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Praise for the Novels of Susan Donovan
THE KEPT WOMAN
A RITA Award finalist


 


“Sexy and funny. Donovan takes the marriage-of-convenience plot and gives it a fun update that will leave readers grinning.…these characters are filled with genuine warmth and charm.”


—Romantic Times BOOKreviews


 


“The Kept Woman is an excellent read and I highly recommend it.”


—Fresh Fiction


 


“Kept me entertained from beginning to end. The Kept Woman is a winner of a read in my book!”


—Romance Junkies


 


“Susan Donovan has a real knack for looking at ordinary life and its many foibles in a uniquely clever and humorous way… Be prepared to settle in for a few hours of smart, sexy, hilarious fun with The Kept Woman.”


—BookLoons


 


HE LOVES LUCY


 


“A great book…terrific.”


—Fresh Fiction


 


“A fun and sexy ‘feel good’ story and a must title to add to your current romance reading list.”


—BookLoons


 


“A story of rioting emotions, wacky weight challenges, and lots of love. This is one story you will be sad to see end. Kudos to Donovan for creating such a believable and realistic story.”


—Fallen Angel Reviews


MORE…


 


“He Loves Lucy has everything: humor, sweetness, warmth, romance, passion, and sexual tension; an uplifting message; a heroine every woman…can empathize with; and a hero to die for.”


—Romance Reviews Today


 


“An extraordinary read with intriguing characters and a wonderful plot…fantastic.”


—Romance Junkies


 


“Lucy is a humorous delight…fans will enjoy this fine look at one year of hard work to find love.”


—Midwest Book Review


 


“A great romance…a top-rate novel…with its unforgettable characters, wonderful plot, and excellent message, He Loves Lucy will go on my keeper shelf to be read and re-read a thousand times…Donovan has proven that she will have serious star power in the years to come.”


—Romance Reader at Heart


 


TAKE A CHANCE ON ME


 


“Comic sharpness…the humorous interactions among Thomas, Emma, and Emma’s quirky family give the book a golden warmth as earthy as its rural Maryland setting. But there are also enough explicit erotic interludes to please readers who like their romances spicy.”


—Publishers Weekly


 


“Donovan blends humor and compassion in this opposites-attract story. Sexy and masculine, Thomas fills the bill for the man of your dreams. Emma and Thomas deserve a chance at true love. Delightfully entertaining, Take a Chance on Me is a guaranteed good time.”


—Old Book Barn Gazette


 


“Full of humor, sensuality, and emotion with excellent protagonists and supporting characters…a wonderful tale. Don’t be afraid to take a chance on this one. You’ll love it.”


—Affaire de Coeur


“Impossible to put down…Susan Donovan is an absolute riot. You’re reading a paragraph that is so sexually charged you can literally feel the air snapping with electricity and the next second one of the characters has a thought that is so absurd…that you are laughing out loud. Susan Donovan has a very unique, off-the-wall style that should keep her around for many books to come. Do NOT pass this one up.”


—Romance Junkies


 


“Susan Donovan has created a vastly entertaining romance in her latest book Take a Chance on Me. The book has an ideal cast of characters…a very amusing, pleasurable read…all the right ingredients are there, and Ms. Donovan has charmingly dished up an absolutely fast, fun, and sexy read!”


—Road to Romance


 


“Contemporary romances don’t get much better than Take a Chance on Me…such wonderful characters! You want sexual tension? This book drips with it. How about a love scene that is everything that a love scene should be? There’s humor, a touch of angst, and delightful dialogue…Take a Chance on Me is going to end up very, very high on my list of best romances for 2003.”


—All About Romance




 


KNOCK ME OFF MY FEET


 


“Spicy debut…[A] surprise ending and lots of playfully erotic love scenes will keep readers entertained.”


—Publishers Weekly


 


“Donovan’s blend of romance and mystery is thrilling.”


—Booklist


 


“Knock Me Off My Feet will knock you off your feet…Ms. Donovan crafts an excellent mixture to intrigue you and delight you. You’ll sigh as you experience the growing love between Autumn and Quinn, and giggle over their dialogue. And you’ll be surprised as the story unfolds. I highly recommend this wonderfully entertaining story.”


—Old Book Barn Gazette


 


“From the beginning I was hooked by the author’s fast-paced writing and funny situations…I highly recommend this debut book by Susan Donovan. You’ll just have to ignore the ironing and vacuuming and order pizza for the family until you’ve finished being knocked off your feet by this saucy, sexy romp.”


—A Romance Review


 


“Hilarious…full of sass and sizzle.”


—Julie Ortolon,
USA Today bestselling author of Don’t Tempt Me
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ONE


 


Four shirtless construction workers posed on the roof like suspects in a police lineup. But because of the direction of the afternoon sun—and the fuzziness of her twenty-year-old memory—Kat couldn’t tell which was the father of her child and the only man she’d ever loved.


She squinted, raising a hand to block the glare. Him? No. The man on the far left was too short and stocky. Even at sixteen, Riley Bohland had been over six feet tall. That one? No. Riley’s hair had been curly and dark and his shoulders much broader, even as a kid.


Then recognition hit her with a thud, pinning her feet to the wet West Virginia clay. Her breath went shallow. She broke out in goose bumps from head to toe.


“Is he up there?” Nola’s whisper was squeaky with excitement, and she gripped Kat’s upper arm so hard it hurt. “One of them is staring at you! Is that Riley? Is that him? Holy shit, this is going to be pure, Grade-A drama!”


As the man in question cocked his head and frowned down at them, a hammer hanging useless in his hand, Kat nodded her silent reply. Oh yeah, that’s Riley Bohland all right—the bastard—all grown up, filled out, and still walking around advertising the fact that God had Supersized his order of good looks, and it really pisses me off.


Nola put her lips to Kat’s ear. “You said he was cute, but seriously, hon, you could have gone into a little more detail.”


Kat’s homegrown heart pounded under her Parisian bra as she stared at him. This wasn’t going to be as easy as she’d imagined. Why couldn’t Riley have gone flabby over the years like a normal guy? Not that physical appearance was the measure of a man, but why did he have to be so well preserved? He was still long and lean, without an extra inch anywhere. His arms were corded with ropes of muscle. A pair of beat-up jeans hung low on his spare hips.


The instant he dropped the hammer and started down the ladder, Kat’s whole world shifted. Suddenly, her righteous return felt all wrong. The glamorous Fifth Avenue makeover that had thrilled her yesterday seemed embarrassingly over-the-top up here in the Allegheny mountains. The three-inch stiletto boots that looked so sexy on the city sidewalk were sinking into the muck.


“I think I might black out,” Kat mumbled.


“Man up, sister,” Nola said. “This is the moment you’ve been waiting for. Do what you came here to do.”


Riley’s work boots left the last rung of the ladder and hit the mud with a splat. He turned. He took graceful, confident strides in Kat’s direction. One step. Two. Spine straight. Chest rock-solid. Long arms relaxed.


Lips curled in a sneer.


“I’ll be in the car.” Nola ran away faster than a scalded dog.


Three steps. Four. Five.


Kat fluffed her razor-precise hairstyle with her perfectly manicured fingers. This was it. Riley’s face came into focus. She could see those impossibly blue eyes blaze with an intensity that made her stomach flip. She’d practiced this a million times. She could do it. Sweet revenge was within arm’s reach. Kat took a deep breath, steadied herself, and prepared to drop the bomb on the man whose selfishness had forever determined the course of her life.


Without warning, a big, black SUV drove right in front of Kat, splattering mud from her bangs to her Blahniks. She let out a yelp of shock, which was accented by muffled obscenities from inside the car.


As she tried to wipe some of the glop from her eyes, her brain seized with panic. Her makeup! Her hair! Her clothes! This can not be happening.


Riley walked right up to her. He moved so close that she could smell him—a potent mixture of memories, sweat, and rage.


“Where the hell have you been?”


“Uh, Baltimore.” Kat let go with a nervous laugh, still wiping her eyes. She told herself that she must be having the mother of all bad dreams. She’d be waking up any minute.


Riley leaned closer. Even through her gunked-up eyelashes, she could see every day of thirty-seven years of life on that chiseled face. She watched his nostrils flare. If this was a dream, it was a very detail-oriented one.


Riley bent down so that his nose nearly touched her own. From behind straight, white, clenched teeth he asked, “What in the name of God have you done with my son?”




 


 


 



TWO


 


Riley shouldn’t know about her son. How could he? No one from her past knew about Aidan, not even her own mother. There was something very wrong here.


Kat took a moment to regroup. According to her plan, she was, at this moment, supposed to be informing Riley Bohland of his paternity and watching him fall to his knees with the weight of his loutishness. And she was supposed to be doing that while looking hot enough to scorch the man’s eyeballs.


But instead, she was covered in slime and had just been denied the right to utter the punch line she’d perfected with twenty years of practice in front of mirrors! And store windows. Every shiny surface she’d ever encountered, really. I was pregnant the day you dumped me, you lying, selfish jerk.


Construction noise had stopped. Kat realized she had an audience for what was shaping up to be the most completely fucked-up moment of her life, which was saying something.


The driver of the SUV slammed his door shut. “Very sorry, ma’am,” he said.


“Tell me my son’s name.” Riley tightened his fists at his sides. His body trembled with tension. “Is he healthy? Is he happy? What have you done with my goddam boy?”


Kat closed her eyes, feeling the tears mix with the mud and mascara. She choked out an answer. “His name is Aidan. He’s twenty and in his second year at Johns Hopkins.”


Riley said nothing. He gave a slow, disgusted shake of his head, then spat in the mud. “You’re the coldest bitch on the face of the earth and I will never forgive you for what you’ve done to me.” His voice was flat. He turned away.


Apparently, their big reunion was over.


“Forgive me?” Kat waved her muddy arms as she shouted at his back. “What do you mean, you’ll never forgive me? I don’t forgive you! Riley, stop! Get back here! How did you find out about Aidan?” He kept moving. “Don’t you dare walk away from me! Wait!”


He didn’t wait, which was almost a relief, since she had no idea what to say next.


Riley called over his shoulder, “Leave your contact information with your dad so my lawyer can find you.”


Kat’s arms collapsed at her sides. She went numb for an instant, just before the anger rushed in, hot and bitter and spreading its familiar vigor through her mind. She could not allow Riley to turn his back on her today, just like he’d done when she was sixteen. Twenty years ago, in the span of a single afternoon, she learned she was pregnant, got tossed out of school, kicked to the curb by her boyfriend, and sent away by her parents. Every minute since had been tough as hell, but she’d clawed and fought and survived so that one day—today—she could blow into town and get satisfaction. She deserved it. Riley Bohland owed it to her. Her parents owed it to her. The whole stinking, stupid, nothing town of Persuasion, West Virginia, owed it to her! And this is all I get?


Nola returned to her side and patted her shoulder. “I think he really dug your outfit,” she said.


 


Madeline Bowman may have put on a few pounds since tenth grade, but Kat decided she looked a hundred times better without the freakishly big high school hair she once had. Madeline chatted away while escorting her two guests to their rooms at the Cherry Hill B and B, which, she wanted them to know, had been under her proprietorship for the last six years. Madeline was so pleasant that she even told Kat not to worry about the clumps of mud she was depositing on the polished oak staircase.


“I almost died when you walked in the front door, Kat! Oh my God! I had no idea that was you making the reservations on the phone! I suppose you’re using your married name these days?” Madeline unlocked the door to Nola’s room, got her settled in first, then escorted Kat down the hall to her suite. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I have to admit that I’m just dying to know what happened to you! We always expected to see Kat Cavanaugh’s face on a milk carton, or on America’s Most Wanted. But obviously—” She scanned the splattered velvet of Kat’s pencil skirt. “You were off to the big city, having some sort of amazing life that no one back here knew a thing about! You were always such a brain in school. I bet you went to Harvard and made a million dollars or something!” She opened the door. “I’m sure this isn’t as glamorous as you’re used to, but it’s the nicest accommodations in town, by far. It’s our honeymoon suite!”


Kat let Madeline’s entire hyperactive soliloquy go without comment, including the obvious question of who in their right mind would want to honeymoon in Persuasion. She looked around the room. A cozy sitting area was done in a mix of overstuffed modern pieces and Victorian tables, all arranged around an ornately carved mahogany fireplace, which Madeline was quick to point out had been upgraded to gas. Next, Madeline demonstrated the convenience of the small kitchenette with its coffeemaker, refrigerator/freezer, and microwave. The bedroom was next on the tour, and Madeline opened a set of double doors to reveal an antique four-poster bed so high off the ground that it required its own step stool. Kat made a mental note not to attempt to scale that sucker after a couple glasses of wine. Then came the generous bathroom, with a double sink, a shower, and a deep antique claw-foot tub with brass faucet.


Kat smiled to herself. This room ran just shy of two hundred a night and it didn’t even faze her. She’d been stinking rich for only three months, but as it turned out, she was a natural at it. Who knew?


“Thank you, Madeline. It’s really nice.”


“So, you’re married?”


The woman was obviously on a mission. “No. I’ve never been married.”


Madeline didn’t bother to hide her confusion. “So what did you do—change your name?”


“Something like that.”


“Is that your Jaguar out in the parking lot?”


“Yes.”


“So you live in New York City?”


“Nope.”


“But it has New York temporary tags from a dealership in Manhattan.”


Good God! “Yes, it does.”


Madeline’s brown eyes flashed; then she looked at her feet, embarrassed for her shameless curiosity. Kat knew it had to be mind-blowing for a missing person to suddenly pop up, twenty years after her disappearance, rich and fabulously dressed and driving a brand-new Jag. At least she prayed it was, since that was the whole point.


“I can’t wait to relax in this fabulous bathtub, Madeline. Is there a dry cleaner in town where I might be able to take my clothes?”


Madeline perked right up. “Oh! Just leave everything outside your door and I’ll take care of it. I can even get your boots cleaned, if you’d like.”


Kat glanced down at the recently acquired burnt caramel suede designer boots, now coated in sludge the color of dried blood. “I’d appreciate that.”


“We got a lot of rain the last couple days.”


“So it seems.”


Madeline smiled slightly, turned to go, then changed her mind. “There’s towels in the cabinet.” She began shifting her weight from foot to foot and cleared her throat. “Look, I’m sorry for being nosy. It’s just that—well—it was always a mystery why you and Riley never got together again. I mean, you were so totally in love! Everyone knew it! Your leaving just about killed him. He ditched so much school he flunked out, but I guess that’s old news to you. We all figured you’d come back for him one day, and here you are! That’s why you’re here, right? You’ve come back for Riley?”


Kat wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly. Her leaving just about killed him? She had trouble seeing that, since Riley had chosen such a sensitive way to break up with her. Go away, Kat. It’s over. She never got to share the news about the baby.


Kat prepared to answer Madeline. She raised her chin, straightened her back, and reminded herself to tuck away the old hurt. She was an expert at it. “Seriously, Madeline. I hardly think it’s my fault that Riley Bohland never bothered to finish high school.”


Madeline screwed up her face in bewilderment, then exploded with laughter, her eyes sparkling. When she regained her composure, she said, “Of course he finished, silly. He just had to repeat that one year.”


“Well. I’m glad for him.” She really was. At least maybe when Riley was too old and stiff for life on the construction crew, he could go to community college, like Kat had, and put his perfectly good brain to use. Riley was always able to coast by on charm alone, but he’d also been blessed with a relentless mind. Even when he was a kid, that mind would spin and twist until it grabbed on to something and made sense of it. Kat had always admired that in him, and she’d been pleased to see the same keen intellect at work in her son.


Well, Riley’s son, too.


Madeline stared at Kat, deep in concentration. She jangled the master key ring in her hand. “So you were out at the construction site today? Is that how you ruined your beautiful clothes?”


“Yes, unfortunately.”


“So you’ve already tracked him down?”


Kat noticed the strangest combination of worry and glee on Madeline’s face, and she racked her brain for the specifics of how the tenth-grade food chain had once been structured. Kat herself was just a nerdy tomboy, preferring books and old movies over mascara and mousse. But Madeline Bowman had been a pom-pom princess and the queen of the Sadie Hawkins dance, the kind of girl Kat steered clear of whenever possible. People change, of course, but Kat figured it was best to keep the details of her visit from her graciously nosy hostess.


“Riley and I spoke briefly. The owner of the Sunoco told me he worked out there on Saturdays.”


Madeline’s eyebrows arched high on her forehead and she continued to stare. Eventually she cleared her throat. “Uh, so you haven’t even gone back to Virgil’s house yet?”


“No. That’s on the agenda for tomorrow. My parents are going to be very surprised.”


For a long moment, Madeline stared at Kat like a doe in the oncoming high beams. “Oh, my,” she finally whispered.


“Yeah. The three of us haven’t exactly been close.”


Madeline blinked a few times, not able to hide her discomfort.


Kat couldn’t say the reaction surprised her. The mere mention of Virgil Cavanaugh’s name had always gotten some kind of awkward response. What could people say? Your father is such a beautiful human being!? Not hardly.


Madeline suddenly gave a crisp nod, pursing her lips so tight that Kat could see deep lines around her mouth. She quickly removed two keys from the ring and handed them to Kat, explaining that one was for the front door of the B and B and the other for her suite. “I’ll let you relax, then,” Madeline said, already scurrying to the door, avoiding eye contact. “I’m serving dinner at six thirty, and I’ll set the table for you and your friend.”


As Madeline slid into the hallway and shut the door, Kat groaned with relief and rubbed her forehead, coming away with a palm dusted with dirt. What she needed was some silence, a hot bath, and a nap. Maybe then she could start to figure out what kind of new-and-improved mess she’d just made for herself by coming back to people who had never loved her and a place where she’d never belonged.


And to think, just three days ago, over a two-hundred-dollar bottle of champagne in the Four Seasons bar, this had all sounded like such a good idea.


 


Why now?


That’s all Riley could think on the drive home. He cranked down the window of the old pickup, hoping that a blast of autumn air would smack some sense into him, but all it did was make him shiver. He was obviously nowhere near sensible, because he felt alive in a way he hadn’t in years. All he could think about was Kat’s shiny strawberry blonde hair, those big golden eyes, her sweet pink mouth. All he could hear was that raspy girl voice that cut him to the quick with the weight of memory. God help him, but he’d wanted to touch her. It took everything in him not to walk over to her, grab her, and kiss the bejesus out of her before he told how much he hated her.


Because he did hate her. There was no doubt about it. And he’d once loved her with everything he had in him. He couldn’t figure out why the hell she decided to pick this particular moment to rise from the dead and throw his life into chaos—yet again. What did she want? Did she want to apologize for denying him his right to be a father to his own child? She sure didn’t look apologetic.


Did she want money for the boy’s college? God knew he’d gladly hand over everything he had left, but Kat didn’t appear to be hurting for cash. She’d come rollin’ through the holler in a brand-new Jaguar, for God’s sake, posing in a getup that belonged on a Paris runway. Was that really fringe on those boots that went way up past her knees? She looked like a slutty fur trapper!


Riley laughed out loud, remembering that the last time he’d seen Kat, she’d been in Kmart jeans and Converse sneakers. She’d looked normal. She’d looked cute and sweet and perfect, and his sixteen-year-old hormones told him he should lay her down in the backseat of the Nova and devour her.


That didn’t happen, because no matter what his hormones were telling him, his daddy had just informed him that he was too young to be so serious about a girl, and if he didn’t break it off with Kat immediately, he’d lose his car and the right to play varsity sports. So Riley said what had to be said. And Kat’s cute and sweet face turned to stone. She walked away without a word, and he never saw her again.


Until now.


Riley pulled into the drive and hopped out, wincing not only at the squeal of the old truck door but also at the sheer weight of his own stupidity. Sometimes he wished he’d never learned any more of the Kat Cavanaugh story, that he’d been allowed to go through life never knowing why Kat left, or that he had a child out there in the world he couldn’t locate. But about a year ago he’d been given just enough information to turn his world inside out, to scrape out his guts and make him question every damn thing he thought was true.


For a year now, he’d been carrying around the ugly suspicion that on that day twenty years back, Kat had asked to meet him out on the quarry road for the sole purpose of telling him she was pregnant. But before she could even get the words out, he’d broken up with her. He’d been cold about it, too. It was the only way he could do it.


Riley grabbed the mail from the box out by the street, shaking his head at the memory of that day so long ago. He’d flunked a chemistry test and been benched for showing up late for basketball practice—twice. He remembered how Big Daddy got right up in his face and accused him of storing his brain in his Fruit of the Looms. Big Daddy had been right, of course, but only partially so. The truth was, Riley was In Love—in his mind, soul, and Fruit of the Looms.


He had to laugh at the reasoning prowess of his sixteen-year-old self. He’d had it all figured out. He’d break up with Kat temporarily to get Big Daddy off his back, then patch things up with her in a couple months. The pitiful truth was, Riley hadn’t even made it through that first evening without Kat! He was banging on the Cavanaughs’ door by nightfall. But she’d already gone.


He dragged his thoughts out of the past and headed up the curved brick walkway, his eyes automatically scanning the ungainly majesty of the old Queen Anne house. The mansion might still be considered the showplace of Persuasion, but all he saw was loose roof tiles, crumbling mortar, and the world’s largest second mortgage. Riley’s steps eventually took him under the shadow of the huge house, and his eyes adjusted to meet the gaze of the most loving, dependable girl a man could want. His face broke into a smile as he called out his usual greeting: “Hello, my beauty! How was your day?”


As always, Loretta waited for her man from the top step of the big front porch. Her eyes sparkled with adoration, her sleek hair gleamed in the afternoon light, and her tail thumped hard against the porch floor.


Riley reached down and rubbed her stone-hard head, then pulled gently on one of her droopy ears, a gesture that always produced a grunt of pleasure from the old hound.


“She named my boy Aidan. Can you believe that irony?” As he pushed open the front door, Loretta howled to hold up her end of the conversation. “No joke. Turns out Kat was sentimental enough to name our child after Big Daddy but never even bothered to inform me there was a child. Can you kindly explain that oversight to me?”


Loretta let loose with another plaintive wail.


“Don’t you think that once in twenty years the woman’s heart might have melted enough—just enough—to tell me I had a son?”


Almost immediately, the front door opened and shut behind Riley. He didn’t even have to turn around to know who it was.


“What you fixin’ to do now that she’s back? You got any beer?” Matt walked right on through the cavernous foyer and straight into the kitchen, not waiting for his brother to answer him on either count.


Riley shook his head in annoyance as he sorted through the mail. His little brother hadn’t lived in the Bohland House since he graduated from college but still traipsed in and out like he did. “Don’t you have a refrigerator in that swanky loft of yours?”


“Yep, but there’s no beer in it.”


Riley heard the pop of a bottle cap and rolled his eyes. He had half a mind to call the cops on Matt. He’d do it, too, if his brother weren’t the chief of the Persuasion Police Department.


Riley threw down the mail and followed Matt to the fridge. “You know, seriously, it wouldn’t kill you to knock, Matt. What if I was in here all tangled up in a game of nude Twister or something?”


Matt took one long gulp of beer after another, staring at his brother over the length of the bottle. Eventually, Matt let out a sigh of relief, slammed the empty on the counter, and patted Riley’s arm. “I didn’t know our girl Loretta was into freaky shit like that.” Matt then belched loudly, moved into the parlor, and flopped on the settee.


Riley grabbed a couple more beers and went in after him. “Hilarious. Take off your boots, man. They’re covered in mud.”


“Right.” Matt unlaced his work boots and set them on the wood floor by the couch. “Look, I gotta tell you—I really feel bad about spraying Kat Cavanaugh with muck like that.” Slowly, Matt turned his head to look at Riley, and after a moment of tightly wound silence, the two burst out laughing. Loretta joined in.


“You did that on purpose, dickhead.”


“No, I swear I didn’t! I wasn’t paying much attention to Kat, to tell you the truth. I didn’t even realize it was her I nailed until I got out of the cruiser.” Matt grabbed one of the fresh beers from the coffee table. “I’m not ashamed to tell you that my focus was on the brunette in the Jaguar. I’m lucky I didn’t run Kat flat over.”


Riley shook his head and took a swig of beer.


“Hey. Aren’t you on call? Should you be drinking?”


“Shut up,” Riley said.


“I thought you weren’t supposed to drink when—”


“Shut the hell up, man.”


Matt shrugged. “Fine. Well, Kat looked good. Real good. She must be loaded.”


Riley laughed and took off his own boots. His feet were achy and wet and he needed a shower. What he really needed, he knew, was a mercifully slow night on call and for Carrie to forget to contact him for about a week. He didn’t have the patience to deal with her now. Lately, she’d been teetering on the line between ex-fiancée and completely psycho ex-fiancée. He sure as hell didn’t want her to find out that the infamous Kat Cavanaugh had materialized. It could be the ticket to push ole Carrie right over the edge.


“I’m thinking about becoming a Buddhist monk.”


Matt hooted with laughter at Riley’s lament, and Loretta howled right along for support. “Hey, man, before you go taking a Norelco to your noggin, you should know that Lisa Forrester’s been asking about you every day. Remember her? The second-shift dispatcher with the belly ring I was telling you about?”


“Wow, Matt. You sure can pick ’em.” Riley was trying to take another sip from his beer bottle when Loretta head-butted his forearm, sending a slosh of foam onto the area rug.


“See? Even the dog knows you’re not supposed to be drinking on call.”


“Hey, Matt?”


“I know. I know. Shut up. And here I am, not only trying to find you a love connection but working construction for you nearly every damn weekend—and this is the thanks I get?”


“Thanks, Matt.” Riley didn’t have the energy for a clever retort.


“Well, as much as I’m enjoying this conversation, I gotta scoot.” Matt straightened from his slouch, then grabbed his boots and his beer. “I just wanted to make sure you were cool. You know, not oiling up Daddy’s old twelve-gauge or something stupid.”


“Thank you for keeping our community safe.”


Matt got to his feet. “Just so you know—Madeline informed me the women were staying at Cherry Hill.”


Riley nodded. “Figured as much.”


“You know what that means, right?”


Riley slowly raised his head, checked out his brother’s expression, and closed his eyes against the realization. “Fuck.”


“Hey, I know Madeline’s a gossip. But she’s a nice woman, and she makes a mean lasagna. It didn’t work out with us, but I still think you should ask her out—you know what they say about the sexual needs of divorced single moms.”


Riley opened his eyes, ignoring Matt’s ridiculous suggestion. “No chance Madeline would forget to tell Carrie that Kat was here?”


Matt snorted. “Are you on drugs or something? She tells Carrie everything.” The two women were friends, after all.


“Great.”


“Look, Bro.” Matt cleared his throat. “Are you, uh, you know, thinkin’ about going over to the B and B for a little friendly chat with Kat tonight?”


Behind his brother’s smirk, Riley knew there was real concern. Matt and Carrie were the only people who knew Riley had a son, and Matt was clearly worried about how all this would turn out. “She named him Aidan. Isn’t that a riot? And she says she’s been in Baltimore.”


“Hole-eee God.” Matt’s eyes went wide. “Big Daddy would’ve loved that shit.” He headed toward the kitchen but stopped after two steps. “Baltimore? As in Baltimore, Maryland?”


“Do you know any other Baltimore?”


“Huh.” Matt gave a slow nod of comprehension. “That would go a long way toward explaining why we never found her in California.”


“Yeah, it would. Wrong end of the continent and all that.” Riley had been given wrong information about Kat’s whereabouts and he couldn’t safely say if it had been deliberate or not. But it wouldn’t surprise him if it was. With a deep sigh, he rose from the sofa to see his brother out. They’d nearly reached the front door when Matt suddenly spun around, eyes bright with anger.


“What the hell’s wrong with you, man?” Matt shoved him in the chest.


“What the f—?” Riley stared at Matt in disbelief. He couldn’t remember the last time his brother laid a hand on him. “What was that for?”


“Kat just came back from the dead, man!” Matt waved his arms around. “You’re going to finally get to meet your kid! But you’re moping around like you just found a boil on your ass or something! What is with you? You’re like some zombie-assed robot!”


Riley’s head snapped back from the force of his brother’s words. Matt was pissed. Over something that was really none of his business. “I don’t want to get into this right now, all right? I’ve got a lot on my mind.”


Matt laughed bitterly. “You never want to get into anything. Nobody knows what you’ve got on your mind because you never want to share nuthin’ with nobody.”


“Drop it, Matt. This is not the time for an intervention.”


“Fuck you, too! Here’s the thing—and you know what I’m about to say is true—you didn’t say a damn word when Daddy died. Do you realize that? You didn’t cry. You didn’t talk about him. Nothing.”


“Jesus, Matt.”


“And you won’t talk to me about the problems with the building money. You haven’t talked about your kid in months. You don’t talk about crazy Carrie. So now Kat is back and you say nothing. And I know what’s next—you’re gonna wallow around in one of your megafunks and not come out of this tomb except to work.”


“It’s the way I am.”


“That’s just dandy,” Matt said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “But here’s the thing. I swear to God, that you’re wound so tight, you’re going to explode on me one day—just snap—and the next thing I know I’ll be getting a report of a twenty-seven-eight in progress at the Bohland House.”


Riley calmly reached around his brother’s body and grabbed the carved brass doorknob. “Thanks for stopping by.”


Matt let out a hiss of air. “Hey, asshole. I grew up here, same as you, and there ain’t no ‘stopping by’ involved.” He yanked open the heavy door himself. “And just ’cause Big Daddy made you executor of his estate don’t mean this house isn’t as much mine as it is yours, so don’t go gettin’ all high-and-mighty on me like this is your own stately manor house and you’re the Earl of Persuasion or some shit like that. It might deflate your head a bit to remember that our great-granddaddy paid for this place with bootlegging profits he kept under his mattress, for crying out loud!”


Riley would’ve laughed if Matt’s words weren’t so true and didn’t slice down to the raw core of his guilt. Matt had no idea that his trustworthy, honest, straight-and-narrow big brother had mortgaged their ignoble inheritance to the hilt and, barring some miracle, they’d be in foreclosure by the New Year.


Riley swallowed hard and waited for the transition he knew was coming. Matt’s M.O. had always been the opposite of his own. His little brother would blow his top, then cool off, and never hold a grudge. Riley envied that sometimes. So he watched as, true to form, the hurt and anger drained from Matt’s face.


“I’m sorry, Matt,” Riley said. “I don’t mean to be a jerk.”


“And I had no business going off on you like that.” Matt slapped Riley’s upper arm affectionately.


“It’s cool.” Riley hated himself for not telling Matt the truth, and swore in silence that he’d come clean about everything. Soon. “I’m not shutting down, Matt. There’s just a lot going on right now.”


Matt bit his lip. “Kat showing up like this has got to be hard to deal with.”


“It is.”


“I hear you.”


Riley tried to produce a smile as affable as his brother’s. “Hey, look, you’re right—this is your home as much as it is mine, and if I’m in the middle of a game of nude Twister with the belly-ring babe when you walk in, then so be it.”


Matt nodded a few times, then began to frown, as if something just made sense to him. “Baltimore? Are you sure?”


Riley shrugged. “That’s what Kat said.”


“But her mom claimed she was in California.”


Riley sighed. “BettyAnn was either setting me up, or she was out of her head on the pain meds. That’s all I can think.”


Matt sighed. “Daddy always said you couldn’t trust a Cavanaugh.”


“I think he was referring to Virgil.”


“No doubt. See ya.”


Just as Matt’s boots crossed the threshold, Riley’s pager filled the foyer with a shrill beep beep beep beep beep.


“Busted!” Matt said with a grin, slamming the door behind him before Riley could ask him what a twenty-seven-eight was.




 


 


 



THREE


 


Life got complicated for Kat at about 9:30 P.M., October 3, 1987, out on the quarry road, on a blanket spread out in the grass next to Riley’s rust-bucket Chevy Nova. It wasn’t the first time they’d enjoyed such a swanky date—it was closer to the 157th time. Mostly, they’d get out there and do nothing but talk, discussing everything from the cosmos and Carl Sagan to Lisa Lisa & Cult Jam. Sometimes, they’d get carried away with those hot and sweet kisses Kat was sure had never been equaled in all of human history. Then Riley would be sure to get his hand up her shirt or down her pants, and she’d be making a beeline for his button fly. But they’d made a pact with each other. Either she would slow him down or he would slow her down, because as much as they wanted each other, what they really wanted was to graduate from Cecil H. Underwood High School with excellent grades, go to good colleges, and get out of Persuasion forever—together. Every one of their dreams depended on it.


Kat turned off the faucet in the claw-foot tub, then eased herself down into the bubbles, leaving her nose just above the waterline. She obviously needed to talk with Riley, tell him everything. But after his questions about Aidan, she had to wonder how much Riley already knew and how he could have possibly found out.


He knew how this whole mess started, of course. On that chilly October night, the two of them burned with the wonder of each other. Their big plans—along with basic common sense—were suddenly no match for the beauty and intensity of that first taste of sex. Just this once, Kat. Oh God, I’m going to die if I can’t get inside you. In those minutes—all five of them—nothing mattered but the spark they’d ignited between them, the lava of lust, the head-exploding, skin-on-skin confirmation that they were meant for each other, for all of time.


Three months later, Kat got her wish to leave Persuasion, but there was no fanfare to mark the occasion. She left home on a bitterly cold January evening—just walked right out the front door of her house with her mother’s blessing and the image of her father’s ugliness still fresh in her mind. She was outside the city limits in a little over an hour, curled up in the passenger seat of an 18-wheeler delivering lumber to Baltimore, sick as a dog the whole way. She had eighty-three dollars in her pocket but was rich in luck.


Kat let her head sink down below the bubbles. She held her breath for as long as she could, squeezing her eyes shut against the memory. How ignorant she’d been! What would have happened to her if Cliff Turner hadn’t been the one to stop for her? It made her nauseous to think how stupid she’d been that night, her thumb out in the wind and her face frozen with tears, just begging for the world to eat her and her baby alive.


She pushed her head out of the water and gasped for air. Whether a random occurrence or part of a grand plan, the fact was her entire life hinged on the fact that good-hearted Cliff had spotted her on Highway 3, put on his brakes so fast they squealed, and waited for her to run along the shoulder until she caught up.


He’d felt sorry for her; that’s why he’d been so nice. He stopped at an all-night McDonald’s for her to use the restroom and to get something to eat. He even paid for it. Then, on his way to the shipyard, he dropped her off at his sister’s row house in the High-landtown neighborhood of Baltimore. A skinny woman in her fifties came to the door in pink sponge curlers and a lime green terry-cloth robe. She seemed pleased to see her brother but annoyed that he’d blocked most of the street with his rig and interrupted her coffee date with Bryant Gumbel. All these years later, Kat still smiled when she recalled Cliff’s introduction: This here’s my sister, Phyllis. This is Tina and she’s a pregnant runaway from Iowa. Actually, Kat had told Cliff she was Gina from Ohio, and she’d adamantly denied being pregnant, but since all of it was a load of crap, she didn’t bother to correct him.


Phyllis put her hands on her skinny hips and looked Kat up and down. “Well, come on in, Tina. Hope you don’t have a phobia about birds.”


Phyllis made a skillet of ham and fried potatoes for breakfast, but all Kat could hold down was toast with a little strawberry jam. Then Phyllis took her to the upstairs sewing room, where there was a twin bed covered in a faded purple flowered coverlet, one window, and only three parakeet cages, which Kat would soon learn was close to solitary confinement for any of Phyllis’ birds.


Kat slept for twelve hours that first day, and stayed for seven years.


She swirled her fingertips in the bubbles, watching them pop and disappear, wondering for the millionth time what Riley had done with his life. He’d never left Persuasion, obviously, but was he married? Did he have other children? Was he happy? Did his family still own that huge old house on Cedar Street? Was Big Daddy still mayor?


And—a question she rarely permitted herself to ask—what happened with her parents? Did her mother ever think about her? Did she ever miss her or cry for her at night? Did she ever regret the way she’d sent her only child away?


Did the beatings ever stop?


The loud pounding Kat heard was not the sound of her memory. Someone was banging on the door.


“Hon! Open up!” It was Nola.


“Kat! Please! It’s an emergency!” The second voice belonged to Madeline.


Kat jumped up, sloshing water over the sides of the tub and nearly breaking her neck when she lost her footing. She tumbled onto the bath mat, bubbles running down her skin, then lunged for a towel. “Coming! I’m coming!”


On the way to the door, Kat grabbed her purse, thinking that she could at least save something from the fire. The rest of her belongings would have to burn. Kat was breathless when she finally got the door unbolted and open.


“Sorry to bother you,” Madeline said, which struck Kat as an odd way to inform her the place was on fire.


Nola touched Kat’s wet arm. “It’s your dad, Kat. He’s had a heart attack.”




 


 


 



FOUR


 


Kat jolted awake, her eyes scanning an unfamiliar darkness, her heart pounding. Chills ran through her as an inhuman voice cried out in agony.


“La la la la la la bamba!”


She sat straight up in a bed she didn’t recognize, flailed her arms until they made contact with a lamp, and pushed in the switch with shaking fingers, somehow managing to keep the lamp from crashing to the floor. Kat blinked against the harsh light, eventually focusing on a pair of beady blue eyes staring right into hers.


“Squaaaaaawwwwww! La la la la la bamba!”


“Oh my God! Help! Somebody help me!” Kat covered her head with her arms and yelled as loud as she could, hearing the beat of what sounded like a million wings above her head, a loud cacophony of screeching, and an endless scratch-scratch-scratch of agitated bird feet.


“Didn’t we almost have it all!”


“I wanna dance with somebody!”


“Help!”


A door opened. A bony older woman in black spandex leggings and an oversized Cal Ripken baseball jersey appeared next to the bed. “For crying out loud! You’d think you were being attacked by Freddy Krueger or something. These here are just a few harmless budgie boys.”


Kat panted, her mind a total confused mess of dream and wakefulness, and it took her a few seconds to realize everything was real. The pregnancy test . . . being told she could only stay in school until she showed . . . Riley breaking up with her . . . seeing her dad and that woman together in the studio . . . destroying the sculpture . . . her mother sending her away . . . the ride in the semi . . . and this lady—what was her name again?—this lady who’d made Kat toast and told her to lie down.


“I’m going to puke,” Kat said.


“Not in here you ain’t.” The woman finished returning all the birds into their appropriate cages and double-checked the latches. “You’ll have to learn to keep an eye on Boris, here. He opens his cage and then goes around springing everyone else free, singing Top Forty hits the whole while.”


“Where’s your bathroom?” Kat knew she had no time for a chat.


The lady pointed into the hall. “Second door on the left.”


Kat leaped to her feet and barely made it into the bathroom before she tossed her toast. Her limbs felt so weak that she decided to stay curled up in a ball on the fuzzy pink bath rug for the rest of her life. She raised her head when she heard the shower running.


“You’ll feel better once you have a hot shower and put on some clean clothes. You and I are about the same size, so I’ll get you something to wear.”


Kat was rolling her eyes at the prospect of what fashion choices awaited her when a thin arm went around her waist and a strong hand pulled her to her feet. “We’re gonna have a nice long chat, you and me, figure out what’s what. But right now, I’ve got to get over to the Sacred Heart o’ Jesus social hall. If I don’t show up at least fifteen minutes early, lard-ass Josefina Dubrowski will try to take my lucky seat, and I need every penny I can get my hands on for that start-up IPO next Wednesday.”


“Huh?” Kat felt unsteady. She’d understood exactly nothing of what the woman just said, but Kat thought it might have had something to do with Jesus and some kind of birth control. She really should have paid more attention in family health class.


Then the lady did the strangest thing. She kissed Kat on the cheek and gave her a hug. “Knockers up, hon. You’re going to be just fine. I’ll be home by eleven. Miami Vice is on tonight, if you like Don Johnson, and what normal girl doesn’t? But don’t go opening any of the cages while I’m away, because you’re not used to the birdies yet. There’s some Tuna Helper on a plate in the oven for you.”


The instant the lady closed the bathroom door behind her, Kat was back on her knees on the fuzzy pink rug, the pain of loss in her gut and the words “Tuna Helper” ringing in her ears.


 


“How long till we get there?”


Nola’s question snapped Kat out of the home movie that had been playing in her brain. She was surprised to find herself behind the wheel, and it took her a moment to remember that they were on their way to the hospital to check on her dad.


Kat put the Jaguar in fifth gear and let it loose on the country road, looking around her to get her bearings. The leaves of the Monongahela National Forest glimmered all around her like millions of gemstones in the sunset, and Kat felt guilty that all that extravagant beauty was wasted on her. She hadn’t even noticed.


“About fifteen minutes,” she answered Nola. When Kat realized what she’d just said, a lump of dread formed in her chest. In that amount of time she’d be at Davis Memorial Hospital in Elkins, where she would encounter a mother and father she hadn’t laid eyes on in twenty years. Her father would probably be hooked up to wires and tubes, and her mother would most definitely be hysterical. And the place itself didn’t exactly hold fond memories for Kat, since the last time she’d been there was for that fateful visit to the family-planning clinic, where she’d found out she was going to have a family she hadn’t planned.


“Are you sure you’re OK to drive, hon?”


“I’m great.” Poor Nola, Kat thought. She’d convinced her best friend to come along for a weekend of sweet revenge. So far they’d come up short on both counts.


“I know this is turning into the road trip to hell,” Kat said. “I probably should have thought this through a little more.”


Her friend dismissed her with a wave of her hand. “The important thing is you’re actually here, right now, dealing with the luggage you’ve been carrying around all these years. You’re brave, hon.”


Kat grinned, both at Nola’s usual mangling of the language and at her wishful thinking. Bravery had nothing to do with this trip. Kat was here to rub a few noses in the aroma of her success. She wanted to collect a few heartfelt apologies. She wanted to say a few things to a few people and then get on with her life—whatever exciting, adventurous, wonderful life she decided she wanted to have.


“Or is it baggage?” Nola wondered aloud.


“It’s baggage.”


“Right. Baggage. In fact, on Oprah the other day they were talking about how facing your deepest fears head-on is the only path to inner peace and happiness.” Nola checked her lip gloss in the mirror, then snapped the visor back into place with a chuckle. “And I thought to myself, Well, damn! No wonder so many of us are walking around so fucking miserable all the time. Who wants to do that?”
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