm had worn itself out, leaving a massive cleanup in its wake. Miraculously, no one was seriously hurt or killed. Two businesses along the Coast Highway had lost roofs. One house suffered enough water damage to be unlivable until repairs were done. Her truck was a total loss. She’d returned home only for small snatches of sleep and a shower. And yet, the one thing she couldn’t get out of her mind was how Gabe had come looking for her in the worst storm ever, then kissed her socks off.

It’d been two days since he’d left her at the sheriff’s office. Going door to door doing welfare checks, helping the cleanup crew where she could, coordinating with county and state departments, there had been no time to call as he’d suggested.

She knew he’d spent the first twenty-four hours working long shifts at the hospital and, after that, helped with community cleanup. A little birdie kept her informed—Stacy, of course.

Daisy and the kids were okay. After the storm dissipated, Daisy returned to Stacy’s to hold down the fort while Taylor and Stacy did the heavy lifting working with Angel Point’s emergency services.

Camille reopened the restaurant with Frank’s help and was offering meals to the cleanup crew at half price. Driving a rental truck until her insurance decided to total the Ford, Taylor was heading there now.

Would she run into Gabe?

Since the few problems cropping up were easy enough to solve, she had more time to consider what she wanted. And what she wanted was Dr. Gabriel Adams. But what if he didn’t want her back? He’d kissed her. Twice. Three times, if she counted that time after their date. The one she’d instigated. That must mean something, right?

At The Chowder House, Frank manned the register. Camille took orders from a group at a table near the windows. When she saw Taylor, Camille headed her way. “We’ve been waiting for you to come in.”

Taylor hugged her friend. “What’s up?”

Her father draped an arm around Camille’s shoulders. “Are you free four Sundays from this weekend?”

“No plans that I know of.”

“Now you do.” Camille grabbed her hand. “That’s the day we’re getting married.”

Taylor sputtered, “So soon?”

Frank winked, a grin spreading across his rugged face. He finished taking payment from the next customer in line before turning the register over to one of Camille’s staff. “You girls find a table. I’ll bring coffee.”

She followed Camille to a small table by the kitchen door. Her friend patted the nearest chair. “I want you to be my maid of honor.”

“I would love to, but why so soon? It takes longer than four weeks to plan a wedding.”

Frank joined them with three coffees. “The truth is, Tay, life is too dang short. We don’t want anything fancy and don’t see any reason to wait.”

Camille leaned on her elbows, eyes alight with excitement. “I heard the owners of the new bed and breakfast are thinking about hosting weddings. We’re going to talk to them after cleanup from the storm settles down.”

“The Second Chance?” Taylor had stopped by earlier that morning to make sure the new owners, Mavis and Bill Edison, didn’t need any help, but no one was there. It didn’t look like the place had taken a hard hit.

Taylor understood feeling like there wasn’t enough time. She’d had that same argument with Gabe, and having a tornado run straight at her only solidified that truth, but was it a good enough reason to commit the rest of her life to a guy who had his own commitment issues?

Frank fell into the commitment shy category, too. Somehow, Camille had found a way around his reluctance. “How did you get this lug to agree to marriage?”

Camille leaned into Frank’s shoulder. He was the one who answered. “It was love at first sight, Tay. She didn’t have to chase me very hard to convince me being together was a much better proposition than continuing on alone.”

Convince me…

“Well, I’m happy for both of you.”

If Gabe’s kisses were a sign of something good, maybe she had a chance of getting him to agree that going it alone wasn’t the path forward for them, either. Just like her dad said, being married to each other would be far superior, and a whole lot more exciting.

She abandoned her chair. “Gotta go. Thanks for the coffee.”

When she reached her loaner truck, she dialed Gabe. He answered immediately. “Hey, girl.”

“Hey.” Suddenly shy, she wasn’t sure where to begin. Was she more afraid of the recurrence of his cancer than she thought? She lifted her chin. She certainly didn’t care that they’d never have kids of their own. “I need some advice.”

“What kind of advice?” A smile had crept into his voice.

Before she lost her nerve, she said, “Dating advice.”

“I see.”

“You must have some suggestions for a girl who can’t seem to get her guy to hang around for more than the appetizers.” She bit her lip to keep from laughing. “After all, you’re the playboy doc with a heart of gold.”

“I might have a meaningful tip or two. Where do you want to meet?”

“Are you free tonight?”

“I can be.”

“At The Chowder House. Seven o’clock.” The dinner hour should be over by then, giving them a little privacy. She couldn’t resist adding, “Don’t be late, or I’ll have you arrested.”

That brought out his rich laugh. “Yes, ma’am.”

Taylor hung up. Was she doing the right thing, for both of them? Gabe wasn’t wrong. When they least expected it, his cancer could come back. The only difference between the days before she knew about his nemesis and now was that she didn’t want to live another minute without waking up beside him each morning. Plain and simple, she loved him.

With all afternoon to think about what to wear, she rehearsed what she would say once they met at the restaurant, then ended up at Stacy’s house.

Stacy led the way to the kitchen where Daisy was keeping the boys occupied by helping them make cookies. Rose was in her carrier on the center of the table. “It’s lunchtime in the Leland household. Do you want a grilled cheese and ham?”

“Sounds good.” The Leland household. Stacy and Daisy had their family. It’d turned out good for both of them.

Taylor leaned against the counter, the smell of grilled bread and melting cheese making her stomach grumble. “My father’s moving here to Angel Point and marrying Camille Rivers.”

“The owner of The Chowder House?”

Watching Preston and JJ dust each other with flour, Taylor nodded.

“That’s exciting.” Stacy slanted her a curious look. “Isn’t it?”

“It is. It’s just—” Taylor wasn’t sure what she was feeling except an overwhelming desire to spend every day for the rest of her life with Gabe.

“You’re thinking about Doc Adams.”

Taylor started to deny that was exactly where her thoughts were circling, but what was the point? “How do you know?”

“I’ve seen how you look at each other.”

So Stacy had figured out her feelings before she had? “The man is something special. Crazy, right?”

Daisy looked up from the cookies she had loaded on a plate. “I think you two getting together is awesome.”

“Me, too,” Stacy agreed, handing Taylor plates and napkins.

Interrupting a flour fight to get the laughing boys cleaned up, the adults got them settled at the table for their lunch. The ease with which Daisy smiled was proof the teen was happy living with Stacy. Preston played with Rose’s feet, making the baby bounce. Stacy, too, had lost that hard, tired, lonely edge her husband’s death had etched onto her face.

They were a happy family, exactly what Gabe had wanted for Rose from the beginning. The man had gotten his wish, just not in the way he’d intended.

“I hope Gabe thinks it’s awesome, too,” she muttered.

Stacy heard and laughed. “So what are you going to do about it?”

“Well—” Sitting straighter, Taylor told them her plan.

“You have to give him flowers,” Preston piped up.

“And chocolates,” JJ added between quick chomps of his sandwich.

Tongue in cheek, Taylor quizzed the boys, “Do guys like flowers and chocolates?”

“Yeah!” they both shouted.

Stacy hid a smile behind her hand. “I don’t know what they’ve been watching on TV.”

Taylor’s plan for the evening was excitedly approved, Stacy and Daisy adding their own embellishments, which included a new dress. She wasn’t sure about that, but when she considered how few feminine choices could be found in her wardrobe—

Daisy stopped her at the door. “Will you and Gabe be Rose’s godparents?”

Taylor grabbed the teen in a big hug. “I would love to. I’m sure Gabe will, too, but I’ll let you ask him.”

After calling The Chowder House and reserving a quiet table in the back, she was driving down Warren Avenue when she spotted a store she’d never visited. Second-Hand Dresses. A dress wouldn’t prove to Gabe how serious she was about loving him, but it would give her courage while she made her case.

Inside the store, racks and racks of vintage dresses lined the walls. A white-haired woman wearing black rimmed glasses approached. She could have been sixty or eighty; it was impossible to tell. “Can I help you, dear?”

Taylor had no idea how to choose a dress or which style she would look good wearing. “I need a dress for a special date.”

The woman smiled sweetly. “I’m certain we’ll find just the one.”

Thirty minutes later, Taylor walked out with the perfect dress. It was a little 1960s, with its swirl of blue, white, and dark gray stars, snug bodice top with spaghetti straps, and a layered chiffon flouncy skirt that hung to her knees, but she loved it. And she’d found sandals to match, an all important addition, according to the romantic comedies she occasionally had a chance to watch.

On the way home, as Preston and JJ had ordered, she stopped to pick up flowers and chocolates. But she didn’t want to be a replica of any other girl he’d dated, so she bought a flowering potted gardenia he could plant in the front garden of the duplex and the largest chocolate cupcake she could find.

She’d never been one of those cool girls who had more guys to choose from than she could date. Her purchases proved why. Butterflies took manic flight in her stomach. Taylor didn’t care. It was the best she could do. She just hoped Gabe appreciated her efforts.

One long soak in the tub later and a debate about whether to wear her long hair up or down, and which color of eye shadow to wear, Taylor stared at the girl in the mirror, hardly recognizing her. She’d decided to keep it simple. And felt way out of her element.

Staring back at her was Sheriff Taylor James, a new, improved version of the girl all dressed up for her high school prom, who’d been stood up by her date. The Taylor who’d tried a date or two in college, but had to fight off hands and the assumption that a date meant skipping the dessert and going straight to sex. The determined warrior who’d toughed her way through police academy and then the mostly male marshal’s training. The sheriff who kept her town safe. Tinker Bell.

She took a deep breath to quiet the butterflies. She was in love. Her whole future was on the line. Tonight, it was all or nothing.

By the time she got to The Chowder House, her hands were sweating. Not allowing any time to back out, she grabbed the handled bags containing the plant and cupcake.

Camille met her with a hug as soon as she walked in. “Your guest is already here. I seated him a few minutes ago.”

She swallowed hard. “Lead the way.”

As soon as she saw Gabe sitting at the corner table, flanked by windows reflecting flickering candlelight against the moonless, dark night outside, her heart skipped. His dark hair stood up in sexy waves. He was dressed in a black suit and blue tie. It was the first time she’d seen him all spit and polish. He pulled on the tie just before spotting her. She nearly laughed. She wasn’t alone. Her guy was nervous, too.

He rose as their gazes met across the table and for a minute, the whole world stood still for Taylor. Finally, she managed, “I brought you flowers and chocolate.”

“You look stunning.” He came around the table, placed a somewhat chaste kiss on her cheek, then pulled out her chair. After she was seated, the bags ended up in the spare chair. He peeked in before retaking his seat.

“Thank you.”

“Preston and JJ’s idea. I didn’t think you’d want everyday flowers and chocolates.”

Gabe’s smile reached his eyes. “Very clever, as always.”

Camille came to take their drink order. Taylor was having trouble coming up with an adequate comeback that didn’t sound like a silly, inexperienced girl getting in over her head, so she said, “We’ll have champagne.”

Gabe leaned on his elbows. “I don’t know if there is any dating advice I can give you at this point. You’re doing great. I would take you out in a hot minute.”

“You would?”

“I would,” he said, very serious.

Talking more to herself than the man watching her with interest, she whispered, “We can’t be scared by something that may or may not happen down the road.”

He held her gaze. “You’re taking a big risk, joining my team.”

“Gabe, I take risks every day. I’m not afraid of your leukemia. I’m more afraid of not being with you.”

He leaned on his elbows. “I’m not afraid, either. I haven’t been since the storm.”

Before he could say anything else, she scooted her seat back, dropped to one knee in front of the man who’d stolen her heart, and asked the most important question of her life. “Gabriel Adams, will you marry me?”

Lips curling up in delight, he took her hand and placed a lingering kiss on her knuckles. “I’m so glad you asked.”

“No, you’re not,” she laughed.

“No, really, I am.” Gabe pulled her onto his lap. “I could not have asked you to marry me better. I was too scared you’d say no.”

Taylor let the smile growing in her heart play on her lips. “I’m not saying no. What do you think? Will you let me arrest you and keep you in my jail for the rest of our lives?”

He kissed her long and hard before giving her an answer. “Oh, yeah.”

The restaurant erupted in cheers and whistles. Taylor looked over her shoulder. There was her dad and Camille clapping, with huge grins. Daisy held Rose, who was swinging her arms up and down in what looked like a baby effort to imitate her new family. Stacy gave a loud whistle. Preston and JJ jumped up and down cheering the loudest.

Taylor had finally gotten one of her dates to do more than stay past the appetizers. She turned back to Gabe. “We’re going to live happily ever after.”

“I don’t know about that,” he laughed. “But race you to the nursing home. On your ninetieth birthday, I’ll be your date and walk you to the dining room.”

“And I’ll try not to run over your feet with my wheelchair.”

Throwing her arms around his neck, Taylor sealed their new bargain with a kiss that promised him a whole lot more than forever.

The End
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She was driving a long way from her mostly comfortable attic apartment in San Francisco in order to talk her baby sister out of making the biggest mistake of her life. At least U.S. Marshal Dakota James hoped that’s what she was doing. The only hiccup in her plan was Taylor. The kid knew her own mind and wouldn’t hesitate to tell big sister it was presumptuous to believe she’d suddenly lost it because she was marrying a near stranger.

What other option did Dakota have? Stand by and do nothing? She couldn’t do it.

The drive north from San Francisco under clear skies, windows down to let in the salt-scented air as the road periodically took Dakota close to the ocean, was calming. What did they call it in those self-help books? A Zen experience.

It wasn’t exactly that, but it was close enough and a nice change from the pressure of work that had gotten her put on leave in the middle of a major drug case.

Just north of Gold Beach, Oregon, she spotted a pickup parked on the side of the road. The right-side rear hung from a jack. An older gentleman, with white hair looking like it hadn’t seen a comb in recent days, struggled with the tire. He was dressed in jeans and a plaid shirt with sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Back rounded at the shoulders, he didn’t appear to be a day under eighty.

Feeling an absurd kind of kinship with the broken-down vehicle, Dakota pulled up behind the older Chevy. Getting cautiously out of her Mustang, she approached the man with caution. You could never be too careful. Trouble, in her experience anyway, could come in the most benign-looking packages.

“Need some help?”

Straightening his back, the older gent pushed a hand through his hair, making the disorderly waves worse. “Not many girls know how to change a tire.”

“I can do it. Been taking care of my own tires for a long time.” She couldn’t help the wink and smile she sent his way. He was cute in an engaging, octogenarian way.

“What’s your name, young lady?”

“Dakota James, sir.”

He glanced at her Mustang. Bushy eyebrows arched, but he didn’t comment. She knew what he saw. A Marine medallion on the back window proclaimed, at least until recently, she’d spent a good share of her adult working life in the Marine Corps. The medallion had been there since the day she finished the car’s restoration.

“Claude Henley. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

Even with him hovering over her shoulder, it didn’t take Dakota long to get the tire changed. When she was done, she put his tools in the toolbox in the back of the truck. “That should do it. You’re all set to go.”

“Hold on a second. I’ve got something for you. A small thank you for helping a stranded old man.”

“No thanks necessary. I’m happy to help,” she said, backing toward the Mustang.

“Wait.”

From ingrained habit, the firm command stopped her where she was.

Claude reached into the cab of the truck. He came back carrying what looked like an old-fashioned metal lunchbox. When he flipped opened the lid, on one side was a thermos, on the other a sandwich and cookies in separate baggies. He held out the bag of cookies. “My wife baked these.”

Dakota put up a hand to stop him. “Really. You don’t have to give me anything. You needed help. I just happened to be the lucky one passing by.”

He gently took her hand and, wrapping her fingers around the package of cookies, looked her squarely in the eyes. “I insist. These cookies are made from a recipe that’s been passed down in my wife’s family for generations. I only share them with special people.”

“But—” I’m not special.

“No arguments now.” He was a stubborn old cuss. “To quote George Eliot in Middlemarch, ‘people glorify all sorts of bravery, except the bravery they might show on behalf of their nearest neighbor.’” He squeezed her hand. “Thank you.”

Abruptly, he let her go, climbed into his truck and with a jaunty wave, drove off. Dakota stood there for a long moment, alternating staring at the cookies and watching him drive away.

She blinked, climbed behind the wheel of her car and, digging one of the cookies out of the baggy, took a bite. She closed her eyes in appreciation.

When was the last time anyone had called her special? Or brave? Lifting her chin, she followed Claude’s example. No more wasting time. She had someplace to be and a mission to complete.

When she reached the outskirts of Angel Point, the Oregon coastal town looked a little windblown, but not nearly as frayed around the edges as Dakota felt. She parked the Mustang close to The Chowder House. The 1966 red Ford was her baby. The only one she was ever likely to have. She’d gotten the little beast, a classic—and more dependable than anything else in her life had been for a very long time—for a song and had it restored to its original condition. Her efforts on her own behalf hadn’t been as successful.

After showing her identification, the front desk gal at the sheriff’s department told Dakota she could find Taylor having lunch with her fiancé at The Chowder House. Apparently, the restaurant was best known for its clam chowder. That’s what the sign out front said.

Inside, she found her sister talking to her guy at a table on the far side of the room, close against a bank of windows overlooking lush landscape. Her sister’s back was to the room, an odd thing for a James to do. How could you see trouble coming if you weren’t watching for it?

Dakota pressed her lips into a straight line. Adams didn’t appear to be a man in love. A man in love didn’t look bored, his entire attention focused on his phone instead of his lunch date.

He finally leaned back in his chair, with one jean-covered leg stretched out, foot encased in a well-worn cowboy boot. He finished a text before laying his cell on the table and responding to something Taylor said.

“Come to Angel Point to celebrate my engagement to the love of my life,” Taylor had insisted the last time they talked.

Love? Dakota wasn’t really a believer.

And Adams proved it. There was no light of that illusive phenomenon on his face when he gazed at Taylor. Okay, he was handsome. It appeared he had good taste in boots. She would give Taylor that, but there was no spark in his body language that said she was his one and only. He didn’t lean toward his fiancé as if every minute she wasn’t in his arms was torture.

Dakota didn’t know what love was supposed to look like, except she was pretty sure what she was looking at wasn’t it.

Not that long ago, New Year’s Day in fact—the one day every year when she and Taylor made it a point to get together—they’d enjoyed a good laugh over neither of the James sisters having a date for New Year’s Eve, because getting a date to stay past the appetizers was nearly impossible. It said something that today the plate of appetizers between Adams and her sister looked like it hadn’t been touched. Her Spidey sense was right. There definitely was a problem.

Why had the kid agreed to marry Adams? The man looked more like a construction worker than a doctor. Not that there was anything wrong with a good-looking, hunky construction worker. Taylor just didn’t usually go for the cowboy type who built things with his hands and came home wearing the results of his day on his clothes.

A part of Dakota wished she believed in love with the same gusto Taylor did. And that she could be happy for her sister. Perhaps then she might be persuaded to date someone with Adams’s strong shoulders and broad chest.

She took a step toward Taylor. Having this conversation over the phone would have saved her a lot of time and miles of wear and tear on her Mustang. Unfortunately for the forced leave she’d thought to turn into a vacation on Oahu, this was a mission that needed to be conducted face-to-face.

She squared her shoulders. A skirmish with Taylor, no matter how serious, was always fun.

“Can I show you to a table?” The woman asking had thick, auburn hair that fell in waves to her shoulders and a smile in her light brown eyes.

“No, thank you.” She gestured vaguely in Taylor’s direction. “My party’s just over there.”

“Okay, then. Your server will be right with you.” The woman turned to the next person behind Dakota. A line had formed while she’d been scoping out the terrain.

As she wove between tables, Adams’s gaze shifted. His brows lifted when he saw her. Her stomach took a tumble as he pulled his booted foot under his chair and angled forward on his elbows.

The closer she got, the better she could see the flicker of male interest growing in a gaze that drifted slowly over the loose white, button-down shirt tucked into the jeans she wore instead of her usual marshal’s getup.

Irritation—definitely irritation, not attraction—took her by surprise. A flirty grin spread across his handsome face. Before she could put a kibosh on her runaway thoughts, Dakota actually thought cute . . . on the market? Yum!

OMG! What was she doing? And was the dude actually sending I like you, let’s play vibes to his fiancé’s sister? He definitely didn’t have that bored look on his face any longer.

Her heart skipping more than a beat or two, she gave herself a mental hand slap and crossed the intervening space, only stopping her outraged march once she reached Taylor’s elbow. Sisters did not poach each other’s guy!

She sent Adams a glare that in her drill sergeant days had made raw recruits shiver in their new combat boots. After silently promising she’d never think of him as a hunky, sexy guy again, she opened her mouth to extricate her sister from this . . . this . . . playboy’s clutches.

Before the words tumbled out, Taylor realized she was there and jumped out of her chair. “Kodie! You made it.” Slender arms wrapped around Dakota’s neck. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

Only Taylor had the power to cheer her up when her life was at its worst. Closing her eyes, almost able to ignore the rush from Adams’s unexpected flirting, Dakota savored the hug and squeezed her sister back.

Still, she had to tell Taylor her guy was a player. Pulling back from her sister’s embrace, Dakota forced the words past the guilty lump in her throat. “Listen—”

Adams had risen from his chair, his expression carefully blank now. Served him right that he was totally getting outed.

“When did you get into town?” Indicating an empty chair at the table, Taylor gave a tug on her hand.

“About twenty minutes ago. Look, Taylor, I need to talk to you.”

Her sister waved a hand at Adams. “This is—”

“You can’t marry this . . . this guy,” Dakota blurted.

“Beckett Leland,” Taylor said at the same time.

“I certainly hope not,” a male voice behind Dakota joined in. “Especially since she’s already engaged to me and it’s against the law for a lady to be married to two guys at the same time. A sheriff should know better.”

Dakota spun around, coming face-to-face with a tall, better-than-average-looking man, who was trying very hard to smother his laughter.

If she weren’t so embarrassed at her gaffe, she might laugh too. But another mistake in a long line of mistakes just wasn’t funny.

He held out his hand. “I’m the real Dr. Gabe Adams. You must be Taylor’s sister, Kodie.”

“Dakota,” she said, clenching her jaw.

Taylor was the only one who got to call her Kodie, the nickname Frank had given her when she was a little girl, when the sun still rose and set on the man she’d once called “Dad.”

A flush climbed up her neck to burn her cheeks. Straightening, she took the hand the real Adams offered.

“Nice to meet you.” When she made an error, Dakota owned up to it. Refusing to look at the guy she’d mistaken for her sister’s fiancé—he was probably having a good laugh—she cleared her throat. “Sorry about the mix-up. I didn’t mean to . . .”

“No worries.” Adams’s reassurance didn’t bank the twitch at the corners of his mouth or the amusement flooding his astute gaze.

Placing a conciliatory hand on her shoulder, he leaned around her to kiss Taylor. “Did you get yourself engaged to this scruffy Marine while I was seeing patients this morning?”

Taylor laughed. “No. Just a case of mistaken identity. Besides, Beckett’s not my type.”

Let the scruffy Marine laugh. Dakota had been in more mortifying situations. Like when Granger had given her the boot right in the middle of an important case hunting down drug runners on the West Coast, and then ordered her not to come back to work for two weeks. All because her concentration was shot to heck.

Unfortunately, she’d been unable to turn that particular lemon into lemonade and had made a rookie mistake. A decorated Marine turned Marshals Special Operations should have gathered more intel before beginning a mission. Even if that mission was a civilian one. No wonder Granger had put her on leave.

There must be a way out that didn’t involve taking another hike across the crowded restaurant. Her gaze latched onto a canine tail on the other side of Leland. The dog lay with his head on his paws, dark eyes on her face. The animal wore a red service vest. Had Leland been injured in some way that wasn’t obvious? There was no time to find out. Still, seeing the dog here was . . . soothing.

“I’ve got to go.”

“But you just got here,” Taylor protested.

Three pairs of eyes watched her. Four, if she counted the dog. Taylor looked confused. Dakota didn’t blame her. There was something disconcerting about emotions that wouldn’t go back in the box where they belonged.

Adams pulled out a chair. “Stay. Please. Have lunch with us. Or, if you want, Beckett and I can take off, so you girls can catch up.”

“You don’t have to leave.” Reluctantly sinking into the chair Adams offered, Dakota leaned uncomfortably on her elbows.

She focused on the sound of conversations from the other diners—which wasn’t as easy as it should have been, the smell of food as plates passed by the table, while making a mental list of small details around the room. The soft green of the walls. Mismatched chairs strategically placed around the tables. White, lace-patterned tablecloths.

Blinking rapidly, she pushed back on the emotions from the past that had started erupting like one of Yellowstone’s geysers after that last emergency response at Marine base in South Carolina.

Adams hovered beside her chair. Taylor clung tightly to her hand.

“I’m okay,” Dakota reassured them on a deep breath, half laughing at her partial success. “Nothing to see here. Honest.”

A booted foot nudged hers under the table. She turned to Leland and found blueberries. His eyes were the color of blueberries. And she owed him big time for the distraction.

“What’s your dog’s name?”

“Tucker.” He scratched the dog’s head. Only the shepherd’s deep brown eyes shifted in his owner’s direction.

Adams took a seat on the other side of the square table. Dakota was grateful. The last thing she needed was for Taylor to discover her in-control big sister had let the genie out of the bottle and couldn’t put him back in. She’d caused enough of a stir already.

A waitress came to take their order. Though she wasn’t really hungry, Dakota ordered the first thing she saw on the menu. And coffee. She needed lots of coffee.

As the others placed their orders, she twisted her fingers into knots in her lap. For crying out loud. A James who couldn’t lock down her feelings? How humiliating was that?

Dakota pasted a smile on her face, hoping it looked real. She’d come to Angel Point to convince Taylor to protect her heart. That conversation would have to come later. Now was no longer the time nor place.

The tension racing through her veins eased off. She broke into the uneasy silence, asking, “Can anyone recommend a good hotel?”

“You can stay with me,” Taylor and Adams said at the same time.

Adams took Taylor’s hand. “Frank is staying with you.”

Dakota watched, a little fascinated, as Taylor let Adams anchor her by the simple touch. Her sister was as independent and self-reliant as they came. The smile the two shared, the stars in their eyes—as if they were in the restaurant all by themselves—shook Dakota’s firm belief that love wouldn’t last. In her thirty-one years, she’d certainly found no evidence that it could. The tender moment didn’t change her mind on that score.

It took a moment, but Adams’s words finally filtered through her brain fog. “Frank’s in town?”

Great. Running into Frank was not part of her plan.

“He’s been staying in my spare room, but he’s not here right now. He’s in San Antonio, selling his house.”

“Why is he selling his house?”

Taylor countered. “When was the last time you talked to him?”

“It’s been a while,” Dakota admitted stiffly. The last time, she’d been trying to forget and was just this side of sloppy drunk. Of course, the alcohol hadn’t fixed anything. She should have known better.

“I know he wants to be the one to tell you.” Taylor put her napkin aside, turning so she faced Dakota squarely. “I thought he called.”

“He may have.” She had no appetite for telling her sister, in the middle of a crowded restaurant, that she’d blocked his calls because . . . well, just because.

Her relationship with Frank had been a rocky road from the minute she’d lost her perfect family on the day her mother left. When he came to visit and found Dakota alone, drowning herself in whatever liquor she could lay her hands on, and thinking he could tell her how to fix her life when he had no clue how to fix his own—

That had been the final straw. It was easy after that to hit block on his phone number.

“He’s retiring.” Taylor took a deep breath. “And getting married.”

“Married?” She managed to keep her voice as reasonable as possible. Who would want to marry Frank? His track record was the worst.

Dakota would never forget hiding in the bathroom, covering her ears during Frank and Laney’s bitter fights at the end, before her mother finally packed her bags, leaving them all behind. Frank and Laney were poster children for love imploding long before getting to their unlikely happy-ever-after. And her family . . . well, they’d never been the same since.

“And he’s retiring? Workaholic Deputy Marshal Frank James? Are we talking about the same guy?”

Grinning, Taylor nodded. Dakota hadn’t seen that spontaneous sweet smile since they were little girls.

“Shocking, I know. I didn’t believe it at first, either.”

An unfamiliar longing seeped through Dakota as she wondered—not for the first time—what their lives would look like now if things had turned out differently between Frank and Laney.

“Who’s the unlucky lady?” she asked, taking a healthy gulp of coffee.

Taylor glanced over Dakota’s shoulder, causing her to turn and look too. “Camille Rivers. She owns this place.”

“The redhead?”

“Uh-huh.”

The good news was Dakota figured she would be gone before Frank got back to town. Which meant she wouldn’t have to make nice with the woman who was willing to step into the ring with the impossible-to-get-along-with Frank.

But her luck didn’t run that true. Camille came with the food. “How does everything look? Is there anything else you need from the kitchen?”

“It looks great.” Taylor sank back in her chair to make room for the server delivering her chowder bowl. “Camille, this is Dakota.”

Loud and clear in her head, she heard Frank’s gruff voice. Mind your manners, girl.

Whatever. She didn’t often pay attention to anything he said anyway. Nevertheless, it wasn’t Camille’s fault Dakota had a long-standing feud with the man she was planning to marry.

“Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too. I’ve heard a lot about you from Frank and Taylor.” As they shook hands, Camille’s clear brown eyes and a wary consideration did their own assessment.

So, she was a call-it-like-it-was kind of lady. Maybe Camille Rivers could hold her own with Frank. Laney had never been that strong.

“Not all good, I suspect.”

“Not all bad, either.” Camille smiled. She turned to the others. “I’ll have someone come and refresh your drinks.”

Happily, after Camille went to greet more customers, the conversation at the table turned quiet as everyone dug into their meals. Dakota joined them because the food was there.

“So, that hotel. Is there one on the beach you’d recommend?” Before Taylor could utter the protest that was clearly coming, Dakota laced their fingers together. “I know you want me to stay with you, but I don’t always sleep well at night, and the beach would give me room to roam without disturbing anyone.”

Eventually, she’d have to tell Taylor that big sister’s job was in jeopardy. Just not yet. And she still had to have the little conversation that had brought her here to Taylor in the first place.

Finally, the kid nodded. “Beachside Inn is nice.”

A look passed between Taylor and Leland. Dakota scooted her foot away from the man who’d anchored her and saved her some embarrassment. She didn’t know what the look meant, but it didn’t bode well, she was sure.

It didn’t matter. Her only concern was finding a place to stay for the short time she was in Angel Point and having that talk with Taylor.

Adams finished his sandwich and slung an arm around her sister’s shoulders as he stole a spoonful of her chowder.

Dakota mumbled, “I’ll check it out. Thanks.”

The couple’s coziness with each other was kind of cute, and the doc seemed like a nice enough guy, but nice wasn’t enough, was it? She’d always figured Laney had started out as a nice enough woman, too, and look how she and Frank had turned out.

So far, from what she’d seen, she was going to have a hard time convincing Taylor to reconsider her engagement. Maybe if she could uncover evidence that Adams wasn’t the nice guy he appeared to be . . . Her shoulders slumped. Probably wasn’t going to happen. If Gabe had any skeletons in his closet, her sister would have uncovered them by now.

Taylor set aside her napkin and stood. “I’ve got to head back to work.”

Dakota scrambled to her feet. “Want to get together for a drink later?”

“Absolutely. Text me when you’re ready.”

Adams laced their fingers. “I’ll walk you to your truck.”

Sitting back down, Dakota scowled. There was no doubt about it. Her mission had landed on shaky ground. A cold nose nudged against her hand, bringing her attention back to the table and Leland.

“He likes you.” Leland sounded half-surprised. “I’m ordering dessert. Warm apple pie with a scoop of vanilla ice cream on the side. Want to join me?”

“Thanks, but—” Awkwardly, she patted Tucker’s head. Canines weren’t her specialty, from lack of experience more than anything, not because she didn’t like dogs. “I have to get going.”

He stood and held out a hand. As their palms met, Dakota felt a pull in his direction clear to her belly. He might not be Taylor’s type, but she suddenly had an insane feeling he could be hers.

Too bad really. She didn’t have the time, or luck, in the sexy man department. And because the Marine Corps was hard on relationships, her solution had been not to date, so that now, she was way out of practice.

The seductive smell of apple pie followed her as she forced herself to move with confidence through the scattered tables. Giving the young cashier an extra tip, she wished she could laugh away the idea of her, Dakota James, dating Leland. But face-to-face with the girl’s perky smile, she suddenly felt more unraveled around the edges than usual. It was lowering, actually, to be, for the second time in her life, so scrambled, she felt like eggs overcooked, slightly burnt and . . . rubbery.

There wasn’t much she could do about that, except live with it. She glanced back at Leland. He was watching, head tilted as if he was trying to figure her out.

Good luck with that.

Leaving the restaurant, she couldn’t brush aside the unsettling feeling that Beckett Leland kept watching until she was out of sight.
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