

[image: cover]




THE TEXAS BILLIONAIRES BRIDE

Zane had just opened his mouth to ask if Melanie was set to leave when the women parted to reveal the nanny in the midst of them.



The words lodged in his chest, then began pumping like a conflicting heartbeat.



Her blonde hair was swept back into a graceful chignon, which complemented the slim lines of a short jacket and long cigarette skirt worthy of Jackie O. Her makeup was elegant, bringing out the breathtaking blue of her eyes and the lovely heart shape of her face.



She fitted the role of a princess and, for a taboo instant, he envisioned her on his arm at a charity event, shining like the brightest of stars.



Seconds mustve passed. Maybe even minutes. And during each escalating heartbeat, he kept himself from saying something he would regret to this new woman, even if, under the makeup and clothing, she was still the same lady whod hooked his attention that first day.

THE TEXAS BODYGUARDS PROPOSAL

Impulsively, she held the apple out to Rafe and asked, Would you like a bite?



She expected some joke about Adam and Eve, or a retreat on his part. Thats what he usually did if she didnt do it first.



But instead of retreating, he leaned forwards, clasped his hand under hers, and took a bite of the apple. The world stopped and then seemed to move in slow motion as Rafe chewed his bite of the apple, his gaze on hers the whole time. Her stomach somersaulted, and any coherent thought she possessed vanished. A breeze blew between them, awakening everything about the moment.



He reached for the apple, took it, then set it aside on the balcony ledge. What do you want, Gabby? he asked as if he really wanted to know.



Boldly she replied, I want you to kiss me again.
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Chapter One

The toughest tycoon in Texas.

Thats how Melanie Grandys prospective employer had been described, to one extent or another, in nearly every article shed read on the Internet before her quick trip down here.

Thing was, those articles had also painted Zane Foley as a slightly mysterious man who didnt talk about his personal life to the press, even if he led such a public existence otherwise.

But if anyone understood secrets, it was Melanie.

Sitting at one end of a long mahogany table, she watched the head of Foley Industries saunter over the hardwood living room floor of his luxurious Dallas townhouse while he flipped through her personal portfolio, which showed her creative side.

Lordy, it was hard to keep her eyes off of him, although she knew she should.

Yet

Well, she couldnt help but notice the details. His dark hair was obviously cut at a pricey salon, but in spite of its neatness, some of the ends flipped up ever so slightly near his nape. It made her suspect that he hadnt caught the deviation, and as soon as he did, those ends would be right back in place.

He was also very tall, with broad shoulders stretching a fine white shirt he probably had made to order. His chest was wide, his torso tapering down to a honed waist, his legs long. She didnt know much about his hobbies, but she could imagine him getting fit while horseback riding, could see him sitting tall in a saddle, just as easily as he no doubt commanded a boardroom.

During his scan of her portfoliohed seen it during their initial interview two days ago, so was he only perusing it to make her squirm?Melanie took the opportunity to read between the lines of his silence.

And, boy, did he ever enjoy his silence.

Hed stopped at the other end of the room in front of a stained-glass window, the subdued early May colors bathing him as he glanced over at her. Dark leather furniture surrounded him with a Gothic stillness, each piece angled just so.

Caught checking him out, Melanies stomach flip-flopped, but she nonetheless sat straight in her chair, under the intense scan of his hazel eyes.

Probably, it was a bad idea to let her could-be boss know that shed been assessing him, yet she didnt want him to think she was the type to look away or back down. She was here to get this job, taking care of his six-year-old daughter, Olivia, whom shed met briefly during the previous interview.

And Melanie was going to win him over, just as his daughter had thoroughly won her at first sight.

Calming her fluttering nerves, she watched as he coolly refocused on her file, as if hed only glanced her way to take her measure when shed least expected it.

But was there some satisfaction in his expression?

Had she passed the pop quiz?

Oklahoma, he said, apropos of nothing. But hed done it in a low, rich voice that smoothed over her skin just as if hed bent real close and whispered in her ear.

Melanie made sure her own tone didnt betray that shed been affected. I was born and raised just on the outskirts of Tulsa.

Theyd covered these basics during their first meeting, and she knew hed combed through the dossier shed presented to him, as well. Over these past couple of days, hed no doubt checked her references, which she knew would speak for themselves. After all, shed been recommended to him by a business associate he trusted, and that was most likely the only reason shed gotten her discount-rack shoes in the front door.

Why did she have the feeling that he was going over her information again, just to see if shed trip up?

Or maybe she was being paranoid. That tended to happen to folks who might have something to hide

He wasnt saying anything, so she continued talking, supplying more personal details than she had the other day. It was just me and my mom at first. She put me through day care by keeping the books at a small business, and the minute I was old enough, I dealt with the household after school hours.

Melanie didnt add that those books her mom had kept were located in the back room of the greasy spoon where Leigh Grandy primarily waited on tables between double shifts and numerous dates with the nice men she brought home for sleepovers. In fact, Melanie wasnt even sure which date was her father in the first place; she just knew that he hadnt stuck around.

Now Zane Foley moved toward the long table where Melanie sat, nearing the other end, which seemed a mile away. It lent enough distance for her to risk another lingering glance at him while he closed her portfolio, placed it on the table, then picked up her dossier.

Darn, hes handsome, she thought before forcing herself to get back into interview mode. But the notion wouldnt go away, brushing through her belly and warming her in areas that should have come with off-limits signs.

She would be the nanny, he would be the boss. End of story, if she should be so lucky as to be hired.

Your information, he said, his gaze still on the papers, indicates that you started a child-care career early. Id like to know a little more about your brothers and sisters and how they led to your choice of profession.

Actually, they were my stepbrothers and stepsisters.

I stand corrected.

She smiled, avoiding any hardball, but still not standing down.

He didnt smile at all, yet she was getting used to that.

My mom married the man she called her true love when I was fifteen. It was wonder enough that her mother had finally settled down, but it was even more amazing that her marriage was still intact today. He had four children. Two of them were much younger than I waslittle girlsso I watched over them, in addition to other work. The older two were twin boys, but they werent around much, because they liked their sports.

Zane Foley cocked a dark eyebrow as he leveled a look at her. Were younger? Were twin boys?

Melanie tightened her fingers where they were clasped on the table.

He sat in the leather armchair at the other end, perfectly comfortable with being the inquisitor.

Please let me get through this, she thought. Shed spent nearly every last penny in her bank account to get here, traveling to Dallas for these interviews, in the hope that her lucky stars would shine and shed secure this new job, this new direction.

You keep using the past tense when you talk about your stepsiblings, Ms. Grandy, Zane Foley said.

My mistake. She was determined to keep smiling. We all still keep tabs on each other, even though were adults. If you counted the odd e-mail as healthy familial relations.

But since shed left her brood back in Oklahoma, they were the past to Melanie. She was the same to them, too, except for her mom, who called quite often for loans.

When her mother remarried, Melanie had ended up in the valley of a no-mans land. Her stepfather had preferred his own kids to her, making no secret about his feelings, either. To him, she was his wifes bastard issue, and instead of taking out his frustrations about that on Leigh, hed put it all on Melanie.

Of course, Melanie had approached her mom about this, actually thinking that it would help if Leigh were to address it. Silly her. Her mother had only accused Melanie of trying to sabotage the happiness shed finally found.

Itd been a stunning moment of betrayalan instant in which Melanie had realized that her mother would always prefer her guys to her daughter, whod worked so, so hard to matter more than any of those nice men.

When I was a teen, she added, directing the interview back to the more positive aspects of her life, I took courses at the YMCA for babysitting, and you could say I managed a cottage industry early on. I was booked every weekend, and even during the week, if I could handle it with my studies.

Evidently, you could, because you aced your classes in school. You graduated with honors, in fact.

I knew Id never get anywhere without a good education.

Shed supplied her school records for him, and she was sure someone on his staff had already double-checked those, as well as her employment history.

She only hoped that the one job shed left off her rsum wouldnt come back to dog hera gig that had gotten her through college. A paycheck-earner that she preferred to leave behind with the rest of her past.

Her time as a showgirl in what she now considered to be a seedy off-Strip casino in Vegas.

She blew out a breath, continuing, praying she wouldnt give herself away. Besides babysitting, I took up waiting tables at a burger joint after classes. But I was known as the go-to babysitter of the neighborhood, and that got me more and more jobs. So I gravitated toward that, since I think I was good at it. She laughed a little. Besides, I could charge more than I made in a restaurant that catered to teens, where the tips werelacking.

Industrious, he said, but she couldnt tell if it was just a random comment, or if he was truly impressed.

After all, the Foleys were known far and wide for rolling up their shirtsleeves and working for their fortune. They were self-made men, and Melanie was hoping he would want that in the nanny who was raising his child, too.

I saved every dollar, she added, splurging only on my dancing lessons. Lots of them. I couldnt go without.

We all need an outlet, he said, but he sounded distracted as he looked at the dossier again.

At his next question, she knew theyd entered the most dangerous part of the interview.

Why did you head toward Vegas right after graduating high school?

Nerves prickled her skin. Id heard the economy was booming at the time, and the opportunity seemed ripe for the taking. The waitress job I got in a local caf paid far more in tips than Id ever made before.

He didnt answer, as if expecting more.

She smiled again, giving as good as she was getting. Didnt you also gravitate there for the same general reason, Mr. Foley? Youve developed several projects in the area.

Maybe it was her chutzpah, but a slight grin tilted his mouth.

That was his only answer, and it disappeared before Melanie could be sure shed even seen it. Then he was right back in boss-man mode, scribbling some notes on the cover of her dossier.

Was he thinking that she was nave for dropping everything and heading to Vegas, just as thousands of dreamers without his kind of money had done before her? Get rich quick. Double your income with the right gambles.

And gamble she had, just not with money.

Shed been discovered one night when she went out dancing with some fellow students from community college. A talent coordinator from The Grand Illusion casino had given her his business card, inviting her to an audition.

At first, shed denied him, thinking that her waitress job would hold her. Then her mom had started to write her, asking for loans, and in spite of how Melanie had wanted to escape Oklahoma, she couldnt say no to helping out the family.

And thats when shed decided to audition. The Grand Illusion had a small, fairly cheesy revue that was half bawdy magic and half sexy musical, although nothing distasteful. Heck, no one even took off their sequined tops. She told herself she probably wouldnt make it anyway. Yet, much to her surprise, shed breezed through the process, with them offering her a modest wage and, more importantly, the promise of open days during which she could keep going to school and wait a few tables.

It was an ideal setup, and it wasnt as if she was doing any exotic dancing. Just as soon as she had her degree, shed be done with it anyway.

When she had the degree under her belt, she quit dancing, just as shed promised herself, and shed signed on for her first nanny job, thanks to a glowing recommendation from her advisor to his personal friend.

Her employer had been an affluent single mom, a prominent business developer who was in dire need of a helper; and itd been the perfect job for years, until Melanies boss got married and decided to become a stay-at-home mother.

And thats how Melanie had come to Dallas at the age of twenty-eightbecause her first employer had worked with Zane Foley on the development of a Vegas mega apartment-village complex, and when the businesswoman heard that his latest nanny had quit and he needed to hire another one pronto, shed given him Melanies name.

He nudged the dossier away from him and, for a heavy moment, Melanie wondered if Zane Foley, a man who seemed to cover every base, had dug deep enough into her life to expose her crowded double-wide-trailer beginnings and dancing days.

Was he going to spring it on her now?

As youve heard from Andrea Sandoval, he finally said, referring to Melanies first nanny employer, Im eager to get someone in place to care for my daughter. And you almost seem too good to be true, Ms. Grandy, dropping into my lap like this.

She felt heat creeping over her face, mainly because she could just imagine what it might be like to drop into his lapLord have mercyyet also because she didnt want to panic at what he mightve uncovered.

No ones perfect, Mr. Foley, she said, hoping he would agree.

He didnt, so she kept talking, seeing if she could maybe use a little flattery as backup.

Although, she said, your family seems to come close enough to perfect as it gets.

He remained distant, over on his side of the table. Were hardly perfect.

Then you should tell your PR people to stop selling that image, she said lightly. The media seems to think that the Foleys are the epitome of whats good about our country.

His tone grew taut. Youve been looking into my family, have you?

How could she deny it? News about the business doings of the Foleys, whose holdings had started from a few oil rigs to an empire based on prime real estate and media interests, was legion. Then there were all their charitable causes, behind-the-scenes political power plays and even the social adventures of Zanes brother, Jason. Hard to ignore, when the mediaand the nationwas fascinated with them, even if Zane, himself, tended to avoid the limelight.

I only did my research, she said, because I need to make sure youre the right family for me, just as youre making sure Im right for you.

Her smile returned full force, but not because she was trying to win him over this time. She was remembering the freckled nose and doe eyes of his daughter. Thered only been a short introduction, yet itd been enough to convince Melanie that she didnt belong anywhere else in this world. Something about Olivia had profoundly tugged at Melanie, maybe because the girl reminded her of herselfa little lost and isolated.

Zane Foley didnt return her smile. In fact, he seemed intent on avoiding it, while the sun from outside shifted enough to slant a patch of red from the stained glass over the strong angles of his face.

Her chest went tight.

I like your optimism, he said. Youd need quite a bit of it with Livie, you know. As I pointed out during our first interview, shes gone through five nannies in six years.

I remember. Her former employer had already cautioned Melanie. After Olivias mom had passed away, the girl had rejected everyone she perceived to be taking her moms place.

Melanie had known from the start that this wouldnt be an easy job; but she wanted to make a difference in the girls life, because she sure wished someone had made a difference earlier in her own.

My daughters a handful, he said. Ill make no bones about that.

Ive got more perseverance than you can imagine.

Your predecessors thought they had it, too. And on their way out the door, most of them even told me that I ought to think about applying some of that perseverance I show in my own business to my household. He leaned forward in his chair. Just to give you fair warning, I dont employ nannies to get advice from them.

Melanie kept eye contact, thinking that there was a chink in the steeliness of his gazea darkness that showed more than just that notorious arrogance.

Mr. Foley, she said softly, Id never presume to judge anyone.

He stared at her a beat longer, then sat back in his chair again, even though he didnt let up with his gaze. It held her, screwed into her, until a slight thrill traveled her veins.

The family businesses are important to me, he said. Among other things, theyre Livies legacy, and I intend to give her a great one. As an only child, shell take over all of my share one day, the oil holdings, as well as real-estate interests.

He said it as if he planned to never get married or have children again. In some weird way, that got to Melanie.

Butjeez. Like she should even be mulling over his most intimate decisions.

Im sure your daughter will be grateful for everything you do, she said.

You should also know that I spend a lot of time defending our investments, not just building them up. Thats what takes up the majority of my schedule, and the works too important for me to spend as much time in Austin with Livie as most people expect.

Right, she said, figuring she would show him just how much research shed done. I read that you have to defend against people like the McCords.

His mouth tightened once more, this time at the name of the family whod been taking part in a well-known feud with the Foleys for generations.

Oops. She made a mental note never to mention them again.

Zane Foley seemed eager to be rid of the subject. The bottom line is thismy commitments require a lot of me, and thats why I need someone to depend on for Livie. Someone whos more or less my proxy, enforcing my rules and raising her the way I need her to be raised.

She chafed at his authoritarian tone. What was his daughter to himanother project to develop, like the ones he oversaw in his office?

But OliviaLiviewas a little girl, andfrom what Melanie had seen in her eyes, even for the few minutes theyd conversedshe needed more than rules and routines.

Melanie was on the cusp of saying so when she remembered how much she wanted this job.

I understand, Mr. Foley, she said instead, keeping the peace, even if she didnt really understand him at all.

He gave her one last look from those striking hazel eyes, and she fortified herself against italmost successfully, too. He only got her tummy to flip one more time.

Then he rose from his chair, leaving her dossier and portfolio on the table.

Melanie held her breath. Was the interview over?

But he only walked away from the table, toward the hushed hallway.

When he saw that she wasnt following, he waited, and she realized that he wanted her to come, too.

Okay then.

As she stood, she grabbed her suit jacket from the back of her chair, then smoothed down the skirt of the only conservative business outfit she owned.

She made her way across the room to him, her heels clopping on the hard floor, echoing way too loudly for her comfort.

He avoided the door and led her down the hall.

Where was he taking her?

Livie will receive a full education, he said, beginning to fire off his expectations, even when shes not in school.

Im prepared to teach Livie, she said, excitement churning. He was going to make an offer! With Ms. Sandovals daughter, Toni, I planned a different learning experience every day, and doing the same here would be wonderful.

Livie would benefit from your dance background in particular.

Melanies blood jolted, but then she realized he was probably talking about all the classes, from ballet to jazz to hip-hop, shed taken. Livie has taken dance before?

No, but she needs to let out her energy in a constructive manner.

I see.

Other than that, her schedule is set. Firm. Dont deviate from it, because she responds well to structure. It might be your biggest saving grace.

Based on Zane Foleys well-ordered townhouse, as well as all his comments, Melanie wondered if, when she arrived in Austin, she would find Livie inhabiting something like a high-class jail.

Fuming inwardly, she told herself to stay quiet. You want this job, you need this job, so keep your opinions to yourself for now.

They came to what looked to be a study, with more dark, finely etched antique furniture carefully placed about the room: a desk set that held a laptop computer and organized files, a curio cabinet, shelves teeming with leather-bound books that lent the air a thick, musty scent.

There were also large, framed paintings on the walls, the biggest being an old family portrait of the Foleys that featured brothers Jason and Travis, both of whom couldnt have been more than ten years old at the time, even though Travis looked a little younger. They stood next to their dad, Rex, an affable looking man with a charming grin. Then there was Olivia Marie, their deceased mom, who wore her own gentle smile as she hooked her arm through Rexs.

On the fringes of them all was Zane, who even in his early teens seemed to carry himself with a combination of cockiness and seriousness.

When Melanie glanced away from the portrait, she found that Zane was behind her, standing in front of a different painting. Livies.

A recent depiction of a sweet little girl in a pink dress, her wavy dark hair held back by a lacy headband. She smiled faintly and held a stuffed lamb.

The picture got to Melanie, yet it was the expression on Zanes face that just about melted her altogether.

Naked love and devotion.

But then it turned into something elsedestructionand Melanie wondered what could have possibly turned one emotion into the other so quickly.



As Zane stared at his daughters portrait, he wasnt seeing Livie so much as someone else entirely. Danielle.

His wife, dead six years now, but still so agonizingly alive in the face of his daughter.

He couldnt stand the questions that always came afterward: would Livie grow up to be just like her mother? Would his daughter break her own husbands heart someday, too?

Would she have the same mood swingsfrom dark to manicthat had escalated into that awful day when Danielle had taken her own life?

He glanced away, his attention locking on the svelte figure of Melanie Grandy. With sunny blond hair that swept her shoulders and blue eyes that seemed to sparkle even when she wasnt smiling, she was the opposite of Danielle and Livie. But from her heart-shaped face to her ill-fitting blue business suit that he supposed shed purchased just for these interviewsshed worn the skirt the other day, toohe got the impression of vulnerability. A leggy wisp of a woman, she might not be so different from Danielle after all.

At his inspection, she raised her chin, a habit hed become familiar with even during their short acquaintance.

No, this woman had a core to her. She also had an innate dignity that sent a buzz of heat through his veins.

Raw beauty, he thought, flashes of an unpolished diamond lighting his minds eye.

But the glare of it made him realize that there was no room for any kind of attraction, especially since she seemed to be a perfect fit for Livie. And thank God for Andrea Sandovals timely reference, because the last nanny had quit, leaving Zane at loose ends. Hed needed a quick hire, and since Ms. Grandy didnt have a criminal record and had come with the highest recommendation from a family friend, he seized the opportunity.

It was just a bonus that his daughter would match well with her new nanny. Livie required someone with spine enough to stand tall and firm, as Ms. Grandy had gracefully done throughout their interviews.

He chanced one last, long second of looking at her, turning the air into a humid fog.

And she seemed to feel it, too. He couldve sworn it, because she set her jacket on a nearby end table and folded her hands in front of her while concentrating on the picture, a pink tint to her cheeks.

He got back to business, as well.

Always business. Safer that way.

He moved toward his computer, then woke it out of hibernation mode. Hed brought Ms. Grandy into his study to show her the virtual layout of the Austin estate where Livie resided, but even so, he held off on opening the computer file.

She was still back at Livies portrait.

Shes a beautiful child, Ms. Grandy said, and he could sense that she was being genuine in the compliment. I cant wait to start our first day, maybe with some art, where she can express ideas that she might be too shy to say out loud right away.

The last time a nanny got the paint out she was scrubbing it off Livie for what seemed like hours. It was even supposed to be washable.

He could see a battle playing over Melanie Grandys face, and it wasnt the first time. She was clearly wondering if she should put in her own two cents about her child-rearing philosophies, instead of listening to his own cynical point of view.

The other nannies had always kept quiet, but when Ms. Grandy spoke, he was pleasantly surprised that she even dared, although it raised his hackles, as well.

Im not afraid of some extra cleanup, she said, if its the result of something positive for Livie. Maybe shes the type who would benefit from stepping out of that structure shes so used to?

Now he wasnt even pleasantly surprised with her.

She obviously noticed. Mr. Foley, Im not suggesting anything radical. Im only interested in getting to know Livie.

He didnt tell Ms. Grandy that, aside from that one out-of-control paint day, his daughter generally liked to keep her dresses and hands cleanand it wasnt just at his insistence.

Or was it?

Guilt set in, just as it always did when he thought too hard about how hed raisedor not raisedhis girl. Thats why it was better that hed adopted such a hands-off policy; he was far more adequate at shaping Foley Industries and concentrating on other important matters, like keeping those damned McCords in line.

Plus, he didnt know anything about females at all. That was apparent from what hed let happen to Danielle.

Melanie was still smiling as she looked at his daughters portrait, and his heart cracked at how a stranger could so openly display emotion for Livie, when he had such a hard time himself.

He opened the computer file that contained the slides of Tall Oaks.

Ms. Grandy, he said.

She glanced at him, and he could see the hope in her eyes.

He didnt let that affect him. He and hope had parted company a while ago.

When can you start? he asked.

She beamed with one of those warm smiles. When do you want me, Mr. Foley?

He couldnt help thinking that, despite the temptation, on a personal level the answer to that would have to be never.





Chapter Two

After accepting the job and then rushing through a whirlwind of formalities, such as a salary agreement and a computer-aided tour of Zane Foleys Austin estate, Melanie had followed her new employer down the hall and to the foyer, barely able to contain a bubbly grin.

Success!

Melanie Grandy, nanny for the eldest Foleys daughter. She liked the ring of it, and when she found out that she was to be driven in a town car to her motel, where she would pick up her two pitiful suitcases before heading straight to Austin and Livie, she already felt as if she were flying first class.

Okay, maybe business class, because it wasnt a limo, but, heck, shed live.

As they came to a halt near a leather settee under a gilt-veined mirror, she tried not to be too aware of how their image reflected him towering over her. Tried not to get fanciful about how they stood side-by-side, a tense space the only thing separating them.

She fairly hummed from head to toe, as if charged by his presence, butNo. Shed worked hard to get here, and jeopardizing her new position by stepping out of bounds with her new boss had to be the worst idea in all creation.

She tried not to look in the mirror again: his strapping body, his Texas-noble bearing

The drive to Tall Oaks is nearly three and a half hours, he said, thankfully interrupting her weakening will to stop lusting after him. It should give my staff enough time to put together the final paperwork for your hiring and then fax whatever we need to sign.

Ill look for those papers when I get there then.

Mrs. Howe might even have the documents in hand when you arrive. Shes got run of the house and has been taking care of Livie since the last nanny left less than a week ago.

I look forward to meeting everyone at Tall Oaks, she said, extending her hand for a deal-closing shake. Again, thank you. I was really hoping youd choose me to be a part of Livies life.

And there it was againthat flash of anguish in his gaze.

But then he took her hand in his, wrapping his long fingers around hers.

Warm, strong

For a moment she forgot that she was supposed to be shaking his hand. He mustve forgotten also, because the hesitation between them lasted a second too longone in which her heartbeat fell into a suspended throb.

As she pulled in a breath, his eyes darkened back to the cool, detached gaze that had already become so familiar.

But how could she be used to anything about him when she didnt know him at all? she reminded herself, coming to her senses and finally gripping his hand in a professional shake.

She doubted she would ever really know Zane Foley, and that was for the best.

They disengaged, and he stepped away from her. I anticipate that youll be around much longer than the other five.

As he began to walk away, she said, I sure will.

He paused for a moment, and she thought that maybe he was about to say something else.

But then he moved on, traveling with the ease of a shadow lengthening at sunset, until he blended into the dark of the hallway.

Melanie watched him go, her heartbeat near the surface of her skin.

But she had to get over it; this was her chance to prove that she really was better than the girl who hadnt been expected by her stepdad to do much more than be bastard issue.

She exhaled, sitting on the leather settee by the door and preparing for the responsibilities ahead of her. Liviethe child who would depend on Melanie to raise her to be all she could be, too.

A stately grandfather clock stood across from her, ticking, tocking, marking the passing seconds as Melanie waited for the driver. Meanwhile, her excitement leveled off to something like a Champagne buzz.

She wondered what the Austin estate would look like in real life, how different it would be from her and her moms first ramshackle apartment, then the trailer that had served as home back in the day.

On a sigh, she went to grab her suit jacket and purse, preparing for the moment she would walk out this door and into the car, where she would be driven off and away to find out.

Her purse was there, but not her jacket.

She remembered that shed brought it into Zane Foleys study, putting it down when shed been looking at the portrait of Livie.

Duh. Shed been too excited by the job offer to pick it back up again.

Okeydokey then. Her new boss had gone in the direction of the study, so she would just scoot back there, knock on the door, grab her jacket, then be out of his hair.

In and out.

But when she went down the hall, her body started doing the jitterbug about seeing him, heart racing, stomping.

Cool it, she told herself. In and out.

She came to the study, noticing that the door was ajar just enough for her to hear his voice. And, Heaven help her, she couldnt resist standing there a second to bask in the appreciation of how he sounded while talking to someone on the phone.

But the more she listened, the more she felt the bass of his voice scratching down her skin, leaving her hair to rise and the heat to play all over her. She thought of what it might be like to see him smile, just once.

Would it feel like a rolling ball of sun inside her stomach? A burning ache that sizzled and made her go weaker than she was even now?

Then he stopped talking, and the person on the other end of the speakerphone started.

The different voicestill appealing, but not nearly as much as Zane Foleyswas enough to kick her right out of fantasyland.

She rolled her eyes at herself, then prepared to knock just before her boss responded to the other person on the phone.

I hired another nanny today.

Melanies fist paused in midair.

So help her, she stood rooted there, waiting for what he might say, curiosity killing the cat.

The voice on the other end of the line laughed. How longs this one going to last, Zane?

He cut him off. Not amusing, Jason.

Zanes brother, and, according to everything shed read, the scamp of the three siblings. But he also had the more solid reputation of being the hardworking chief operating officer of Foley Industriesa man who wasnt above getting dirt underneath his fingernails or on his fine suits.

Zane was still talking. And this time, dont you dare suggest that we bet on her longevity.

Damn, Jason said, because if I bet she wouldnt even last a year, just like most of the others, itd be a smarter proposition than anything Granddad ever put his money on. There was a pause. So whats this one like? Can you tell me that much?

In spite of her better judgment, an all-too-human Melanie leaned closer to the door.



Zane was standing by a window with a showcase view of downtown Dallas, across from the gleaming Trinity River. He wasnt sure how to answer his younger brothers question about what he thought of Melanie Grandy.

Should he be honest?

There was something about the new nanny that made him want to tell Jason about her bright hair and brighter smile, even though he knew he wouldnt.

With any luck, he would never see her much, anyway. Staying away from Tall Oaks was best for Livie and him.

This nanny, he finally answered, enjoys using art to bring out the creativity in children. She likes dance especially, and I think thatll be good for Livie. Ms. Grandys got a lot ofspirit.

Jason, as perceptive as he was, called Zane out.

Thats not what I meant, and you know it.

Thats all youre gonna get. Zane turned away from the window and headed toward his desk. It was second in size and comfort only to the one in his downtown Dallas office, where he would be right now if it hadnt been for the interview. Now, I suspect you didnt call to gab about nannies, Jace. Whats on your mind?

The McCords.

Zane could almost picture his brother behind his own desk in Houston, as his voice lowered to a more serious tenor. Theyd all spent too many years sharing an intense dislike of the other family for Zane not to recognize the signs of a very serious discussion about them coming on.

Travis gave me a heads up about something I thought youd want to hear, too, Jason said. Its about his ranch.

God, the ranch. The property had sparked a feud between the families way back when Grandpa Gavin had put the West Texas land up for grabs during a poker game that a card cheat named Harry McCord had been manipulating. To add insult to injury, the place had produced silverthe foundation for the McCord jewelry store empire, which catered to the rich and famous and was renowned worldwide as the height of luxurythe premier jewelers of the earth.

What about the ranch? Zane asked, an edge to his question. We signed a long-term lease for the land after the mines were played out. The McCords have no reason to be sniffing around it just yet.

Of course, the McCord matriarch, Eleanor, had once been courted by Zanes father, Rex, so that mightve had something to do with the olive branch the other family had offered. And one would think that her generosity wouldve defused the feud, but her husband, Devon, a devil who was surely getting his just desserts now, after his recent death, had still kept the animosity alive with all his talk about how hed won Eleanor and Rex had lost.

But, Jason said, they do seem to be sniffing, and if Grandpa Gavin were still alive, hed be yelling like thunder. We didnt all pitch in and make that ranch what it is, only so he could live his last years there. Dad accepted the lease because he thought you, me and Travis would benefit from what it could yield.

Damned straight. Zane would sooner brave the fires of hell, before he saw the McCords relocate Travis, whod decided to forgo family business in favor of ranching on the property that shouldve belonged to the Foleys in the first place. Its just like the McCords to rub salt on a wound. I wouldnt be surprised if they were just trying to remind Travis that theyre the ones who still own the property.

And theyve got to know it burns him, with all the blood and sweat hes put into it. Jasons tone grew even angrier. But Im not sure its just about reminding Travis of whats what. The McCord kids are taking after the old man after all.

Why do you say that?

Because, when Devon passed from that heart attack, the clan actually backed off for a while. He was always the one who took the greatest pleasure in the feud. Thats what I thought, at least. Now Im not so sure. Rumor has it that the family lawyers have been taking a real long look at the lease

Zane didnt even have to hear the rest.

just as if theyre trying to find a way to get out of it.

His blood ran hot at the notion of his baby brother losing what meant the most to him.

He wanted to strike out at the McCords, but as his gaze fixed on the portrait of Livie, he pulled his temper back.

Again, he saw Danielle in his daughter.

Living with a bipolar wife had taught Zane that losing his head only made everything worse. Retreatingwhether it was into work or into himselfhad been the best way to handle her.

Shed also taught him that there was a difference between his personal life and business. In the latter, he could uncork the frustration that built up at home, striking quickly and lethally during deals, allowing him a sorely needed outlet.

And the McCords were just asking for it.

Dragging his gaze away from Livies image, he refocused on the old family portrait above the fireplace. There was a measure of serenity at seeing the picture thatd been painted just before his mom, his daughters namesake, had suffered a fatal fall during a horseback ride. His father had tried his best to raise the three boys on his own, but theyd missed their mom terribly.

And sometimes her death even made Zane wonder if all the women in his life would leave before their time.

At any rate, her absence had bonded all of them, and it had molded Zane into a man early on, as hed taken up where his father had to leave off in raising Jason and Travis. Even now, at the age of thirty-six, Zane felt as if he was still in charge of so much: their holdings, their tanglings with the McCords.

Jason was speaking again: At first, I wasnt sure why the McCords would be so interested in the ranch right now. I thought maybe they wanted to sell off the acreage, if those rumors about money trouble in their jewelry business are true. But then, what difference would that relatively small cash influx make? Then I thought about the silver mines on the property.

Those are abandoned, Jace. Tapped out. Thats why the McCords leased the land to us.

I take it that, during this latest nanny search, your ear hasnt been to the ground.

He stiffened until Jason chuckled, revealing that hed only been injecting a little humor where some was sorely needed. But Zane took his duties as oldest brother seriously. Having the McCords get the best of them during his watch was never going to happen.

One of my assistants, Jason said, heard that Blake McCord has been buying up as many loose canary diamonds as possible on the world market.

Diamonds?

Zane started to see where his brother might be going with this.

Jason added, I imagine youre remembering those news reports from several months ago?

The Santa Magdalena Diamond, Zane said. Hed filed the information in the back of his mind, way behind Livie and other more urgent matters, but he sure as hell hadnt forgotten.

A flawless, forty-eight-carat canary gem with perfect clarity, the Santa Magdalena Diamond was legendary, said to transcend even the beauty and brilliance of the Hope Diamond itself. Supposedly, the piece had been mined in India, and was cursed, because it had resulted in bad luck for everyone who ever owned it. It was only when the gem rested with its rightful owner that any personal misfortunes would end.

The diamond had been missing for over a century, but fairly recently, divers had uncovered a wrecked ship that was supposed to have been carrying the jewel, in addition to other treasures of murky origins.

Really, the only reason the Foleys were interested in the diamond was because their great-grandfather, Elwin Foley, had been on that ship, which might have also been populated by thieves, although that never had been proven. When the transport went down, a few passengers had survived, including Elwin, and according to family stories, hed snagged the gem, along with a jewel-encrusted chest of coins. But since no one had found either object since, the tale had passed into legend.

However, the ships recent discovery had resurrected all the rumors, especially since the diamond and the chest hadnt been located.

The Santa Magdalena Diamond came to my mind, too, Jason said. Ive been going through a lot of scenarios, but the best I can figure, maybe the McCords believe that Elwin Foley did get away with the gem when he survived the wreck, and he hid the diamond somewhere on the land where Traviss ranch is located nowland that used to belong to Elwin before it passed to Gavin, who lost it in that poker game. And dont you think the Santa Magdalena would pay a few bills for a cash-strapped business?

The theorys a stretch, Zane said.

But the timings pretty telling. The divers find the shipwreck, rumors recirculate about Elwin taking the diamond, then the McCords express a heightened interest in the property.

Whatever their intentions, Im not about to let Travis be hassled by that family.

Glad youre on board then. His brother sounded as confident as ever.

Zane shot a skeptical glance at the phone. What exactly did I board, Jace?

Right about now, his sibling was probably grinning to himself about one of his genius ideas that kept Foley Industries in the black. If the McCords want to give us trouble, I say we find out about it ahead of time. Cut them off at the pass.

Your lawyer friendsthe ones who got you that information about the McCords looking into the leasewill only get us so far.

Exactly. Ill be taking matters into my own hands until we know Travis isnt in for some harassment.

Zane waited for it.

The McCords have a few soft spots, Jason said, elaborating. One of them is named Penny.

Penny. Penelope McCord. Zane recalled one of the daughters of the other familythe quiet twin in a set of burnished blond-haired sisters. A jewelry designer who basically kept to herself.

In a contest between her and Jason, the so-called lady killer, she had no chance at all.

What are you intending, Jace? Not that Zane had sympathy for any McCord, buthell, a lady was a lady, and there were limits.

Nothing fancy. I just discovered well be attending the same wedding pretty soon. Ive done business with the groom, so he invited me to his big, high-society bash. I figured I might just happen across her table, sit myself down for a rest, offer my own sort of olive branch in polite conversation

and feel her out for what she might know, without being too obvious about it.

It wasnt a bad idea, and when Jason didnt say anything, Zane knew he was probably in his desk chair, relaxing with his hands behind his head, content with the plan.

Okay, Zane added. A wedding sounds like a good place to casually learn if the McCords have discovered the location of the diamond, and to find out just how true these rumors about the McCordss finances are.

And if that wedding should turn into something afterward

Zane raised an eyebrow. Jace.

Im talking about a coffee dateor whatever.

No, his brother was talking about more than that. Zane knew how Jason loved his women, especially ones as lovely as Penny McCord.

Zane was just about to mention it, when he heard something outside the door.

Wait a sec, he said to his brother, then went over to check on the noise.

Butnothing.

Still, he thought he smelled a hint of sunshine-like perfume that traced the rough edges of his heart until it felt about ready to fall out of him.

Steadying himself, he closed the door to the dim hallwayand to the very idea of sunshine, too.



Melanie was halfway through the drive to Austin when her nerves finally settled.

Shed only managed to calm down by gazing out the black-tinted window at the passing scenery, as well as chattering with Monty, the town car driver, who, as she now very well knew, had four daughters with tempers as quick as their mamas and tastes way beyond his table wine budget.

The conversation almost made her forget that shed been standing in a hallway and eavesdropping on her boss. And that her boss had only said that she wasspirited.

She tried not to let that bother her, but it did. Deep inside, shed been hoping to hear Zane Foley say that she had a great smile. Shed been wishing for a lyrical description that wouldve belonged in a song, like maybe there was something in the way she moved

Right. Anyway, after telling herself that she was being eleven kinds of fool, shed found that she was sitting there still listening to him and Jason talking about the McCords.

And the Santa Magdalena Diamond.

If Melanie hadnt been confused and intrigued by her new boss before, she sure was now. Since she hadnt been living under a rock, shed heard about the diamond and how it had been connected to the recent shipwreck discovery. Hearing Zane and Jason discuss all of it just piled one more question upon the other questions that had been weighing in her brain about the Foleys.

Monty glanced in the rearview mirror, checking on her during a lull in their talk. On the downhill side of his thirties, he had thick-lashed, dark eyes that tipped up at the corners in perpetual good humor, dusky skin scraped by a five-oclock shadow, and a long nose that topped a smile.

You need me to turn the air on higher? he asked.

She crossed one leg over the other, aiming her body in his direction and away from the window. No thank you. Its just

Come on, spill it out to me. Long rides go by a lot quicker with a good discussion.

He was too nice to shut out, but she wasnt going to spill anything about Zane Foley.

I remembered that I left my suit jacket back at the house, she said instead. Excellent start, dont you think? Mr. Foley probably believes I dont have a brain in me.

Laughing, he shrugged. Listen, once I fill up my stomach with leftovers from Cooks fridge, Ill be turning this baby right back around, to be on standby for Mr. Foley in Dallas. Ill fetch that jacket for you and make sure you get it soon enough.

Really? I hate to be such a bother.

He made a dismissive gesture, and she thought it was sincere.

She told him where she left the jacket, before adding, Must be nice for Mr. Foley to have a driver whenever he needs one. Hes worked for it, I know, but what perks, huh?

He rested his hand on top of the steering wheel. Mr. Foley doesnt take nearly the advantage of his good fortune as I would. Sure, he has a great place in Austin, but he uses it to house Livie more than anything else. Hes never around to enjoy it. And he has that nice town home, too. But with his money? It couldve been a castle.

He never comes to Tall Oaks?

No. Hes not there much at all. Birthdays, Christmas, an annual fundraiser for the Dallas Childrens Hospital, and thats about it. Mr. Foleys a busy man, but he gives Livie what she needs otherwise.

Yes, nannies.

Yet, as Melanie had told her boss, she wasnt one to judge, and she needed to keep that in mind.

Monty seemed to have shut himself off from saying any more about it, so Melanie decided to pursue another avenue.

Then she would stop. Really.

Funny how life works. I mean, if Harry McCord hadnt cheated in that card game with Gavin Foley, the Foleys mightve been the ones with the jewelry empire that the McCords developed.

True, Monty said. There were five abandoned silver mines on that property. Five. Thats a lot of can-noli they missed out on because their grandfather made a bad bet. He chuckled. But, depending on who you talk to outside the family, youre going to get a different story about that poker game.

What do you mean?

Monty looked over his shoulder, amusement written on his face, then returned his gaze to the front again. None of this goes out of the car, understand?

Heck, she didnt want to summon the wrath of her coworkers by betraying them. Absolutely.

Her pulse got a bit louder in her ears.

Its sour grapes, thats what I say. Gavin made the bet, and he shouldve owned up to it. But it mustve been tough to see that land pay off in so much silver to the McCords.

I cant imagine what it mustve been like, she said.

Fortunately, he added, the Foleys found their own strike of luck in their East Texas oil fields, but Gavin always claimed that the McCord silver shouldve been theirs, too. The boys grew up on those sorts of tales, especially young Travis. He practically lived at his grandfathers knee, while our Zane ran the roost over at his dads house. The driver smiled. Testosterone Lodge. Thats what they called their household after their mother passed on.

Melanie remembered the woman in the family portrait in Zanes study. Shed looked so gentle and caring, traits shed never really grown up with herself.

So, she said, feeling an ache in her chest, Mr. FoleyZanewas the second man of the house, right after Rex Foley?

Yes, maam. And the absence of a womans guiding touch is why you have the competitive, aggressive Zane Foley, who lords it over the real estate and oil businesses. Hes the leader of the pack.

Sitting back in the seat, Melanie allowed the image of Zane Foleys hazel eyes to mist over her thoughts. She sighed without even knowing it, then recovered when she saw Monty watching her in the mirror.

Hes a haunted man, too, the driver said, as if he knew just what kind of effect the boss had on her.

Then again, she wouldnt be surprised if he attracted every woman who came within ten feet of him.

The missusDanielledid a real number on him. Monty shook his head. Youre going to hear about this sooner or later, being a part of the family now, so Ill tell you. But its not to be talked about to anyone else.

I understand.

He slumped a little in his seat. Danielle was bipolar, and during a time when she went off her medication, she took her life.

Melanie instinctively covered her heart with her hand. Now Zane Foleys avoidance of discussing his personal life with the press made sense.

But what had the suicide done to Livie?

To Zane?

She recalled his devastated gaze, and she knew.

Im so sorry to hear that, she said softly.

We were all sorry. Its been almost six years now, but she still has an effect on every moment, every inch of space around us.

Melanie stayed quiet. She was going to live in what amounted to a haunted house, wasnt she? She was going to walk on the floors where Danielle had walked, brush her fingers along the same walls

He married her right out of high school, Monty continued, but a short time after that, she started showing extreme highs and lows in her mood. Mr. Foley didnt know how to handle that, yet he did everything he could. The doctors even put her on meds, but when she went off of them

Melanie closed her eyes, wanting to hear, but not wanting to.

He added, Mr. Foley isnt a helpless kind of man. Hed always been so good at everythingschool, home life, sports and then business. But he couldnt come up with any way to aid Danielle, beyond getting her all the professional treatment he could. When she overdosed on pills, he blamed himself and buried himself in work.

She opened her eyes. How about Livie?

She was nothing more than a baby when it happened, but every year she grows to look even more like Danielle. You can imagine what that does to Mr. Foley.

Monty didnt say anything more, but Melanie figured out the rest of it.

Did her new boss fear that history would repeat itself? Was that why he rarely visited Livie, because he thought his daughter would be just like the mother, not only in appearance, but in everything else, too?

Most importantly, had Livie gone through five nannies in six years because she was acting out, missing a dad who found it painful to be around her?

Now the shadows in his gaze made so much sense.

Yet, as the town car purred on toward Austin, all Melanie really knew was that she was on her way to aid a young girl who needed someone to be there, to help her overcome all the anguish.

Even if that someone was a woman who was trying to leave her past behind, too.





Chapter Three

From outside, the Victorian mansion and sweeping lawns of Tall Oaks made it seem as if every single rich-girl fantasy that Melanie had conjured in her life was coming true.

Grand willow and oak trees, majestic wrought iron furniture on the porch under the fine gingerbread woodwork

But then she stepped foot inside.

As she struggled not to drop either of her suitcases, Mrs. Howe, the estate manager, closed the door behind them, whisking past Melanie on her way to the staircase.

Ms. Grandy? the bun-wearing, gray-dressed redhead said, pausing near the faded walnut handrail.

Melanie took a moment to gander at the Spartan foyer, then through the open pocket doors that led to a parlor. The furniture, from a closed rolltop desk set to a loveseat, was what a person would call bleak. The wooden herringbone floors were bare of warming rugs. And although the ceilings boasted hand-painted images of angels flying in cloudy harmony, the colors were leeched to almost nothing.

Ghostly, Melanie thought again.

Was it too late to quit?

Her gaze fell to a corner of the parlor, where a tall, unpolished gold cage held a lone canary that stirred on its perch, not even singing.

Thats Sassy, Mrs. Howe said. Shes been in the family for a couple of years. Livie likes to try and persuade her to sing sometimes, but that bird doesnt always oblige her. Shes a stubborn, quiet little thing.

Melanie wanted to ask how often a canary like Sassy might want to warble in a place like this, but instead she blinked herself out of her stupor and followed Mrs. Howe, who was already mounting the steps.

Her suitcases seemed to weigh a ton, made all the heavier by the oppression in here, but she had politely refused Montys and Mrs. Howes help outside, and now she was paying for it as she climbed the stairs.

When they arrived at Melanies bedroom, her expectations were already low. And thank goodness, too, because the bed with its circa 1950 turquoise spread, and the muted lamps resting on the dull chests of drawers, didnt exactly give off any kind of princess vibe.

But she wasnt here to be royalty, she reminded herself.

Still, she recalled what shed thought back at Zane Foleys townhouse, when shed wondered if she would find Livie stuck in a high-class jail.

She just hadnt expected to be so right.

Heaving one suitcase, then the other, to the top of the bed, Melanie thanked Mrs. Howe for her welcoming attention.

The manager nodded, continuing the briefing. Livies got some playtime at the moment, then its dinner at six, study time afterward, a bit of relaxing time and bed. She wakes up at seven on the dot for you to prepare her, then drive her to school.

Zane Foley had already gone over all this, even supplying Melanie with directions to the private institution Livie attended for kindergarten.

Study time? Melanie asked, still hung up on that one detail. Livies six. What does she have to study?

Mrs. Howe smiled patiently, and Melanie suddenly saw from up close that the older woman couldnt have been more than forty, given her smooth skin and the absence of deep wrinkles around her eyes. It was the bun and lack of cosmetics that had made Melanie think Mrs. Howe was even more mature at first.

But, beyond that, she couldnt read the manager.

Mr. Foley, the other woman said, has Livie read picture books and listen to phonics on her own, applying what shes learned at school.

So much for being a kid, Melanie said lightly, testing Mrs. Howe, to see just how strict she was.

The woman widened her eyes a tad, and Melanie realized that she might have surprised Mrs. Howe with her spiritedness.

Sorry, Melanie said. Its only that I got the impression Mr. Foley is rather

Okay, how could she put this?

Mrs. Howe helped her out. A hard case?

Now Melanie smiled.

But the other woman merely adopted a tolerant grin. He makes sure Livie toes the line, and we all respect that, because hes also a good, fair employer.

The insinuationMr. Foleys way or the highwaywas clear.

And that was all she said, although Melanie kept thinking, What about Livie? Is she an employee, too?

Before she could even dare ask, Mrs. Howes brown gaze moved to the doorway, focusing on something behind Melanie.

She turned around just in time to see the last of a flowered spring dress flare out of sight in the hallway.

I believe, whispered Mrs. Howe, youve drawn some interest.

Melanies heart folded, as if trying to embrace itself.

Livie.

She walked to the door, but when she got there, no darling little girl was in sight.

Frowning, she glanced back at Mrs. Howe, who was fussing with the bedspread, correcting the wrinkles Melanie had already made by putting her suitcases on the cloth.

Oh, dear.

The manager straightened, ran her hands down her gray skirt. Then she walked out the door, saying one last thing to Melanie as she passed.

You might want to continue up the staircase, Ms. Grandy, to Livies playroom. She smiled once more. Best of luck to you.

And as she eased down the hall, Melanie couldve sworn she heard Mrs. Howe add, A lot of luck.

After wondering if her ears were just playing tricks on her, Melanie went to the staircase again, traveling up to a dead end, where a closed door bled light from around its edges.

Lest she doubt that this was Livies playroom, she saw a sign written in the tremulous letters of a dark purple crayon.

LIVIE.

Somehow, the name felt like a territorial statement, and Melanie hesitated to knock. After all, with the structure put on Livie, didnt she deserve a private place that allowed her some time alone when it was actually scheduled?

After knocking, she waited a moment, listening for a muffled Come in that never came.

She put her ear to the wood. Nothing.

Livie? she said. Remember me from the other day? Im Ms. Grandy, your new nanny. Id like to say hello to you.

Still no response.

Was the girl even in there?

Cautiously, Melanie tested the doorknob, finding it unlocked. It wasnt a shock, since she doubted that Zane Foley would stand for being shut out of anything.

She thought of her own room in the quiet of night. Her own door creaking open. Mr. Foley paying a surprise visit

A quiver ran through her, but she chased it away as she pushed at the door.

At first she only saw an austere attic, clean and ordered, with a couple of low, wood tables and several closed chests amongst shelves of toys.

Then, as she looked down, she found herself blocked by an army of stuffed animals that had been hastily tossed in a semi-circle.

A little voice came from the left.

They dont want you in here.

Melanie glanced toward the sound, finding Livie sitting in a miniature rocking chair, her hands folded in her lap. She was wearing Mary Jane shoes with ankle socks, and her dark hair was held back by a lacy band, the bridge of her nose lightly freckled, just as the portrait in Zane Foleys study had shown.

All that was missing was the stuffed lamb in her hands, but there was something Melanie saw in Livie that the painting hadnt captured sufficiently at all.

The sadness in the girls big eyes.

It dug into Melanies chest.

I thought the room might be empty. She used her smile in a peacemaking fashion, gesturing toward the animals. Youve got a real collection.

The little girl just kept serenely assessing her new nanny, and Melanie thought of how pretty she was, how pretty her mom mustve been, too, although she hadnt come across any published pictures of her to know for sure.

Livie glanced at her stuffed menagerie. Daddy had them sent for my birthday this year. He couldnt visit me this time.

Owie.

Melanie only wished she had a huge bandage that would cover Livies heart from the damage done to her. She herself knew what it felt like to have a special time like a birthday fall to the wayside. It had happened every year with her own mom, until Leigh would suddenly remember after the fact and try to make it up to Melanie with day-old cake on sale at the bakery.

So what are the animals doing right now? she gently asked Livie, even though she knew theyd been set there to bar Melanie from intruding.

The girl stood up from her chair, and the rocker stirred, creaking, adding an odd level of discomfort. She went to a toy shelf, her back to Melanie. Its their room, and they want you to know that.

And the gauntlet hits the floor, Melanie thought.

Excellent, she said. Im sure youll agree that there are other ground rules well need to establish besides that, Livie. Why dont we sit down to talk about them? I didnt get much of a chance to do that the other day with you, and Id really like to.

Even with her back to Melanie, it was obvious that the child was crossing her arms. My name is Olivia.

All right. Melanie wasnt going to lose even an iota of patiencenot with what this child had gone through with her mother. Olivia, maybe youd enjoy lemonade on the back porch with me. How about it?

Lemonade has sugar. Sugar makes me hyper. Daddy says so.

Melanie came this close to rolling her eyes, but she refrained. Zane Foley wasnt even here, and he was still being a pain.

Then if you cant have sugar, Melanie said, perhaps I can wrangle up some ice tea without sweetener.

Livie sighed, as if exasperated, and went about picking through her toys and ignoring Melanie altogether.

But the new nanny didnt go anywhere. Nope. She just stood there and memorized the details of the room, the display of toys that would tell her something about Livie, whether or not the child wanted her to know.

Stuffed animalsdogs, sheep, dolphins. All gentle creatures.

Puzzle boxes nearer to the doorway that looked to have never even been opened.

Dollsespecially Barbies.

Melanie grinned to herself, then retreated down the stairs, but only because she had a secret weapon that had also served to disarm her first charge in those initial days with her.

She went to her room, to one of the suitcases, and pulled out a smaller bag that was filled with sewing materials and doll dresses. Shed taken up this hobby early, back in her babysitting days, because shed found that Barbie clothes were catnip for ninety-nine percent of all little girls.

Then she went back to Livies domain.

There, she sat within the semicircle of sentinel animals and took out the most exquisite wee bridal dress. She began to fluff the airy sleeves and spread the sheer, belled skirt.

She didnt call attention to herself, but then again, she didnt have to.

Over the course of the next few minutes, Livie gravitated from one shelf to the other, closer to Melanie, although she wasnt obvious about it.

Melanie lay the brides frock on her knee, smoothed it out, then reached into her bag for a long, splashy pink satin party dress that always made Barbie look like even more of a knock-out.

As she traced a finger over its sleekness, the glitz took her back to neon and jangling slot machines, and she shoved the memory of her old casino life away, just as if it were baggage she would keep in her own attic.

Soon, Livie was near Melanie, although still on the other side of the animals. Melanie glanced up, as if surprised to see her.

She casually offered the wedding dress, and Livie touched it with her fingers, then drew them away.

Its okay, Melanie said. Why dont you get one of your dolls and see how she looks in it?

Without meeting Melanies gaze, Livie went across the room to her toy shelf, and when she returned with a brunette Barbie, her gaze was fixed on that dress, her eyes shining.

As she put the frock on her doll, Melanies gaze lit on the bridal dress, too, unable to look away, as thoughts of Zane Foley taunted her with something she knew she would never have with a man like him.



Zane hadnt moved an inch from his desk, ever since getting off the phone with his brother. Jason and he had been cut short by a slew of phone calls from Zanes office, and he was just wrapping up the latest one while he multitasked, paging through a bound hard-copy file for the Santa Magdalena Diamond that hed pulled from his library.

Magazine articles, news transcriptseverything, he thought, as he scanned a computer printout about Great Grandfather Elwin and his alleged role in making off with the gem. Zane was going through it all, just to see if he could find something hed missed, a clue that might let him know where that diamond couldve gonesomething to lead him to it before the McCords saw it first.

Meanwhile, he listened to his assistant, Cindy, as she talked over the speakerphone.

Just in case youre wondering, she drawled in her wry manner, weve got your Fourth of July Dallas Childrens Hospital charity event about set and ready.

Two months ahead of time?

I aim to please, sir. Expect a crew to be descending on Tall Oaks within the month, to start whipping the estate into shape. Youve commented yourself that its not exactly in showcase form.

Zane was still looking at the diamond file. Sometimes Cindy could be incredibly direct, like a less-tactful version of

As he thought of Melanie Grandy, his gaze drifted from the paperwork. Lively blue eyes, a spark in every gesture

He wondered how she was getting on with Livie so far. Wondered if he would be having to hire another nanny soon.

Something like disappointment sank within him, but he ignored it.

Next item on your list? he asked.

Im working on your other charity commitments, but therere no updates on those yet. However, weve got a lot to cover about that state representative seat. Judge Duartes been ringing my phone off the hook to get through to you about running during the next election.

I know. Zane had been avoiding any and all calls about it. That mans head is thicker than timber. Whats it going to take to get him to understand that Im not interested in running for anything?

Youd be perfect for it, Mr. Foley. Besides, your family isnt exactly the hands-off type when it comes to politics.

True, but Zane preferred to let his fundraising abilities and civic activism do the talking.

Ill call Duarte tomorrow, he said. By the way, isnt it about time you headed home? Mike probably has dinner all cooked up for you.

Carne asada. I love being a newlywed and having a barbecue master for a hubby.

Then scram before he leaves you.

Yes, sir.

With that, they ended the call, but it wasnt two minutes later that Zane got another one.

He didnt mind, though. Business kept him going, gave him less time to think about everything else.

He saw his youngest brother Traviss number on the caller ID, so he donned his earpiece, left the study and went to the kitchen, since his stomach felt empty.

Hey, Trav, Zane said as he walked down the dark hall. He knew every unlit step by heart. You out on the range?

Just got back in from seeing to some fences that needed fixing. I hear Jason told you about the McCords unwelcome interest in the ranch.

Thats right.

I already talked to him about the grand plan with Penny McCord. I dont love this sneaking around Jasons going to be doing with her, he said, but if it clears the air in any way, Ill live with it.

He distrusted the McCords just the same as any of them, yet Travis was a cowboy, a loner, and loathed being distracted by what he thought to be less important matters, such as the other familys sniffing around.

Jace and I didnt want to go forward on anything without your knowing it, Zane said, opening the fridge, discovering that it didnt contain much more than a drop of milk in a carton, and several long-neck bottles of beer. He grabbed one of those and headed for a pantry cupboard.

Jason said the same thing. Travis waited a beat, and Zane could hear the change in his voice as he switched gears. The less time he could dwell on the McCords, the better. Aside from the drama, I hear youve got yourself a new nanny. Jason thinks you like her.

Zane almost dropped his beer, and it wasnt just because Travis was being a smart-ass.

It was because a bolt of contained need had shot through him, released from somewhere deep down, where hed repressed the longing, thinking that it was useless.

He recovered in time to say, For Petes sake, do you two live in a middle-school locker room?

Travis laughed softly. Just bustin your chops. But he did tell me that Livies finally going to have some dedicated company again. I have to say Im glad for that, because I imagine shes lonely over there.

Zane wrapped up all remainders of desire that hed felt this afternoon, packing it tightly away at the mention of his daughter.

Travis and Jason adored their niece, and occasionally they tried to let Zane know that he could improve his fatherly skills.

But they didnt understand how tough it was. They hadnt lived with Danielle, hadnt tried to keep it all together after her death.

How could they understand Zanes failures and his need to keep it from happening again with Livie?

Zane, Travis said, clearly knowing that he was treading on thin ice, I know the anniversary of Danielles death is coming up, and Im sorry for broaching this again, but whatre you going to do about Livie?

Stay out of this, Travis.

Every inch a Foley, his sibling did no such thing.

You think its a good idea to keep sweeping every mention of Danielle under the carpet? his brother asked. Its not like Livies ever going to forget she had a mother. Your pretending as if Danielle never existed is only going to do more harm than good.

Zanes temper crept up, squeezing his temples.

But maybe temper was the wrong word. Remorse was more like it.

I dont need to hear this from you, he said.

Zane

Unable to stand any more, he hung up on his brother and leaned against the cupboard in the darkness of his home, wanting to say he was sorry.

And not just to Travis, either.



At ten minutes to six, a bell clanged from downstairs, and Livie jumped up from her spot on the floor in her upstairs playroom, immediately beginning to tidy all the Barbies and stuffed animals shed brought out.

Dinnertime, the little girl said, as serious as ever.

Melanie gathered the doll clothes, watching her charge bustle here and there, as if her life depended upon a spic-and-span performance. Once again, she felt for Livie, whod actually began removing those stuffed animals bit by bit, until shed opened a hole for herself to come through and get closer to Melanie.

Of course, shed done it slyly, as if her new nanny wouldnt notice, and Melanie had played along, trying not to look too happy about even that bit of progress.

Livie was so efficient that she had most of the stuffed toys back in place before Melanie had cleaned her own mess, and before she knew it, the little girl was standing at the side of the door, her back straight as she expectantly folded her hands in front of her.

Melanie wasnt sure what was happening until Livie said, This is where youre allowed to come in to make sure everything is in its place.

Oh. Right.

But Melanie kept near the doorway, on her side of the invisible semicircle that the girl had created earlier with the stuffed animals. Do you mind if I come in, Olivia?

The child gave Melanie a sidelong glance, as if she couldnt believe what she was hearing.

The hint of a smile pulled at the corners of her mouth, revealing darling dimples, and she nodded. And went back to not smiling.

Melanie didnt mind, though; she entered the room, making sure all the dolls theyd played with were lined up on the shelves. She was tempted to mess them up ever so slightly, just because she wondered what Zane Foley would do if he saw the aberration, yet she resisted.

Top-notch job, she said, turning around just in time to see Livie watching her, then quickly fix her gaze on a spot above Melanies head. Youre a hard worker, arent you?

Yes, Ms. Grandy.

She walked toward her charge, wishing she could rest her hand on Livies dark head or touch her shoulder, offering some reassurance.

But sensing that this wouldnt go over wellnot just yetshe instead said, Lets get washed up and see whats on the menu.

Livie spent one more second checking Melanie out, then spun around and dashed down the stairway.

Careful, Melanie said, and the girl stopped, then slowed down, using the banister.

But, as if realizing that she was being too nice to the nanny she still had to haze, she sped up again, yet not enough to be chastised for it.

Good heavens, Melanie thought, wishing she had a million more Barbie clothes to use as placating lures from this point on.

After cleaning up herself, she went to the dining room, which was just as stark as the rest of the house, with a long tablean item Zane Foley seemed to favor for the distance it established between dinersand plain chairs and a sideboard. The only ornamentation, if you could call it that, was a bland chandelier, with frosted glass cups lending illumination.

Livie took a seat at the long side of the table, and just as Melanie sat down opposite her, Mrs. Howe appeared through a door.

It was only when the manager cleared her throat that Melanie noticed Livies saucered eyes that stared at her new nanny sitting at the main table.

Oh.

Ms. Grandy, Mrs. Howe said, Livie will eat here. Why dont you follow me?

Livie looked down at her table setting, and Melanie couldnt read her expression.

Without causing a scene, Melanie rose, went through the door with Mrs. Howe, but stopped the manager before they got too far.

I appreciate that there are certain ways youve done things around here, Melanie said, but Id really like to be with Olivia tonight. Shes not resisting me as much as she did earlier, and if I could continue that streak

Mrs. Howes face was unreadable. That would be between Mr. Foley and you, Ms. Grandy. Hes the one who wants the help to eat in the kitchen.

Really now?

Well, Im willing to answer to him for this, Melanie said evenly, smiling at the manager.

With a curious look, the woman left her alone.

Truly alone, too, because when it would come time to answer to Zane Foley, itd be all on Melanie.

But, seriouslylike she was going to leave poor Livie to eat by herself?

She went back into the dining room, and when the girl looked up, her sad eyes softened a tad.

Then she glanced back at her plate; but it was too latebecause shed already wrapped her tiny fingers around Melanies heart.

She waited, not trusting herself to speak for a moment.

Finally, when shed gotten some composure, she said, I like it better out here. Its nice and quiet.

Yes. The girl peeked at Melanie.

Melanie gave her a reassuring grin, and from the way Livie held back her own smile, she guessed that the child understood that her nanny had risked a spot of trouble just to eat with her.

The door behind them opened again, and a young blond man with a scraggly beard stepped through with a table setting for Melanie. He was dressed in chefs whites, so she assumed he was the cook.

Without saying anything, he nodded to her, then winked.

Approval. Thank goodness there was someone here who wasnt giving her the near-silent treatment.

Then he left, but only to bring out a well-balanced meal of meatloaf with broccoli, fruit cocktail and macaroni and cheese.

Livie dug right in after the cook was gone, then slowed down when she saw Melanies are-we-at-the-zoo? expression.

She swallowed. Im only eating fast because Mrs. Howe said I can play with my new present from Daddy after dinner and study time.

Oh?

The girl nodded, a fork full of mac and cheese halfway to her mouth now. An American Girl doll. Daddy sends one every week if Im good.

Livie chowed down again, but Melanie didnt touch her food yet. Her stomach roiled a bit at the thought of how Zane Foley couldnt be bothered to visit his daughter, seemingly buying her off with gifts instead.

And when Livie next spoke, she only confirmed Melanies heartsick suspicions.

I like the dolls, she said softly, but theyd be even better if hed bring them to me.

Melanie held back a swell of emotion. This little girl needed the love and attention of the only parent she had left.

Why couldnt he see that?

I know what you mean, Olivia, Melanie said, thinking of her own mom. I know exactly what you mean.

The child didnt look up from her plate, but her next words revealed everything, even if her tone was just as subtly guarded as itd been earlier in the attic.

My names Livie.

Melanie swallowed back the tightness in her throat, then picked up her fork so they could eat their meal together.

She only wished that Zane Foley could be here, toofor his daughter, of course.

But when an unwelcome, low burn heated her belly, pooling down and down, Melanie admitted that maybe she also wanted him here for a different reason altogether.
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