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Chapter One  

Who said Princesses didn't use the Toronto Transit system?  

Matt's gaze landed on the pretty brunette the minute he stepped on the bus. Something 

about the way she held her head, and the way she lifted her chin as if she was above riding the 

bus, struck him as regal. He thought about saying hello, and maybe sitting in the seat next to 

her. But then she stared directly at him. Dark brown eyes quickly assessed him, and her icy 

expression told him she didn’t like what she saw. Matt moved past her. It was obvious she 

wanted nothing to do with him. 

Just as well. This Princess was a cold one and he wasn’t wearing his thermal underwear. 

He took a seat a few rows down from the Ice Princess. The city sped by in a blur of neon 

and flashing traffic lights. Cars filled the streets, and several people strolled along the sidewalks. 

Even at midnight, Toronto hummed with life.  
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Matt sighed and turned away, feeling out of tune with the city tonight. He had bigger 

problems than being rejected by the Ice Princess. His rent was going up and if he didn’t find a 

cheaper place soon, he’d be forced to move back in with his parents. He suppressed a shudder. 

Damn it, he was nearly thirty years old, too old to live with Mommy and Daddy. He could hear the 

razing from his siblings already: Matt’s such a failure as an actor that he can’t even support 

himself. What a loser! Opening the newspaper he’d brought with him, he turned to the classified 

section and began perusing the ‘For Rent’ ads. 

The bus rumbled to a halt at the next stop and a wild-eyed man stepped on board. Matt sat 

straighter, his senses on full alert. The man had the look of someone who’d consumed one too 

many magic mushrooms, and Matt had seen before how unpredictable a person high on dope 

could be.  

The man looked nervously around the bus, his glance darting from one occupant to the 

next before settling on the Ice Princess. Matt saw the feral curling of his lips and the lascivious 

gleam in his eyes, and his blood ran cold. The Ice Princess was in big trouble.  

The Creep sat directly in front of her, then turned and stared right at her, the scary smile 

still on his face. The Ice Princess did her best to ignore him, alternating between studying her 

magazine and staring out the window. But the Creep didn't budge. From the look on his face, he 

had no intention of limiting himself to just staring. If someone didn't step in soon, the Creep would 

graduate to touching, and beyond. Matt's gut twisted. He had two sisters, and the thought of either 

of them in this situation made him sick. He hoped that if they were ever in trouble like this, 

someone would help them.  

Finally the Ice Princess had enough. She picked up her things and moved to a seat on the 

opposite side of the bus. But the Creep merely followed her, taking up his position in front of her 

and continuing to stare, his smile a little wider now, and a little wilder. Matt prayed the Ice 

Princess wouldn't leave the bus, because as sure as God made little green apples, he’d follow 

her. He didn’t want to think about what might happen then.  

Matt looked around the bus. A couple of teenagers were engaged in a lip-lock near the 

back. An elderly man determinedly ignored what was going on in front of him. The bus driver 
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stared straight ahead, not sparing a glance for his passengers. Matt sighed. Apparently he was 

the only one who gave a damn. It was up to him to play the hero.  

And him without his cape and tights.  

A plan formulated in his mind. Yes, that's how he'd handle it. It takes a loonie to recognize 

a loonie.  

He could do it; he was, after all, an actor. An out-of-work, barely able to scrape by on the 

two voice-over commercials in the last six months actor, but an actor none the less. Matt ruffled 

his hair, going for the I'm-really-strange-and-I-haven't-combed-my-hair-for- a-week look. He then 

popped out of his seat and skipped over to the Creep.  

"Hi Mister," he said, slipping into the seat next to him. "My name's Norman, Norman Bates. 

What's your name?" The Creep bared rotting teeth at him, but said nothing.  

Matt kept his focus solely on the Creep, alert to any sudden moves, or any sudden appearance of a 

weapon. If he handled this wrong, the Ice Princess wouldn't be the only one who got hurt.  

"Beautiful night in the city isn't it? I love Toronto, do you love Toronto? My favorite city, my 

favorite city." Matt rocked back and forth in his seat, and gave his eyes a slightly vacant look. The 

Creep relaxed, dismissing him as a harmless idiot. Matt smiled to himself. The less wary he was 

the better.  

"Do you like T.V.? I love 'I'V. My mommy lets me watch all I like. I like Sesame  

Street, and Dora the Explorer." Matt broke into his best lunatic rendition of the Sesame Street 

theme song. The Creep recoiled in his seat.  

"My favorite show in the whole wide world is 'The Simpsons'. I love 'The Simpsons'.  Do 

you love 'The Simpsons'? Homer is so funny." Matt's maniacal laughter echoed through the bus. 

The Creep's attention was now solely on him. He pressed himself against the window of the bus in 

order to get as far away as possible. Matt gave him a syrupy smile. Where was the Academy 

Awards committee when he did his best work?  
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Now to move in for the kill. He edged closer, laying a hand on his shoulder.  

"Will you be my friend? My special friend? My mommy says I can bring home playmates 

any time I like. I like to bring home someone to play with." He gave the Creep another smile, one 

he hoped conveyed the message that he wasn't quite as harmless as he looked. The Creep got 

the message loud and clear. He jumped up, pulled the cord to signal the bus to stop, and leapt 

over Matt in his haste to get to the front of the bus. The bus pulled over and came to a stop. Just 

in case he had second thoughts about leaving the bus, Matt let out a plaintive wail.  

"Wait! Don't you want to play with me anymore?"  

He pushed open the doors and ran down the street, disappearing into the night. Matt 

smiled in satisfaction. Too bad they hadn't seen that bit of acting at his last audition.  

He turned his attention to the Ice Princess, who sat rigid in her seat, staring at him with 

huge dark eyes that told him she'd sooner have taken her chances with the Creep. Perhaps 

he’d played the lunatic a little too well.  

"I'm sorry Miss. I didn't mean to frighten you. I saw the way that guy was staring at you and 

I knew I had to do something." He gave her his patented Matt Malone smile, the one he'd used on 

many occasions, both personal and professional, to melt a woman's heart. The Ice Princess 

merely stared at him, giving him the icy glare she’d bestowed on him earlier.  

But despite her cool demeanor, Matt sensed her fear. A wave of protectiveness flooded 

over him. He was the knight in shining armor to the Ice Princess's damsel in distress.  

"Really, I'm one of the good guys. Ask anybody."  

Her eyebrows rose skeptically. "So, you're telling me you're not a demented idiot and 

you were just pretending?"  

"I was acting.” 

"Whatever. If you were so anxious to help, why didn't you just throw him off the bus?"  

Matt smiled. "Violence isn't my style. I'm a lover, not a fighter."  
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The Ice Princess's already fair skin paled alarmingly. She stared at him as if he had just 

sprouted horns. Perhaps he’d chosen his words unwisely. Now she was convinced he was some 

kind of pervert.  

"Okay, let me rephrase that. I always feel it's better to let words settle a problem rather 

than fists."  

The Ice Princess looked unconvinced. She gripped her purse and briefcase with white- 

knuckled determination, and Matt watched her eyes, sure that she was calculating the 

distance between her seat and the exit. Slowly, she scooted across the seat of the bus, 

preparing to make a run for it.  

"Thank you for helping me. I appreciate your concern." She rose and pulled the cord to 

signal the bus driver to stop. Matt rose as well, his protective instincts, now unleashed, taking 

over.  

"You're sure you'll be all right? I could walk you to your house, make sure the Creep isn't 

waiting for you."  

"No!"  

Matt saw the panic in her eyes, and sat back down in his seat.  

"No," she repeated, with an obvious effort to remain calm. "Thank you, no. I'll be fine."  

She moved to the front exit and waited for the bus to come to a stop. When the doors 

opened, she hesitated a moment and looked directly at Matt. For a second, he saw vulnerability 

and a trace of uncertainty in her eyes. Without thinking, he rose and began to walk toward her. 

The bus stopped, the doors opened, and she quickly stepped out. As the bus pulled away from 

the curb, Matt watched the small figure disappear in the distance and the dark.  

He hadn't even gotten her name.  

**** 
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Chelsea placed the last carefully folded sweater into her friend’s suitcase and closed the 

lid. She looked around Dara's partially vacated apartment and a wave of loneliness hit her. Dara 

was more than just her neighbor. She was her best friend, really the only good friend she'd 

made since moving to Toronto six months ago. Now she was moving to Tokyo for a year to 

teach English. She wasn't even gone yet, and Chelsea already missed her.  

"I think that pretty much does it. My clothes are packed, my valuables, such as they are, 

are put away, and you're looking after my plants. I'm ready to hit the Far East!"  

Chelsea smiled at her friend. Dara's enthusiasm never failed to lift her spirits. She’d made 

it her objective to educate the kid from Alberta on the ways of the big city. Not that Chelsea had 

exactly been living in the sticks. For the last seven years she’d lived in Calgary, and there were 

those who would argue that Calgary was just as cosmopolitan, and perhaps more energetic than 

Toronto.  

She gave Dara a hug. "What am I going to do without you for a whole year? I'll whither 

away in my lonely rooms."  

"You'd better not!" she replied, stepping back from Chelsea's embrace to give her a 

stern look. "Do that and I'll fly back and give you a good talking to, young lady."  

Chelsea grinned. "Promise? I'm happy for you, Dara, and I know you've wanted to do this 

for a long time, but I'm really going to miss you."  

"I know, I'm going to miss you too, but I think it will be good for you. You need to get out 

more, meet new people."  

"Easy for you to say. You're the poster girl for Extroverts-R-Us. Some of us are a bit more 

socially challenged."  

"Nonsense." Dara waved her hand in dismissal, her long red fingernails flashing. "You're a 

beautiful, witty, intelligent woman. You should have a parade of men waiting outside your door."  

Chelsea laughed. "A parade? I've never even had a one-man band outside my door." 
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"Well, it's time you started. I swear, you've found something wrong with every guy I've 

introduced you to in the last six months. Tim was too short, Michael was too tall, Jeff talked too 

much and I believe you said Perry stifled you, whatever that means."  

Chelsea gave a delicate shudder at the thought of the youth minister from Dara's church. 

The resemblance between Perry and her father, in career choice, physical attributes and 

personality traits, was so remarkable as to be eerie. He was handsome, charming and 

charismatic, just like her father, and even flirted with the pretty waitress at the restaurant they ate 

at on their one and only date, just like she’d seen her father do on occasion. Yes, he was very like 

her father, and that meant he couldn't be trusted. What man could?  

"You squander your opportunities. What about that guy who rescued you from the creep 

on the bus a couple of weeks ago? The guy's a genuine hero and you didn't even get his name."  

"The guy's a genuine lunatic. I'm beginning to wish I hadn't told you about that."  

After roundly chastising Chelsea for taking the bus alone so late at night, Dara chastised 

her again for not getting her rescuer's real name. At the time Chelsea had been too scared, and 

too confused to think straight. But what she hadn't told Dara was that she hadn't forgotten a thing 

about her rescuer. She remembered the intensity of his gaze, the blue of his eyes so clear they 

reminded her of the prairie skies of Alberta. She remembered the sensuous curve of his mouth as 

he smiled his reassuring smile at her. She remembered his thick, sandy-colored hair. She'd 

always remember.  

She straightened her shoulders, mentally shrugging off her rescuer's image. What was the 

matter with her? The guy was probably certifiable, a regular menace to society. Besides, she was 

a big girl now. She was a capable, intelligent woman who could take care of herself. Wasn't that 

part of the reason she carne to Toronto? To prove herself?  

Dara made an inspection tour of her apartment, checking cupboards and closets for 

forgotten items.  

"I think that pretty much does it. Everything that's left here is for the use of the new 
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sublet." She checked her watch. "He should be here any time now."  

Chelsea frowned. "He? You never mentioned the person you found to sublet your 

apartment was a he."  

Dara adopted an innocent look that didn't fool Chelsea for a moment. "Didn't I mention 

that?"  

"No, somehow that seems to have slipped your mind."  

"Well, isn't that strange?" She gave Chelsea a broad wink. "Wait'll you see this guy. He 

looks like the boy next door, only sexier."  

Chelsea groaned. "Oh Dara, how could you? What if this guy hits on me for a whole year?"  

She grinned. "Then you should consider yourself lucky. Relax, Chels. I checked out his 

references and they were impeccable. I even spoke to his mother." Dara laughed. "According to 

her, he's a prince of a guy. You gotta like a guy who uses his mother as one of his references!"  

"I don't know. Sounds kind of weird to me."  

"Quit worrying. I introduced him to our landlady and she thought he was great." 

"Mrs. Ross thinks everybody is great."  

"And you're suspicious of everyone. I thought people from small towns were supposed  

to be so trusting."  

"Don't believe everything you hear."  

Dara shook her head and laughed. "Is that your personal philosophy? Don't believe 

anything you hear and above all, don't trust anybody?"  

Chelsea grimaced, her heart lurching at what her friend thought of her. "That makes me 

sound so cold, doesn't it?"  

“No, of course not—“ 
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The sound of the doorbell ringing downstairs interrupted her, and Chelsea breathed a sigh 

of relief. She didn’t want to get into a discussion about where her lack of trust came from. 

"That's him! I'll run downstairs and let him in. You stay right here so you can meet the guy 

who's going to be your neighbor for the next year."  

 Dara hurried down the stairs. Through the open door of the apartment, Chelsea heard 

her friend greet the new sublet. He asked her about Japan as they ascended the stairs, and a 

shiver went through Chelsea. It was just small talk, meaningless banter with a stranger. But 

there was something familiar in the man's voice...  

A minute later, Dara walked through the door with the new sublet right behind her. When 

Chelsea looked into the man's face, she felt heat rush through every pore of her skin. Her mouth 

dropped open, but she was powerless to close it. She knew the instant he recognized her. His 

blue eyes widened in surprise, and then warmed with pleasure. His mouth curved in a welcoming 

smile. Chelsea's heart tripped over itself. How could she feel thankful and suspicious, frightened 

and happy all at the same time?  

Dara looked from one to the other. "Do you two know each other, or is this a past-life 

kind of thing?"  

He smiled, but didn't take his eyes off her. "Yes, we know each other." He stepped toward 

Chelsea and took her hand.  

"It's good to see you again, Princess."  

Chelsea at last found her tongue. "Oh my God, it's Norman Bates."  

**** 

Matt couldn't stop looking at her. And he couldn't stop smiling. Finding her here like this 

so unexpectedly was like a gift from the Gods. The face that had haunted his dreams for the last 

two weeks stared back at him with the coolness he remembered from the bus. He normally 
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didn’t have any trouble charming women. In fact, charming women was one of his strong suits, 

but the Princess appeared immune. Maybe that’s why she’d gotten under his skin. She was a 

challenge; she made him work harder for her attention than most women. 

"You're even more beautiful than I remembered."  

He blurted out the words without thinking. He meant them sincerely, but they sounded so 

stupid, like such a line. But then a blush stained her cheeks and she lowered her gaze. Maybe 

she wasn’t quite as unaffected by him as she wanted everyone to believe.  

"Okay, you guys, give." Dara folded her arms across her chest. "What's going on here?" 

"Sorry," Matt said, forcing himself to turn away from the Princess to look at Dara. "We met 

on the bus a couple of weeks ago. There was this guy hassling her—"  

“You’re Chelsea’s rescuer?” Dara interrupted, her eyes wide with surprise. “This is 

unbelievable! This is so cool! What an amazing coincidence!” 

Matt looked at the Princess again. Chelsea. Now he had a name to go with the face. 

Chelsea withdrew her hand from his and spoke to Dara, a touch of panic in her voice. “You 

can’t seriously sublet your apartment to this guy. We don’t know anything about him, other than 

he’s a nut-case. I don’t even know his real name.” 

“Oh, sorry, Chels. Chelsea Andrews, meet Matthew Malone, Matt, this is Chelsea. Don’t 

worry. Like I told you, Mrs. Ross and I checked out Matt’s references and they were impeccable.” 

Matt gave Chelsea his best boy next door smile. 

“But that night on the bus—” 

“I was acting Chelsea. That’s what I do. I’m an actor.” 

She studied him intently, her anxieties written clearly on her face. She didn’t know whether 

to thank him for coming to her aid, or to run screaming from the room. At last she sighed and 

turned to Dara.  
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“Okay, but I want his mother’s name and address. If he turns out to be a nut, he can move 

in with her.” 

Dara laughed. “Okay, Ms. Suspicious. It’s a deal. I’ll leave for Japan tomorrow knowing I 

left you in good hands.” 

When Chelsea’s cheeks turned pink again, Matt grinned. In his hands was exactly where 

he hoped for her to be. 
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Chapter Two 

Chelsea loved this part of town. Yorkville was a bustling community filled with an eclectic 

array of upscale shops, trendy restaurants, and some of the best art galleries in Toronto, 

including the one she worked for. Housed in a lovely converted Victorian house, the Baines 

Gallery specialized in bringing the art of the northern Inuit to the people of the south.  

Just stepping through the doors of the Baines Gallery filled Chelsea with a sense of 

satisfaction and pride. She loved her work, and she knew she did a good job. She smiled at the 

Inuit carving of a hawk that presided over the front entrance, its wings spread wide in greeting, 

or perhaps menace. Chelsea gave the hawk's head a rub for good luck, a gesture that had 

become a habit since coming to work here six months ago.  

"Hi, Chelsea. How was your weekend?" Rebecca, the Gallery's receptionist, looked up 

from her desk and smiled.  

"Very interesting," Chelsea replied, thinking of Matt. She doubted there would be a dull 

moment with him around.  

"Want some coffee? I just made a fresh pot."  

"Love some."  

Rebecca poured Chelsea a cup and passed it to her. She was about the same age as 

Chelsea and had been at the Gallery a couple of years. Though they'd gone out for lunch a few 
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times, they’d never done anything after work together. Chelsea often wished she were more like 

Dara, less reserved and more extroverted. Being in the big city was tough without friends.  

Mr. Baines, owner of The Baines Gallery, strolled through door, whistling a happy tune. 

Chelsea smiled in affection. Damian Baines reminded her of Fred McMurray, the kindly father in 

the old ‘60s TV sitcom "My Three Sons". Infinitely patient, Mr. Baines truly loved the art and the 

artists he represented, and enjoyed teaching Chelsea the business. He was nearly sixty-five, but 

enjoyed excellent health and showed no inclination towards retirement. Chelsea hoped he'd be 

around for a long time to come.  

"Good morning Chelsea. Good morning Rebecca. Beautiful day isn't it?"  

Rebecca frowned. "Actually, Mr. Baines, it's only one degree Celsius. I froze walking from 

the bus."  

"Rebecca, dear, you've got to stop looking on the negative side of things. The sun is 

shining, the air smells crisp and clean, and at my age, any morning I wake up at all is a good 

morning."  

Chelsea laughed. "I like your attitude, Mr. Baines."  

"It gets me through, my dear. Now ladies, we have a lot of work to complete before our 

next show, so I suggest we all get at it. I'll be in my office if you need me." With a smile and a nod, 

he sauntered to the back of the Gallery. Chelsea picked up her camera, ready to resume the task 

of taking photos of each item in the next show for the catalogue on the website.  

"Oh, I almost forgot," Rebecca said, picking up a white envelope from her desk. "There 

was a letter slipped in through the mail slot when I got here. It's addressed to you, but there's no 

stamp on it. It must have been hand delivered."  

"For me? Who's it from?"  

Rebecca laughed. "I was pretty curious but I haven't resorted to opening your mail yet."  

Chelsea blushed. "I didn't mean—"  
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"Forget it. Just open the thing. The curiosity is killing me."  

Chelsea ripped the envelope open, her curiosity piqued as well. She read the first few  

lines and frowned. "This is weird."  

Rebecca leaned over Chelsea's shoulder to get a look. "What?"  

"Here, look." She handed the letter to Rebecca, her hand shaking slightly. Rebecca read  

the letter out loud.  

"Dearest Chelsea:  

You are the sunshine that makes my life worthwhile. Just seeing your beautiful face 

gives me a reason to face each dawn. Your goodness knows no equal among women." 

Rebecca turned the letter over, looking for a signature. "They didn't sign it. Do you have any 

idea who it's from?"  

Chelsea shook her head. "None. It's the strangest thing I've ever seen."  

She took the letter from Rebecca's hands, crumpled it into a ball, and tossed it into the  

garbage can. "It's just some nut trying to be funny."  

"I suppose you're right, but maybe just to be safe we should hang on to it." Rebecca  

retrieved the crumpled paper from the garbage and smoothed it with her hand.  

"Why bother? I have no desire to keep that note, no matter how flattering it may be." 

"I have a funny feeling about this. I don’t think some random nut case wrote the note. This 

is someone who knows you; and knows where you work. Maybe they know where you live, too."  

A shiver crawled up Chelsea's spine. "Thanks a lot, Rebecca. I feel so much better now." 

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to scare you, but a woman can't be too careful these days. I think 

we should contact the police."  

"The police? And tell them what? That someone left me a flowery note? They'd laugh me 
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right out of the police station. Besides, there was no threat in the note, not even an implied 

one."  

Rebecca shook her head. "Maybe. Humor me, Chelsea. At least let me keep the note."  

Chelsea shrugged. "Okay, if you think it's that important."  

"I do." She stamped the note with her date stamp, and put her initial on the bottom. Then 

she stuck the note in a file folder and placed it in her bottom drawer.  

"Hopefully we won't ever have to look at this again, but if you get more letters, I really want 

you to talk to the police."  

"Okay, I promise if I get more letters I'll speak to someone."  

Rebecca smiled, satisfied that the incident had been handled properly. "Good."  

"Good morning, ladies."  

One of the Gallery’s best customers entered with a smile, and Chelsea and Rebecca 

turned to greet him. Chelsea guessed Thomas Edmonds to be in his late forties or early fifties. 

He was always impeccably dressed in expensive designer suits, his hair groomed stylishly, and 

his smile always at the ready. She enjoyed dealing with him because of his almost courtly 

manners that reminded her of another era when men treated women with the utmost courtesy. 

And wrote them flowery notes extolling their beauty and virtue. From the look on Rebecca’s 

face, she was thinking the same thing.  

Mr. Edmonds took Chelsea's hand. "How are preparations coming for the Inuit sculpture 

show, Chelsea?"  

She swallowed and exchanged a nervous glance with Rebecca. She managed a small 

smile for Mr. Edmonds.  

"Very well, thank you. Everything's nearly ready."  
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"Good. I'm excited about the pieces you're bringing in. It should be an excellent show. 

Now, is Mr. Baines in?"  

Rebecca stepped in and took his arm. "Yes. He's in the back. Let me take you to him."  

She escorted Mr. Edmonds to their boss's office and returned a moment later. She gave 

Chelsea a raised eyebrow look.  

"Now we're getting paranoid," Chelsea whispered. "Pretty soon we're going to suspect Mr. 

Baines."  

Rebecca folded her arms across her chest. Her look told Chelsea she already did.  

Chelsea groaned. And Dara thought she didn't trust anyone.  

**** 

"Damn door!"  

Matt gave the front door of the Victorian a good solid kick. He wanted to bang on the 

door with his fists to summon the landlady, but his hands were too full with leftovers from the 

restaurant. He pulled his foot back, ready to give the blasted chunk of wood another left boot.  

"No, don't do that!"  

Matt turned to see Chelsea scamper up the front steps. She gave him an indignant glare.  

"This is hundred year old wood. You don't haul off and boot something this old. Would you treat 

your great-grandmother this way?"  

Despite his frustration, Matt found himself grinning at her comparison.  

"Only if she were as stubborn as this door. How do you open the bloody thing anyway?"  

Chelsea arched an eyebrow and looked down her nose at him, much as she might look 

down on a distasteful bug. She really had the Ice Princess routine down to a tee. The woman 

could freeze lava with one of her looks.  
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"Don't swear." She retrieved her keys from her purse and pulled Matt's from the lock. 

Gently, she inserted her key, pulled the door handle towards her, and turned the key slowly until 

the lock emitted a soft click. She then opened the front door, stepping aside to let Matt in. As she 

handed him his keys, she gave him a triumphant smile. "See? You just have to treat her gently, 

and with respect, and then she'll open for you." 

As their eyes met, Matt had a sudden vision of touching Chelsea's naked skin. His touch 

would be gentle, worshiping, and she'd open to him like a flower coming into bloom. Her brown 

eyes suddenly went wide, and then lowered, her face turning the lovely shade of pink he was 

becoming so familiar with.  

"Take out food?" she asked abruptly.  

"What?"  

She pointed to the bags in his arms. "Something smells good. Did you bring home take- 

out?"  

Matt smiled as she closed the door. Chelsea was obviously anxious to change the subject. 

"No, not exactly. Just some leftovers from the restaurant. The pay's lousy but at least I 

don't starve."  

Chelsea sniffed the air. "Judging from the wonderful smell, I'd say you have a pretty good 

deal. I wouldn't mind a job that fed me so well. My idea of cooking is defrosting the entree du 

jour." 

"The food is pretty terrific if I do say so myself."  

She turned to stare at him halfway up the stairs to their apartments. "You mean you 

cooked that?"  

Matt looked up into her startled face and smiled. "Sure. Our restaurant serves the finest 

authentic Irish dishes. Don't tell me you're chauvinistic enough to believe that men can't cook? 

Some of the greatest chefs around are men. Haven't you heard of Wolfgang Puck? Gordon 
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Ramsey? Bobby Flay?"  

"Sure." She turned and continued up the stairs. "But they're famous. I guess I never think 

of regular guys cooking. In my family, my mother did all the cooking and my father was very 

adamant that cooking was ‘Women's Work’."  

Matt heard the note of bitterness in Chelsea's voice. He wished he knew what made her 

tick, what her dreams were, what made her laugh. He smiled to himself. Maybe he could begin 

to find out by being neighborly.  

"I've got way too much food here for one. Why don't you come over and help me get rid of 

all this?"  

Chelsea reached the top of the stairs, and looked back at him in surprise.  

"You mean, you want me to come over for dinner? In your apartment?"  

Matt felt her reluctance, as well as an undercurrent of fear. She still didn't trust him, and he 

couldn't say he blamed her, considering the unorthodox way they met. "Unless you want to meet 

out in the hall. I could bring my picnic basket."  

She blinked at him for a couple of minutes. Then she grinned, her smile transforming her 

face. The cool, solemn faced woman was replaced by a vivacious, charming girl. Matt nearly 

dropped his bags in surprise.  

"Actually, a picnic in the hallway sounds like fun," she said. "At least we won't have to  

worry about ants."  

It was Matt's turn to blink. The Ice Princess had a sense of humor. He knew he'd find a  

real human being under all that frost.  

"Okay, a picnic it is. I'll heat up the food and get some dishes."  

He opened the door to his apartment and went inside. Chelsea peaked in through the open 

door and shook her head.  
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"Maid's year off?"  

Matt followed her censuring gaze over half emptied moving boxes, a sink piled with dirty 

dishes, and a stack of laundry by the door waiting to go to the Laundromat. Some days, he 

actually regretted being such a slob.  

"Okay, so it's a bit of a mess. Give me a break, I just moved in a week ago."  

"I know. I can't believe you've made this much mess in only a week."  

"It's a gift."  

Matt pushed aside some dirty dishes on the counter to set down his bags of food. He 

rummaged through the cupboards for the few remaining clean dishes. Chelsea shrugged out of 

her coat, folded it neatly and placed it on the floor of the hallway. Not so much as the toe of her 

shoe stepped over threshold of Matt's apartment.  

"Can I help? Do you need anything peeled or washed? Or fumigated?"  

Matt turned sharply to look at her, a smart-ass reply ready on his lips. But then he saw 

the sparkle of humor in her eyes and the laughter trembling on her lip. Chelsea the cool Ice 

Princess might have intrigued him, but this Chelsea, with the laughing eyes and the snappy 

come backs was someone he could really like.  

"Don't just stand there, make yourself useful. Here," he said, walking over to her and 

depositing mismatched plates and cups in her hands. "Set the table, or the floor as the case 

may be."  

Matt warmed the leftovers in the microwave and then brought everything to the hallway, 

Styrofoam containers and all. Chelsea had retrieved a blanket from her place and spread it on 

the floor of the hallway between the two open doors of their apartments. A vase of silk flowers 

sat in the middle of the blanket, giving their picnic an elegant air. She surveyed the scene and 

smiled.  

"Martha Stewart, eat your heart out."  
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She sat down, smoothed a paper restaurant napkin across her lap, and looked 

expectantly at Matt.  

"So, Mr. Chef. What's on the menu?"  

Matt opened the two Styrofoam containers to reveal a Shepherd's Pie, and lasagna with 

cheese oozing out the sides. Chelsea smiled and sniffed the fragrant air.  

"This looks really good Matt, but I thought you said your restaurant was into authentic  

Irish food? Isn't Shepherd's Pie an English dish?"  

Matt did his best to keep his face straight. "Maybe it is now. The English stole it from the 

Irish."  

The comers of Chelsea's mouth twitched. "Right, and my Grandfather was the Pope. So 

how do you explain the lasagna? You can't possibly say lasagna is an Irish dish."  

Matt spooned a generous portion onto her plate. "See the green noodles? It's Irish  

lasagna."  

Chelsea's laughter filled the small hallway, its musical quality striking a chord somewhere 

deep inside Matt. He smiled, enjoying her laughter. It was fascinating to watch the Ice Princess 

slowly thawing.  

"Okay, so sue me. I like lasagna."  

Matt spooned lasagna onto her plate. "Here you go. Enjoy.” 

He watched as Chelsea took a forkful of the Shepherd's Pie into her mouth. As her lips 

closed around the fork, her eyes drifted shut and she emitted a small moan of pleasure. Matt 

nearly choked on his lasagna. She chewed slowly, obviously enjoying each bite. Matt 

swallowed, watching the expression of ecstasy on her face. Again, the vision of Chelsea lying 

naked on his bed assailed him. The same look of complete satiation, of complete pleasure was 

on her face. It was all Matt could do to keep from dropping his fork. 

Chelsea opened her eyes and smiled at him, but her smile froze when she saw the look 



23 

Rescue Me 

on his face. She lowered her gaze, and the blush began to creep up her cheeks. Matt caught 

her hand in his and squeezed. She was fascinating, with more moods then the moon had 

phases. He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it.  

"I don't think my Shepherd's Pie has ever had that affect on a woman before."  

She raised her head to look at him once more, and Matt could see pride and 

embarrassment warring in her eyes. Pride won out. She gave him an even look, took her fork 

and began eating again. Matt followed suit.  

"Well, it is very good," she said after a few moments.  

Matt grinned, and waggled his eyebrows at her. "Wait'll you taste my cheesecake."  

She grinned back at him. "I can hardly wait."  

**** 

Chelsea filled the sink with hot water and poured a liberal amount of dishwashing soap 

into it.  

"You really don't have to do dishes, you know," Matt said.  

"I know, but it's only fair. You did the cooking."  

"I would have done the dishes eventually. Really I would."  

Chelsea couldn't help the laughter that bubbled out of her at that remark. "I know, but by 

that time, the apartment would have been invaded by vermin. I have an obligation to keep the 

exterminators from visiting while Dara’s away." She nodded her head towards the big black 

garbage bag waiting by the door. "You know where that goes, don't you?"  

"In your apartment?"  

Chelsea threw a handful of wet, soapy bubbles at him. "No, Mr. Malone. In the dumpster 
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in the back alley. Now take away this stinky garbage before it gets up and walks out by itself"  

Matt gave her a brisk salute before picking up the bag and carrying it out the door. In a 

couple of minutes he returned, picked up a dry towel and started to wipe the dishes. Chelsea 

smiled at him.  

"There's hope for you yet, Malone." 

"My mother would be so proud."  

They worked together in companionable silence for a short while. Despite the odd looks he 

sometimes gave her, Chelsea felt surprisingly comfortable with Matt, or at least comfortable 

enough to finally venture into his apartment. He made her feel other things too. When he turned 

those intense blue eyes on her, thoughts of sultry nights and tangled sheets popped into her 

head. But no matter how tempted she might be, Chelsea knew she'd never act on those feelings. 

She wasn’t a one night stand kind of girl, and Matt didn’t strike her as a man who was looking for 

forever, or even for just one special girl.  

"Dara told me you just moved here about six months ago."  

"Yes, that's right." Chelsea smiled, glad to chase away her silly thoughts with small talk. 

"I'm associate director at the Baines Gallery. We specialize in Canadian Inuit art."  

"Is that why you came to Toronto? For the job?"  

Chelsea nodded. "Yes, it was a wonderful opportunity. I'd been working in a small gallery in 

Calgary when I heard about this opening. At Baines I handle a lot of the business end of things, 

but I also get an opportunity to deal with the artists at times. Mr. Baines is teaching me a lot about 

the art as well, and it's just amazing."  

"You sound very passionate about your work."  

Chelsea placed a wet glass on the drain board. "I guess I am. If I have some small part in 

bringing forward a new talent, or in educating the public about Canadian art, then I think I've 

done a good job. I find my work very rewarding."  



25 

Rescue Me 

"You're lucky."  

Chelsea heard a note of bitterness in his voice. Matt vigorously wiped a plate, his head 

bent so that she couldn't get a good look at his expression. But she could practically feel the 

frustration in him.  

"But you're a terrific chef. Don't you like to cook?"  

He shrugged. "I like it well enough. I like to make up new dishes, and to experiment with 

new ingredients. Cooking's a hobby for me but it's not my passion."  

Chelsea stopped washing to look at him. "That’s right, you said you were an actor. Is that 

your passion?"  

Matt's blue eyes lit with an inner flame. "You can't imagine how exciting it is to get into a 

character's head, to become someone else. Your own personality has to be set aside. If you're 

really good you make the audience forget you exist. All they can see is the character you play."  

Chelsea thoughtfully rinsed a glass. "I don't understand. If acting is what you want to do, 

why are you working in a restaurant?"  

"Because if I relied solely on the money I made from acting, I’d starve." He set down a bowl 

with a little too much force, causing it to clatter against the other dishes. "I haven't had many parts 

lately."  

Chelsea thought about that. How would she feel if she could no longer work at the Gallery? 

She'd be angry, frustrated, unhappy—all the emotions she felt coming from Matt.  

"Maybe you're just going through a dry spell."  

Matt gave a bitter, self-deprecating laugh. "Then I've had a dry spell for ten years. I've 

never had more than bit parts and a few commercials. When I got out of drama school in New 

York I had such dreams. I was going to set the world on fire."  

Chelsea stopped all pretense of washing dishes and watched him. The muscle in his jaw 
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was clenched so hard her own jaw ached in response. His hair fell rebelliously over his forehead 

giving him a dangerous, James Dean kind of look. He tackled the dishes with a brooding intensity, 

scrubbing at each one with a force that made it look like a life and death affair. For reasons she 

didn't want to fully explore just now, she felt the need to ease his mind.  

"I don't know anything about acting, Malone, but I can tell you that when I first met you on 

the bus, you had me convinced you were a total lunatic. If it makes you feel better, I still think 

you're slightly loonie tunes."  

Matt's mouth twitched in a wry grin, and the worry lines that had marred his forehead 

disappeared. "Thank you, I think." 

"You're welcome. I hope you understand I don't call every nut I meet a lunatic. You have to 

do something really outstanding to warrant that opinion."  

Matt finished wiping the last dish, and then draped his wet towel over the handle of the 

oven door. He looked at her and smiled, his gaze as warm and intimate as a caress.  

"I think that's the nicest, albeit the weirdest compliment I've ever received. Thank you 

again." 

Chelsea looked into his eyes for a moment and then turned away quickly, busying herself 

by putting away dishes. She tamped down the little frisson of awareness that his gaze had 

sparked inside her.  

"No problem," she mumbled.  

Matt reached into the cupboard and picked out a couple of dessert dishes. 

"Are you ready for cheesecake now?"  

Chelsea smiled, glad for a change in the conversation and mood.  

"Always."  

**** 
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Sean Malone dipped his spoon into the pot of Irish stew that burbled happily on the back 

burner. He took a taste and closed his eyes in pleasure.  

"Matthew my brother, you surely have a gift. Come and work for us full time. We need  

you here in the restaurant."  

Matt sighed and continued tearing lettuce for the salad. It was an old argument, one he'd 

had with his brothers many times. His two older brothers, Sean and Robert, owned and operated 

Paddy Malone's Irish Pub and Restaurant. They'd worked hard to turn the place into the 

successful operation it was today. The food in the restaurant was first-rate, specializing in 

authentic Irish dishes. The Pub served imported Irish beer, along with domestic beers and other 

wines and spirits. Celtic bands played in the Pub from Thursday to Saturday nights, creating a 

party or ceilidh every weekend. Paddy Malone's was a great place and Matt was proud of his 

brothers' accomplishments and grateful for the work. But the Pub was their dream, not his.  

"Thanks Sean, but you know how I feel. I need to be free to pursue my career."  

Sean threw up his hands in frustration. "What career? You've been at this since high 

school and so far all I've seen is a couple of commercials and a few plays. You know I love you, 

Matthew, but I hate to see you wasting your life pursuing something that just isn't going to 

happen."  

Matt tore apart a head of lettuce with a vicious yank, his jaw rigid with frustration. They'd 

had this argument before, too. In the past Matt, had defended himself and his choice of careers 

with total conviction. But lately, he was beginning to doubt the conviction he'd once felt so 

strongly. 

"If you want another partner from the family, take Erin," Matt said, speaking of their sister. 

"She's the one with all the business savvy, and all the desire. And Steve has the money and the 

connections to make an expansion happen, if that's what you want."  

Sean ran a hand through his dark auburn hair, making it stand slightly on end. Matt knew 

Sean hated the idea of borrowing money from his brother-in-law, but the Pub was growing in 
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popularity and they needed to expand. The building next door had become vacant and Sean and 

Robert dearly wanted to purchase it.  

"Erin and Steve would be good partners, but we want you, too. You could head up the 

restaurant end."  

"Sean, I've told you before, the everyday running of the restaurant doesn't interest me. I 

don't want to be ordering food, and wrangling with suppliers, and supervising staff. I like to cook, 

period. It's the creative part of the food preparation that interests me. I wouldn't be good at all that 

other stuff. Robert does it much better."  

"Dammit Matt, you're our brother. You should be part of this business."  

Matt chopped a handful of green onions and tossed them in with the lettuce. "Don't let Erin 

and Megan hear that chauvinistic stuff. They're part of this family too."  

Sean threw up his hands. "I'll never understand you."  

Matt gave his brother a sad smile. "No, you probably won’t."  

A volley of whoops coming from inside the Pub diverted their attention. A minute later 

their brother Robert burst through the doors of the kitchen, followed by Connor, the youngest 

member of the Malone family, and his girlfriend Lisa.  

"Break out the champagne, Sean!" Robert said, laughing. "Take a look at this!"  

He reached for Lisa's hand and held it up in front of Sean and Matt. "The boy's done and 

taken the plunge! They're engaged!"  

Sean and Matt stared at the diamond on Lisa's finger. Connor proudly put his arm around 

his fiancée and smiled broadly.  

"Isn't it beautiful? It'll probably take about ten years to pay off, but what the hell, you 

only get married once."  

Lisa smiled at Connor, a smile full of love and hope. "Once will be enough."  
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Connor kissed Lisa, while Sean and Robert hustled around looking for champagne and 

glasses. A strange gnawing ate at Matt's gut. If he didn't know better he'd swear he was 

jealous of his little brother.  

Erin and her husband Steve, followed by their sister Megan and her husband Rick, the 

Pub's bartender, piled into the kitchen.  

"What's going on?" Erin demanded.  

Lisa held up her hand. Erin and Megan's eyes went wide before they both let out whoops 

of laughter. They clutched Lisa's hands and jumped up and down. Rick stepped in and put a 

protective arm around Megan.  

"Careful sweetheart. Junior's not quite ready to make an appearance yet."  

Megan lovingly patted a hand over her pregnant belly and then smiled up at her 

husband. 

"Sorry, hon. I got carried away."  

Connor beamed. "Wow, our family's growing by leaps and bounds. First Megan's pregnant, 

and then Robert and Nancy are having another one, and now Lisa's joining the family. Now if only 

we could do something about Matt. He's not contributing to the continuation of the Malone line at 

all."  

Matt cocked an eyebrow at his younger brother and adopted his best Irish brogue. "How 

do you know that for sure, boyo? I could have left a string of illegitimate children from here to New 

York."  

Erin laughed, and gave his cheek a kiss. "You might have left a string of broken hearts, but 

never a child. You're too smart for that."  

Sean and Robert came back with glasses and two bottles of champagne. Connor had the  

honor of opening the first bottle. The cork hit the ceiling of the kitchen and the champagne 

bubbled over and drenched him, much to the delight of the rest of the group. Glasses were filled 
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and toasts to the happy couple made, but Matt felt strangely apart from the festivities. He smiled 

and said the right words, but inside the gnawing feeling grew. Damn it, he was jealous of his little 

brother.  

That was nuts. Why should he be jealous of Connor? All Connor had to look forward to was 

years of being tied to the same woman, with the possibility of diapers and orthodontist bills 

looming on the horizon. He, on the other hand, could come and go as he pleased, and could sit 

around in his underwear drinking beer all day if he chose to. He had few responsibilities, he had 

his freedom, and he had… 

No one.  

Sean opened the next bottle of champagne and refilled the glasses, except for 

Megan's, which he filled with ginger ale.  

"So have you broken the news to Mom and Dad yet?" he asked.  

Connor nodded. "We just came from there. They were thrilled. Mom cried and Dad is 

already starting to organize a ceilidh. He'll use any excuse to have a party."  

"Actually," Robert said, sipping from his glass, "that's a really good idea. We should 

have an engagement party."  

"Next Sunday afternoon," Sean declared. "Let's close the Pub for a few hours so we can 

have a private party. Dad can bring his band. He'd love that."  

Megan took Matt's hand. "Will you sing for us, Matthew?"  

He smiled and kissed his sister's cheek. "For you and Junior, anything, Meggie.” 

Megan smiled at him, and Matt was reminded of Chelsea's smile. They were a lot alike, 

Chelsea and his youngest sister. Both were quiet, and a little shy, and both had a wry sense of 

humor they showed to few people. He was glad Megan was happy. It didn't take a rocket 

scientist to see that Rick was devoted to her.  

Plans for the party swirled around him, but Matt didn't take part. He finished his champagne 
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and went back to creating his salad for the supper crowd. His thoughts flew to Chelsea, as they 

often had in the last few days. He knew the signs well enough to know there was a mutual 

attraction happening between them. What would be the harm in going out together, maybe having 

an affair? They were both unattached adults; an affair would be pleasant for them both. He just 

had to be sure that Chelsea understood that there were no strings attached.  

An idea struck him, and the more he thought about it the better he liked it. He'd ask 

Chelsea to the engagement party next Sunday. That would throw his family for a loop. He 

hadn't brought a date to a family function since Sean's wedding over ten years ago. The 

family had descended upon the poor girl like a pack of vultures, grilling her about her 

"intentions" toward their brother. He wouldn't let them do that to Chelsea. When he thought 

of her, a fierce protectiveness took over. When he thought about what might have happened 

with the Creep on the bus, his stomach roiled. His sisters would probably have a good laugh 

if they knew about his primitive instincts. Matt the Barbarian.  

"What are you grinning about?" Megan put her hand on Matt's shoulder and peered into 

his face. "You've been awfully quiet today. Is something wrong?"  

Matt smiled at his beautiful, gentle sister. "No, nothing's wrong, Meggie. I was just 

thinking how lucky I was not to be the one who has to make the payments on the rock on Lisa's 

finger."  

She smiled as he intended, but didn't pull away. Since childhood Megan had been the 

one who was always able to gage Matt's moods, even when everyone else seemed oblivious 

to them. Over the years Matt had become adept at hiding his feelings.  

"You'd tell me if something was really wrong, wouldn't you?" Her brow wrinkled in worry. 

Matt kissed her brow, smoothing away the lines.  

"You just worry about Junior, Meggie. I'm fine." Matt put an arm around her and 

laughed. "In fact, I have a feeling things are looking up for me these days."  

**** 
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Matt stood in Chelsea's doorway, a devastating smile on his face and a neatly tied box in 

his hands. He held out the box to her, and she automatically took it.  

"This is for you. Think of it as a kind of house warming gift."  

"But you're the one who just moved in," Chelsea said. "Aren't you the one who's 

supposed to get the gifts?" 

He grinned and waved a hand in dismissal. "'Tis better to give than to receive." 

Chelsea laughed, realizing she'd been doing a lot of that lately. She'd never met anyone 

who could make her laugh the way Matt did. The man really did belong on stage.  

"How about inviting me in for a neighborly cup of tea?"  

Chelsea hesitated for a moment, wondering if she should let him in her apartment. It was 

one thing to go into his apartment, but quite another to let him into her private domain. If she let 

him in, would he expect something from her? Could she trust him to keep their relationship on a 

strictly platonic level? 

 

Matt shifted from one foot to another. "Look, if it's a problem for you, it's no big deal." He 

gave her quick, reassuring grin, but the look of hurt in his eyes belied his nonchalance. That was 

hitting below the belt. If he had come on strong, she could have pushed him away without a 

qualm. But she couldn't deliberately hurt his feelings any more than she could kick a puppy.  

 

Chelsea touched Matt's arm as he turned away. The feel of hard muscle sent a thrill of 

awareness through her.  

"So making tea, that's like boiling water and sticking in a tea bag, right?" 

Matt turned back to her and grinned. "Something like that."  

Chelsea sighed a loud, theatrical sigh, and motioned for Matt to step inside. "Cooking is 

so complicated."  
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Matt looked around her apartment with interest. "It's hard to believe this apartment is the 

mirror image of mine. They look so completely different."  

"Yes, they do. This one's clean."  

"Some of us aren't into home maintenance." He nodded at the box in her hands. "So 

open the box already. I'm hungry."  

Chelsea set the box on her kitchen table and began to untie the string. She sniffed the air  

elaborately. "More food, Malone?  Hmm...doesn't smell like Irish Shepherd's Pie, or Irish  

lasagna...could it be...?" She opened the box and smiled.  

"Yes! Cheesecake! Ooh, this one has a kiwi topping."  

"Sure," Matt said. "You know, kiwis are green, green is for the Irish. Ergo, we have Irish 

cheesecake."  

Chelsea laughed, charmed with him in spite of all her reservations. "Just because 

something’s green doesn’t make it Irish. Next you’ll be trying to tell me that Kermit the frog 

is Irish.” 

“Isn’t he?” 

“No, he’s strictly amphibian.” 

She grabbed a couple of plates and forks from her cupboard and then gently lifted two 

slices of cheesecake from the box. Some of the topping dripped onto her fingers and she 

popped them into her mouth, savoring the delicious sweetness. When she next looked up into 

Matt's face, it had lost all its teasing qualities, and he stared at her as if she was dessert. She felt 

her face flame with her ever-present blush, and lowered her head. She didn't know who she was 

more annoyed with: Matt for looking as if he could eat her for lunch, or herself for wishing he 

would.  

When she again glanced at Matt, the hungry look was gone from his face, replaced by an 

affable, bland smile. The transformation was so sudden and so complete that Chelsea thought 
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she must have imagined seeing such passion there earlier. She fumbled with the plates of 

cheesecake as she carried them to her sofa.  

"I'm going to look like a whale if you keep feeding me like this." Chelsea did her best to 

inject a light tone into her words. She wanted to recapture the teasing banter that usually marked 

their conversations. She didn't think she could handle a serious Matt Malone.  

For the next few minutes, she busied herself making the tea and it bringing to the coffee 

table. Matt picked his up cup and took a sip. When he set it back down, he gave her a lopsided 

smile.  

"Actually I had an ulterior motive for bringing you cheesecake."  

Warning bells went off in Chelsea's head. Beware of Irishmen bearing gifts.  

"My brother Connor is getting married and we're having an engagement party for him 

next Sunday. I was wondering if you'd like to come with me."  

Chelsea stared at him for a few moments. Of all the things he could have asked of her, 

this was the least expected.  

"Are you asking me on a date? Because if it is—”  

"No, nothing like that," Matt interrupted. "It's just a group of friends and relatives getting 

together for a little ceilidh to celebrate my brother's upcoming wedding. I just thought you might 

like to meet a few people."  

Chelsea searched Matt's face for traces of duplicity, but he had adopted a look as innocent 

as a choir boy.  

"So, we'd just kind of be going to the party together, but not as a couple? No strings 

attached and definitely not a date?"  

"Definitely no strings. We're just a couple of neighbors going to the same party. It'll give 

you a chance to meet a lot of new people."  
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"Well," Chelsea said, frowning. "I guess that would be a good thing. I haven't had an 

opportunity to meet a lot of people here in Toronto."  

"I'll personally introduce you to everyone."  

"Okay then, I guess that would be okay. Sunday afternoon?"  

"Right. I'll pick you up about one o'clock." Matt finished the last of his cheesecake and 

rose to his feet. "I'd better get going. I have to be at the restaurant soon."  

Chelsea rose with him and walked him to the door. "Thanks for the dessert, Matt. Anytime 

you have leftovers you don't know what to do with, feel free to bring them over." 

 

Matt grinned. "I will. See you Sunday." 

  

Chelsea closed the door behind him and sat down on the sofa once more. She picked up 

her half finished cheesecake and absently began to eat.  

What had just happened here? Had she actually agreed to go out with Matt? Matt, who was 

as smooth and charming as her father, and twice as good-looking? Matt, who could probably give 

the Pied Piper a run for his money in the charisma department? A guy like that could chew her up 

and spit her out just as her father had done to her mother.  

No, said a small rebellious voice in the back of her mind. Matt's not like that. And besides, 

this is just a couple of neighbors going to a harmless engagement party. It's not like it's a date or 

anything.  

With that thought firmly entrenched in her head, Chelsea went to her closet to find 

something smashing to wear to Sunday's non-date. 

**** 

Mission accomplished.  
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Matt leaned against the door of his apartment and smiled. It had taken a lot of fancy foot 

work, to say nothing of cheesecake, but he had managed to secure a date with the elusive Ms. 

Andrews. She may have some misconceptions about the party, but he didn't. It was definitely a date.  

He stepped over misplaced magazines, newspapers and errant clothing to get to his closet 

to change for work. As he stripped off his shirt, he remembered the look of pure sensual delight on 

Chelsea’s face as she licked her fingers. He’d almost lost it right then and there. What was it 

about the way this woman ate that got to him so badly? First the Shepherd’s pie and now this. 

Maybe he was developing some kind of food fetish. 

One thing was for sure. Something in Chelsea’s past made her reluctant to get involved. 

The thought of some jerk hurting her made him want to hit something, or somebody. Nobody 

would ever hurt her again. Not as long as he was around.  
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Chapter Three 

"Welcome to Paddy Malone's, Chelsea."  

Matt leaned close in order to be heard above the crowd. Paddy Malone's Irish Pub rocked 

with the sound of Celtic music and determined party goers. It felt more like Saturday night than 

Sunday afternoon. The ambience of the place was Irish to the core; the pub could have been 

located in downtown Dublin rather than downtown Toronto. A bar carved with elaborate woodwork 

in dark mahogany took up one whole end of the pub. Bar stools lined up in front of the bar, 

evoking images of patrons tipping back a few Guinness while chatting with the bartender. A small 

platform stage was set up at the other end of the pub, which at the moment held a four piece 

band. A wooden dance floor covered a square directly in front of the stage. A few couples 

ventured forth to strut their stuff. The rest of the space between the bar and dance floor was filled 

with tables. Most of the tables were already occupied.  

 

"Is everybody here related to you?" Coming from a family where she was the only child, a 

family gathering of this magnitude was foreign to Chelsea.  

Matt chuckled and grinned at her. "Only about half of them. The rest are family friends, or 

relatives of relatives. We Irish believe in large families."  

 

"No kidding. So, which are your brothers and sisters and your parents?"  

Matt took her elbow and led her into the heart of the pub. "Come on. I'll introduce you."  
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He led her to a table near the dance floor, where three women watched the band, clapping 

in time to the music. Matt touched the shoulder of the oldest woman.  

"Mom?"  

The woman turned in her seat, her smile widening when she saw Matt. Her eyes sparkled 

with pleasure, and Chelsea saw where Matt got his beautiful blue eyes. He leaned over to give his 

mother a hug.  

'''Bout time you got here Matthew," she said, her voice still carrying the lilt of Ireland. Then 

she spied Chelsea at Matt's side and her eyes went wide. "Now who do we have here?" 

 

Matt put an arm around her and pulled her forward. "Mom, this is my new neighbor, 

Chelsea Andrews. Chelsea, my mother, Sarah Malone." 

 

Chelsea stuck out her hand, feeling so shy words couldn't seem to get past her tongue. 

Sarah smiled at her and took her hand, and Chelsea was struck by her beauty. She must have 

been close to sixty, and yet her skin was unlined, her dark auburn hair just beginning to see a few 

strands of grey. 

 

Chelsea managed to choke out a polite greeting. "Nice to meet you, Mrs. Malone." 

Sarah Malone gripped Chelsea's hand with both of hers. "Mrs. Malone's back in Ireland, 

child. Please, call me Sarah."  

Chelsea smiled, feeling slightly more at ease. "Sarah."  

"And these two lovely ladies are my sisters. This is Erin," Matt said, squeezing the 

shoulder of a beautiful redhead, "and this is Megan."  

Both women rose from their seats. Erin was tall and striking, and assessed Chelsea with 

shrewd green eyes. Chelsea felt a little like a bug under a microscope under her scrutiny, but 

when Erin smiled at her, she guessed she must have passed the inspection test. She felt Matt's 

hand at the small of her back, and his touch gave her much needed reassurance.  
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Then Megan stepped forward and grasped her hand. "Hello, Chelsea, it's so nice to meet 

you." She arched a look at her brother. "And so unexpected."  

Matt shrugged and smiled. "I'd hate to be predictable."  

Megan laughed, one hand resting on her obviously pregnant belly. Chelsea had heard the 

cliché that all pregnant women were beautiful, and she frankly thought it was a rumor started by 

pregnant women. But Megan truly was beautiful. Her blonde, shoulder length hair shone with 

health, and her skin had the same creamy consistency as her mother's. She practically glowed 

with happiness.  

For a split second Chelsea felt a pang of envy.  

Matt gave his mother and each of his sisters a kiss. "We'll be back later. I want to 

introduce Chelsea around." He put a hand casually around her waist and led her away. Chelsea 

blinked at the proprietary gesture, but said nothing.  

Matt introduced her next to his two older brothers, Sean and Robert, who though two 

years apart, could have passed for twins. Both had the dark auburn hair of their mother, but with 

hazel eyes. They shook hands with Chelsea and greeted her warmly, but Chelsea didn't miss the 

speculative looks that passed between them.  

 

Next Chelsea was introduced to Sean and Robert's wives, their children, Megan and Erin's 

husbands, and numerous aunts, uncles, cousins and friends. Chelsea's head swam with all the 

names and faces.  

"I hope there's not going to be a test after the party. I'll never remember everybody!" 

Matt grinned. "And you haven't even met my Dad and the engaged couple yet." 

Chelsea groaned. "Oh no! I'm doomed."  

"Come on, it's not so bad." He turned Chelsea around to face the stage, then leaned over 

her shoulder, his hands resting on her waist. Chelsea stifled a shiver of awareness at his 
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closeness. He was moving way too fast for her.  

Matt pointed to the stage. "See the man playing fiddle? That's my Dad, Joseph Malone."  

Chelsea could hear the pride in Matt's voice. She followed his gaze to the tall, fair-haired 

man playing the violin on stage. He held his instrument with the same tenderness some men 

reserved for their women. In response, the fiddle emitted beautiful music, sometimes light hearted 

and playful, and at other times achingly sad.  

"He could have really gone somewhere with his music," Matt said quietly. "But then he 

had all of us. He chose to stay with his family."  

Chelsea glanced at Matt. In the short time she'd known him she'd learned to recognize 

that clenched jaw look as a sign of tension and frustration in him. Why did he feel this way about 

his father? After all, by his own admission, his father had chosen his family over his music.  

Matt straightened, his attention diverted to the door leading to the kitchen. A young 

couple emerged through the door pushing a cart bearing a huge cake, decorated with green and 

white frosting and ablaze with candles.  

"There's my brother Connor and his fiancée Lisa."  

Of all his brothers, Connor was the one who most resembled Matt. He was tall and  

blonde, and even at a distance Chelsea could see he was handsome. Almost as handsome as 

Matt. Lisa was a petite brunette, and when she looked at Connor, Chelsea could see she thought 

he hung the moon. Chelsea felt the old familiar sense of fear, of being buried alive. Such devotion 

to one man was dangerous. She had her parents' example as a constant reminder. Very 

deliberately, she stepped away from Matt's touch.  

The band took a break, and Connor and Lisa pushed the cake onto the dance floor. Connor 

put his arm possessively around Lisa, his pride in his fiancée evident in his smile. Chelsea 

flinched. How many times had she seen her father smile that way at her mother, as if she was his 

most prized possession? To Simon Andrews, his wife and his collection of antique books fell into 

the same category.  
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"I want to thank everyone for coming today, and wishing us well," Connor said. "At least I 

think that's why you're here. I'm sure it has nothing to do with the free beer."  

Everyone laughed, as Connor had intended. He certainly had the gift of the gab, just like 

his brother.  

"I also want to thank my family for putting on this shindig. To Dad, thanks for providing the 

music, and to my brothers Sean and Robert for the use of their pub, and to Matt for making this 

cake. Matt, why don't you come up here and help me cut this thing?"  

Matt smiled and walked onto the dance floor. Connor handed him a knife.  

"You two have to blowout the candles first."  

"Geez Matt, it's an engagement cake, not a birthday cake."  

"So sue me. I like candles."  

Connor and Lisa each took a deep breath and blew out all the candles on the first try. The 

crowd cheered and applauded, and when Connor took Lisa in his arms and gave her a huge kiss, 

they cheered even louder.  

Matt started to cut up the cake and Connor and Lisa distributed it among the guests. 

Connor came towards Chelsea with a plate full of chocolate cake. He smiled and passed the plate 

to her.  

"You must be Matt's friend."  

"We're neighbors actually." Chelsea didn't want anyone to misinterpret their relationship. 

She was confused enough herself.  

"In case he didn't mention it, I'm Connor Malone and my fiancée over there is Lisa 

Fisher."  

Chelsea smiled and extended her hand. "Nice to meet you, Connor."  
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"Nice to meet you, too." He shook Chelsea's hand and then looked across the room to 

where Lisa was serving cake. "I'm feeling pretty darn lucky tonight. In a few months I'll be marrying 

the girl of my dreams. It doesn't get any better than that." 

 

"Congratulations. I hope you'll be very happy."  

"I'm sure I will be. Lisa's the best. She's the kind of woman who'll put her family ahead of 

everything else." 

 

"Oh." It was déjà vu all over again. How many times had she heard her father extol her 

mother's virtues using phrases like that? My wife understands family comes first, Simon Andrews 

had bragged. But Chelsea had eventually unraveled the code of his words to reveal the truth. For 

Claire Andrews, "Family first" meant no life and no opinions of her own. Her mother had 

maintained the facade of family harmony at all costs. Chelsea knew it had cost Claire her pride 

and self-respect. Chelsea vowed she would never lose herself in a man like that.  

She wanted a family of her own someday, but not at the expense of her soul. When she 

married it would be a marriage of mutual respect. She'd never marry a man she was so crazy in 

love with that she'd excuse his "little indiscretions", as her mother called her father's infidelity.  

Connor again looked across the room at Lisa, his gaze so full of love that Chelsea had to 

look away.  

"Lisa will be the best wife a man could ask for." He returned his gaze to Chelsea. "I'd 

better go help her with the cake. It was good meeting you, Chelsea. I hope we'll see you at the 

wedding."  

Chelsea gave him a noncommittal smile and he bounded off, anxious to be with his 

fiancée. As she watched him, her thoughts flew in different directions. A part of her 

acknowledged that her thoughts on marriage had been confirmed. It was a trap for women, 

robbing them of their independence. But another tiny, traitorous voice whispered seductively in 

her ear. What would it be like to have a man love her as much as Connor obviously loved Lisa?  

**** 
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"Come on, Matt, you promised you'd sing for me."  

Matt smiled and kissed Megan's cheek. "How can you say no to a pregnant woman?" 

He hopped up onto the stage and spoke to his father and the other musicians. A moment 

later he picked up the microphone.  

"My sister asked me to sing, and said if I didn't, she'd give birth right here on the dance 

floor. I don't know about you, but I really don't want to see that." When everyone quit laughing, he 

continued. "This is one of my favorite songs, and even though Robbie Bums wasn't Irish, I'm 

going to sing it anyway."  

Matt's father played the introduction to the song, the sound of his fiddle so sweet it would 

make the angels weep. And then Matt's voice joined with the music.  

"My love is like a red, red rose,  

That's newly sprung in June:  

My love is like the melodie  

That's sweetly played in tune."  

Chelsea sat transfixed, barely breathing. Matt's rich tenor swept over her, embracing and 

enveloping her with its warmth. The words struck a chord somewhere deep in her soul.  

"As fair art thou, my bonnie lass,  

So deep in love am I;  

And I will love thee still, my dear,  

Till all the seas gang dry:  

Till all the seas gang dry, my dear,  

And the rocks melt with the sun;  
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And I will love thee still, my dear,  

While the sands o' life shall run."  

Matt looked straight at her, and Chelsea couldn't have looked away if her life depended 

on it. Everyone else in the room seemed to disappear, and Matt sang only to her.  

"And fare thee well, my only love!  

And fare thee well awhile!  

And I will come again, my love,  

Tho' it were ten thousand miles!"  

The song finished, and the fiddle ended the song as it began, on a sad, sweet note. For a 

moment the crowd was silent, as moved as Chelsea by the music. And then Megan began an 

applause that built momentum as it carried around the room. Those not already on their feet rose 

and clapped and whistled their approval. Matt took his bows and jumped off the stage. He came 

to Chelsea's table and gave his sister Megan a hug and a kiss. Then he took the seat beside 

Chelsea and gave her a grin. She grinned back.  

"You're full of surprises, Malone."  

"You don't know the half of it, Ms. Andrews."  

**** 

Chelsea stood in front of her door, nervously shifting her keys from hand to hand. This 

was the part she hated. Most men expected to be let into a woman's apartment at the end of an 

evening for a nightcap or a coffee. Whatever the excuse, both parties understood the open door 

led straight to the bedroom. More than once she’d had to fend off a persistent date.  

But then this wasn't a date. Was it?  

"I had a really nice time, Matt. Your family is nice. Very nice."  
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Matt grinned. "Nice, eh? Well at least you didn't say interesting. That's usually what 

people say when they can't think of anything good to say."  

"No I mean it, your family is very—“ She felt her face breaking into a smile as she 

realized what she was about to say. "—nice."  

He laid his hand over his heart. "Please, you're embarrassing me with all this lavish 

praise."  

She laughed, feeling more relaxed than she had all evening. This Matt, the one cracking 

wise and making her laugh with corny jokes she could handle. It was the other Matt, the one with 

the incredible tenor voice and the smoldering looks that she had problems with.  

"Thanks for inviting me Matt. I had fun."  

"Good. Then you'll really enjoy Connor's wedding in a few months." 

"I never said—" 

"No, but you will."  

Matt leaned close to Chelsea, and she looked up into his eyes to see the desire that burnt 

brightly there. She felt like a deer caught in the headlights, terrified of being struck, yet unable to 

move out of harm's way. Matt must have read the apprehension in her eyes. Instead of pulling her 

into his arms and kissing her senseless, his lips barely grazed hers before tenderly kissing her 

cheek. Chelsea's eyes closed as she was completely enveloped by Matt. The spice of his 

aftershave and his clean male scent filled her nostrils, making her want to lay her face against his 

broad chest and simply breathe him in. Heat emanated from him, surrounding her with warmth. 

She laid a hand against his chest, but whether she meant to push him away or bring him closer, 

she had no idea. The wild pounding of his heart caused her own pulse to quicken.  

With infinite gentleness, Matt kissed her temple and then slowly pulled away. He smiled 

down on her flushed and heated face.  

"Goodnight, Chelsea.” With that he turned and entered his own apartment.  
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Chelsea stood alone in the hallway for several long seconds, trying to figure out what had 

just happened. She cupped her hand to her cheek as if to capture the touch of his lips there. Her 

body quivered with reaction.  

At last she turned and unlocked her apartment door, chiding herself the whole time. Who 

was she kidding? This had definitely been a date.  

She stomped into her apartment and gave her door a hearty slam that made her feel 

marginally better. So what if the man could make her heart pound with just a look, or turn her to a 

quivering puddle of need with the smallest of kisses? That was just her hormones talking. Her 

brain was bound to catch up sooner or later. When it did, it would remind her wayward hormones 

that smooth talking men like Matt were just a heartache waiting to happen.  

Their first date would definitely be their last.  

**** 

Chelsea kicked off her shoes and put her feet up on the coffee table, a cold can of cola in 

one hand. The new exhibit of Inuit sculpture started at the Gallery the next day, but she was 

ready for it. For several hectic days, items had been uncrated and catalogued, and then 

displayed to their maximum beauty. Publicity for the show had already made the rounds, the 

catalogue of the pieces on offer uploaded to the website. All the work was complete. She leaned 

back against the sofa and closed her eyes. All she wanted to do right now was vegetate for 

awhile. 

The urgent knocking at her door shattered her moment of relaxation. Chelsea groaned 

and went to the door. 

Her landlady’s sixteen year old grandson David stood on the threshold, shifting from one 

foot to the other. He looked at Chelsea through pale blue eyes hidden under thick glasses. In the 

nearly seven months Chelsea had been a tenant at the Victorian, David had been a frequent 

visitor, often helping his grandmother with small maintenance chores. Chelsea bit back the 

irritation of having her solitude broken. She gave him a smile. 
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“David, what are doing here at—“ she glanced at her watch “—ten p.m.? Kind of late, isn’t 

it?” 

David shifted his tool box from one hand to the other. “Grandma said you had a problem 

with your stove. I’ve got the new elements for it.” 

Chelsea stifled a sigh and resigned herself to fate. Vegging out was not on the agenda 

tonight. 

“Come on in.” 

He gave her a bright smile. “Sorry it’s so late, but I went to a basketball game with my 

Dad. The Raptors played the Bulls.”  

Chelsea grinned. “Oh yeah? How badly did they get beaten?” 

David grinned back. “You don’t want to know.” 

He went to the stove, popped the burnt out elements from the stove top, and inserted the 

new ones. When he turned the dials to high, the elements glowed red with heat in minutes. 

“There,” he said in satisfaction. “Good as new.” 

“Thanks.” She couldn’t help but wonder why the stove couldn’t have waited another day, 

but she held her tongue. David was a good kid, and a big help to his grandmother. He’d been 

going through a rough patch lately, trying to deal with his parents’ separation and divorce. She 

identified with the kid, having grown up in a less then happy household herself. On more than 

one occasion she’d provided a shoulder for him to lean on. She figured this was one of those 

occasions.  

She took a can of Coke out of the fridge and passed it to David. "So what happened with 

your Dad tonight?"  

David sat on the sofa, the soft drink can unopened in his hands. He looked so lost and so 

sad that Chelsea just wanted to take him into her arms and comfort him.  
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"Why do they have to hate each other so much?"  

And why do they have to put David in the middle of their fights? Chelsea sat beside him, 

took the can from his hands, and took his cold hand between her two warm ones.  

"What happened?"  

David pushed his hair out of his eyes. "What didn't? When Dad came to pick me up, they 

started fighting about the child support payments. Mom said the payment was late, and Dad said 

he sent it. Mom accused him of spending all his money on his new girlfriend, and forgetting about 

us. Dad said if she hadn't been such a cold bitch he wouldn't have had to look around. He 

stomped out of the house then and said if I wanted to go to the game to get moving 'cause he 

didn't want to spend one more second with her." David's voice broke. "She was crying when I left, 

but I had to go with my Dad. I hadn't seen him in weeks."  

Chelsea pushed down the anger she felt for David's parents. They were already divorced. 

Did they have to keep destroying each other, and David, with their hatred for each other?  

"I phoned my Mom and told her I was staying with Grandma tonight. I don't want to go 

home. I know she'll just bad-mouth Dad the way he bad-mouthed her all night."  

"It's good you have your Grandma to go to."  

David nodded. "Grandma never says anything bad about my Dad, even though he's her 

ex-son-in-law. But she gets upset if I tell her about the fighting." He looked into her eyes. "You're 

the only one I can talk to, Chelsea."  

Warning bells went off in her head. Was David becoming too dependent on her? What the 

kid really needed, besides having his parents grow up, was a professional counselor, someone 

who knew how to deal with adolescent problems.  

 

“Have you talked to your Mom about seeing a counselor, David? I thought we agreed that 

would be the best thing for you."  

 

David's mouth turned down in a sulk, making him look very young and vulnerable.  
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"No. We don't have the money for it."  

She frowned. Couldn't his mother see that her son desperately needed help? "Is that what 

she said?"  

 

David let go of her hand and jumped off the sofa. "I'd better go see Grandma. She'll be 

wondering what took me so long." He picked up his tool kit and opened the door. Matt stood on 

the threshold, his right hand poised in the motion of knocking. He gave David a grin.  

"Hey Dave. Late night maintenance call?"  

"Emergency stove repair," he said.  

"Funny, I didn't know Chelsea ever used her stove. How would she know if it wasn't 

working?"  

David laughed as he walked past Matt. "See you guys tomorrow."  

Matt stepped into her apartment and closed the door. "Now that your stove works, do you 

suppose a person could get a cup of tea?"  

"I think I might just be able to boil water." 

"There's hope for you yet, Andrews."  

Chelsea smiled to herself, amused to have Matt throw her words back at her. She put the  

kettle on the stove, got out her teapot and a couple of mugs. "Regular or herbal?"  

"Let's go with regular. I think my body needs another jolt of caffeine."  

Chelsea brewed the tea, set everything on a tray and brought it into the sitting area. Her 

apartment was too small for separate kitchen, living and dining rooms. One room served all three 

functions. Matt waited on the sofa, his feet on the coffee table, his hands folded behind his head.  

"By all means, make yourself comfortable."  
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Matt grinned. "Thanks. Don't mind if I do. I spent sixteen hours in the restaurant today and 

I never want to see another chicken pot pie as long as I live."  

"You had chicken pot pie and you didn't bring me leftovers? Some neighbor."  

"Sorry, Chels. We ran out about seven o'clock. I had to improvise a veal dish, and then we 

ran out of that." He leaned his head back against the soft cushions of the sofa and closed his 

eyes. "I'll bring you something next time, I promise."  

Chelsea felt such an overwhelming rush of tenderness for Matt in that moment that she 

had to hold her hands together to keep from soothing the lines of fatigue from his face. She 

firmly told herself to keep her hands to herself.  

"How come you had to work such long hours today?"  

"The other cook had the flu. The health department frowns on cooks barfing into the food."  

She laughed as she poured his tea. "I'm really glad to hear that."  

Matt took the mug from her and sipped cautiously at the hot tea. "What was David really 

doing here?"  

"He just needed someone to talk to."  

"What about?"  

Chelsea arched one eyebrow at him. "It was personal."  

"Should I be jealous?"  

Chelsea nearly spit out her tea. "Jealous?"  

"It's obvious the kid's crazy about you, Chels. I don't think you should encourage him."  

"Encourage him?" Chelsea set her mug down with a thud that sent tea sloshing over the 

side.  
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"Is there an echo in here? Yeah, encourage him." Matt set down his own mug and leaned 

forward. "You're a beautiful older woman who's taking an interest in him. I think you should quit 

seeing him before you really set him up for a fall."  

Chelsea rose to her feet, her body vibrating with anger. Her hands bunched into fists at her 

sides. "Listen Malone, before you cast me in the role of Mrs. Robinson, let me tell you something. 

Nobody, no man. ever tells me what I can or cannot do, or who I can or cannot do it with. Got it?"  

Matt sighed and rose to his feet. "Does this mean the tea party's over?"  

"You're real quick Malone. Now get out."  

"Okay, but don't say I didn't warn you. And Chelsea?"  

"What?"  

"You're beautiful when you're angry."  

Chelsea let out a frustrated scream and threw a pillow at Matt that hit the door with a 

harmless plop just as he slipped through it. She heard his laughter echo down the hall.  
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Chapter Four 

Matt whistled a happy tune and smiled at everyone he passed on the short jaunt from the 

bus stop to the Victorian. The sun shone brightly and the promise of spring hung in the air. On 

impulse, he burst into song, belting out "Oh What a Beautiful Morning" for all he was worth. So 

what if it was seven in the evening? So what if people were crossing the street to avoid coming in 

contact with him? The song summed up how he felt, especially the "everything's going my way" 

part. Hallelujah! He had the male lead in a play directed by an experienced director, and written 

by a new, but up and coming playwright. There was even talk of taking the play to New York if it 

did well in Toronto. This could be his big break. He couldn't wait to tell Chelsea.  

It made absolutely no sense at all, but the first thing he’d wanted to do when the director 

told him he had the part, was to rush home and tell Chelsea. Considering she hadn't spoken to 

him in three days, it was a pretty stupid impulse. After she laughed herself silly, she'd probably 

slam the door in his face. Matt smiled to himself. That's why he was armed with his secret 

weapon, the one thing guaranteed to get him past her door. Chocolate cheese cake.  

After he left the theater, he went to the restaurant to let his brothers know he'd need some 

time off. Sean and Robert's response had been predictable. There'd been the usual grumbling 

about him leaving them in the lurch, about acting being a pipe dream, about not getting his hopes 

up too high. But in the end, they wished him well, and sent him off with the two remaining pieces 

of the cheesecake that he had baked the previous day.  

He hurried up the steps of the Victorian, and found his landlady, Mrs. Ross, and her 

grandson David on the veranda washing the front window. Mrs. Ross pushed her iron grey hair 
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from her eyes and smiled at him.  

"Hi, Matt. I don't have to ask how you are. I could hear you singing all the way down the 

block. What's put you in such a fine mood?"  

"Aside from your charming company, of course, and the beautiful spring day, there's the 

small matter of my getting an acting job. This is the first play I've done in ages. It should be fun."  

"Congratulations. That's wonderful news."  

Matt heard David's 'hrumph' and his mumbled comment. The kid was a snot, but Matt 

was in too good a mood to call him on it today. He'd be the bigger man and ignore the brat.  

"Is Chelsea home yet?"  

Mrs. Ross and David both paused in their polishing to look at him, Mrs. Ross with a smile 

and David with a belligerent glare.  

"Yes, she's upstairs. She got home about an hour ago."  

"Thanks."  

Matt ran up the stairs, taking two at a time. He stopped in front of Chelsea's door, took a 

deep breath, and knocked briskly. After a couple of moments, she opened the door, then folded 

her arms across her chest and gave him a suspicious look.  

"Was there something you forgot to tell me the other day? Perhaps I'm wearing the wrong 

color lipstick, or maybe I should be dressing like a nun? Feel free to give your opinion on my 

conduct anytime."  

Matt grinned sheepishly. "Actually I came with a peace offering." He indicated the box in 

his hand. "I want us to bury the hatchet. Hopefully not in my back."  

He thought he saw her lips twitch slightly at that. "So what's in the box?"  

"Something sinfully delicious, guaranteed to put a smile on your lips and give your body 
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the sugar rush it so richly deserves."  

Now she really did smile. Her eyes lit up like a kid's at Christmas. This was almost too 

easy. "Cheesecake."  

"Not just cheesecake. Chocolate cheesecake, with a hint of orange, and smothered with a 

dark, sensual chocolate glaze."  

Chelsea unconsciously wet her lips. "Far be it from me to hold a grudge. Come in."  

She pulled him into the apartment and took the box from him, sighing with delight when 

she opened the lid.  

"I'll put on some tea and get some plates."  

Matt followed her to the kitchen area and watched as she poured water into the kettle and  

set it on the stove. Everything Chelsea did she did with grace and economy of movement. He  

wondered if she’s studied ballet as a girl. She had the willowy build and the elegance of a 

ballerina.  

"Actually, I had some news I wanted to tell you."  

"Oh yeah? What’s that?"  

Chelsea stood on her tip toes to reach the tea pot. Her T-shirt rose up a couple of inches, 

giving Matt a tantalizing view of her bare midriff. For a moment he just stared, completely losing 

his train of thought and any other logical thought process. All he could think of was kissing the 

line of creamy skin, and finding out for himself if it tasted as good as it looked.  

Chelsea managed at last to reach her teapot, and her T-shirt fell respectably over her 

tummy again. She gave him a quizzical look.  

"So this great news you wanted to tell me is...?"  

Matt looked up at her face, his mind blank for a second.  

"Oh yeah," he said, when the fog finally lifted. "I got a job. An acting job in a play.” 
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"Oh Matt," Chelsea said, taking his hand and giving it a squeeze, "that's wonderful! I'm so 

happy for you!" 

Matt grinned at her. "Yeah, it is wonderful, isn't it? I got a job!"  

He picked Chelsea up and swung her around. She clung to his shoulders.  

"Put me down, right now!" she said. But she said it with a laugh.  

Matt set her on her feet but kept his arms around her, holding her close against him.  

"You must be my good luck charm, Chels. There's an old Irish custom that says if you 

kiss your lucky charm three times, your luck will triple."  

Chelsea eyed him suspiciously. "You're making that up."  

Matt called on every ounce of acting skill he possessed to keep the innocent look on 

his face. "Of course I'm not, Chelsea. Would I lie to you?"  

Before she could answer, Matt kissed her cheek, his lips lingering over the silky skin.  

"That's once."  

He kissed her other cheek, moving as slowly as possible to make the moment last. His 

head filled with her delicate fragrance, his hands shook as he drew her closer. He felt Chelsea’s 

small hands clutch at the fabric of his shirt.  

"That's twice."  

He lifted his face to look into hers. Her dark eyes stared into his, her conflicting emotions 

reflected through them. Two matching spots of pink on her cheeks made her look like a delicate 

porcelain doll. Her lips parted slightly, as if asking him to kiss her.  

They didn't have to ask twice.  

Matt bent his head and brought his lips to hers, fully intending the kiss to be short and 
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chaste. But when he heard her soft moan, all honorable intentions flew out the window. He 

crushed her against him, plundering her soft mouth with deep, probing kisses. Her arms wound 

around his neck, her fingers tangling in his hair, pulling him closer. Then suddenly she pulled 

away, putting her hands on his chest and pushing gently. She stepped out of his embrace.  

"That's three times," she whispered. She ran a shaking hand through her disheveled hair. "I 

hope it brings you lots of luck." She busied herself getting teacups and spoons.  

"Chelsea?"  

"Hmm?"  

"I made up that stuff about the kisses bringing good luck." Matt shuffled from one foot to 

another, feeling like a kid caught in a lie.  

Chelsea's hands stilled, and then she looked up at Matt.  

"I know. So, are we going to eat that cheesecake or what?"  

For a moment, Matt was at a loss for words. Chelsea's moods shifted faster than gears 

at the Indianapolis 500. Keeping up to her was a challenge, but he’d always liked challenges. 

He reached for the cheesecake box and opened it with a flourish.  

"Your dessert awaits, Princess."  

**** 

"There's another one, Chelsea."  

Rebecca held the envelope at arm's length, as if afraid it would reach out and bite her.  

The envelope looked innocuous enough. A plain white, size number ten that could be purchased 

in any stationery or drug store. Yet, Chelsea shivered when she looked at it.  

"Did it come the same way?"  

Rebecca nodded. "I found it like the last one, slipped in through the mail slot. There's no 
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stamp, so it must have been hand delivered again."  

"You open it this time."  

Rebecca took the envelope to her desk, and carefully sliding a letter opener through the 

top, extracted the note. She read it to herself and frowned. Chelsea made an impatient gesture 

with her hands.  

"So read it already, Rebecca. This is driving me nuts."  

"Okay, okay." She cleared her throat. "My Darling Chelsea," she began. "He's getting 

rather familiar, isn't he?"  

"Of course he is. He's a nut. Go on."  

'''My Darling Chelsea. If ever there were a perfect woman, it is you. Your beauty, your 

compassion, your sense of fairness make you one of a kind. I want to protect you from the cruel 

world, and keep you safe in my arms.'" Rebecca paused and looked at Chelsea. "Boy, this guy 

has you on a pedestal. He makes you sound like Mother Theresa, Joan of Arc and Helen of Troy 

all rolled up into one."  

Chelsea felt her anger and resentment rising, bubbling to the surface like froth on a soft 

drink. "Well, I'm not any of those people. I'm just me, and he has no right to send me unsigned 

letters. If he has something to say to me, let him say it to my face."  

"I suppose if we knew who it was we could deal with it better," Rebecca said, as she 

initialed and dated the note. "But I don't know if I really want to meet this guy. Are you ready to 

speak to the police now?"  

Chelsea sighed. "I don't know. I wish I could fix this on my own without having to 

involve anybody else."  

"I know, but seriously think about talking to the police, okay?"  

“Okay.” 
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Rebecca and Chelsea both went back to work, mostly dealing with customers and 

answering the phone. Shortly before noon, Mr. Edmonds arrived at the Gallery, looking spiffy as 

usual in an Armani suit and highly polished Gucci shoes. He probably spent more on clothes than 

some Third World countries spent on food, Chelsea thought. But then she chastised herself for her 

uncharitable opinions. If it wasn't for wealthy clients like Mr. Edmonds, the Baines Gallery couldn't 

survive, and ergo, she and Rebecca and all the artists would be out of jobs.  

Mr. Baines emerged from his office to greet Mr. Edmonds. "Thomas, what are you doing 

here? I thought we were meeting for lunch tomorrow?"  

Thomas Edmonds frowned. "I thought it was today." He pulled his cell phone from his 

breast pocket and punched a few buttons. He laughed and shook his head.  

"You're right! Somehow I got the dates mixed up. But now that I'm here, can we 

change the luncheon for today?"  

Mr. Baines shook his head. "I'm sorry, Thomas. I have a previous engagement for lunch 

today." He paused and looked at Chelsea. "Why don't you take Chelsea to lunch? She's 

certainly knowledgeable about the Gallery and the new exhibit, and you've got to admit, she's 

much prettier than I am."  

Thomas laughed. "You certainly have a point there, Damian." He turned to Chelsea and  

gave her an almost courtly nod. "Would you care to have lunch with me, Chelsea?"  

Chelsea exchanged a glance with Rebecca, who shook her head vigorously behind the 

backs of Mr. Baines and Mr. Edmonds. Her message was obvious; don't go anywhere alone with 

the man. Chelsea thought fast. How did she get out of the situation without offending the 

Gallery's best client? The solution came to her in a flash of inspiration.  

"I'd love to join you Mr. Edmonds," she said, smiling. "And perhaps Rebecca would like to 

join us? I promise she won't eat much."  

Both Mr. Baines and Mr. Edmonds turned to look at Rebecca who stared at Chelsea in 

openmouthed astonishment. Mr. Edmonds stepped over to her and gallantly took her hand.  
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"Of course, why didn't I think of it? I'd consider it an honor to have two such attractive 

ladies be my guests for lunch. Would you accompany us, Rebecca?"  

Rebecca flashed Chelsea a look that said "I'll get you for this". But she managed a smile, 

and stammered her acceptance to Mr. Edmonds.  

A short time later, the three of them were seated at an elegantly set table in a posh 

downtown restaurant. Chelsea was very glad Mr. Edmonds was picking up the tab for lunch. 

She could barely afford the water in this place. She ordered the least expensive dish on the 

menu, and when Mr. Edmonds raised his eyebrows at her as if to ask if she was sure, she 

assured him that she couldn't possibly eat more than a garden salad. Rebecca, on the other 

hand, ordered lobster thermidor, a Caesar salad, and crème brulee. Chelsea did some quick 

addition in her head. Rebecca's lunch probably cost more than she spent on groceries in a 

month. But Mr. Edmonds seemed happy with her choices. He nodded approvingly and then 

ordered a bottle of wine to go along with their lunch.  

When Mr. Edmonds excused himself a short time later to use the washroom, Chelsea 

leaned over to hiss in Rebecca's ear.  

"Are you trying to bankrupt the man? I don't even know how you're going to eat that 

much. We're going to have to roll you out of here."  

"Hey, I may never get another chance to eat at this restaurant, so I'm going whole-hog. 

Besides, if Mr. Edmonds is your note writer, I don't feel the least bit sorry, for him or his wallet."  

"We have no proof that he’s the note writer."  

Rebecca leaned forward and gave a furtive glance over her shoulder. "Don't you think it 

was a little too convenient that he just happened to forget the date of his lunch with Mr. Baines? 

Of course Mr. Baines would offer you as his replacement. You are his right hand man, after all."  

"Right hand person," Chelsea corrected automatically. "I'm sure it was just a coincidence 

that he came on the wrong day. You're reading too much into this."  
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"Just play along with me. We'll ask a few subtle questions and get the truth out of him."  

Before Chelsea could discourage this course of action, Mr. Edmonds was back at the 

table, and a waiter was uncorking their wine. Mr. Edmonds raised his glass in a toast.  

"To new friends, and to the success of your gallery's new show."  

The three of them touched glasses. Chelsea knew very little about wine, but she guessed 

that this white wine, which slid smoothly across her tongue and tasted of sunshine and delicate 

fruits, was a very good one. She rarely drank, so with just a few sips she felt a slight buzz.  

Rebecca set down her glass and smiled at Mr. Edmonds. "We see you so often at the 

Gallery, but we know so little about you. For instance, I have no idea what you do for a living."  

"I'm in the import-export business." Was it Chelsea's imagination or did Mr. Edmonds' 

eyes narrow a fraction when Rebecca asked her question?  

"That sounds interesting. What do you import-export?"  

This time the hesitancy was more obvious. "Giftware, clothing, occasionally artwork. Mostly 

from Pacific Rim countries."  

"How interesting." Rebecca took another fortifying sip of wine. "Are you married?"  

It was a toss up as to who blushed harder - Chelsea or Mr. Edmonds.  

"No...No...divorced," he stammered.  

"Any kids?"  

He shook his head in mute response. Poor guy was probably too shell-shocked to open 

his mouth, Chelsea thought. Short of kicking Rebecca under the table, she didn't know how to 

get her to stop the inquisition.  

"Have you ever pursued a woman by, say, leaving flattering notes for her, without signing 

your name to them?"  
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Mr. Edmonds' face turned from red to vermillion. "What's this all about? This is the  

most outrageous line of questioning I've ever been subjected to."  

"Just answer the question, Mr. Edmonds."  

So much for subtlety. Chelsea stood and pulled Rebecca by the arm. "I'm sorry Mr. 

Edmonds. Rebecca had a good reason for asking you those questions, but she just got carried 

away. Please accept my apology, and of course, lunch is on us."  

She half pulled, half dragged an indignant Rebecca to the exit. "I almost had him. He was 

going to confess any minute. Did you see how nervous he was?" 

"Of course he was nervous. You were brow-beating him." 

"And what was that stuff about lunch being on us?"  

"Did I say us? I meant you."  

After settling the bill, they emerged from the dimly lit restaurant into the bright early 

spring sunshine. For a few moments they stood staring at each other on the sidewalk.  

"So what do we do now, Sherlock?" Chelsea asked.  

"Well, since you won't let me interrogate the suspect, I guess we'll have to do what we 

should have done a while ago."  

"What's that?"  

"Talk to the police."  

Chelsea groaned. She was afraid she'd say that.  

**** 

"So you have no idea who could be sending you these letters?"  
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The police woman was kind, but Chelsea knew there was little she could do.  

"No. I haven't been in Toronto that long. I don't know very many people."  

Constable Hawkins read through the notes again. "Because at this point there is nothing  

threatening in the notes, it is not yet a police matter. But we shouldn't take them too lightly. If the 

tone of the letters change, or if something else happens, I'll need to know the names of all the 

men you've come in contact with since you came to Toronto."  

Chelsea listed them off; it was a short list. Mr. Edmonds, Mr. Baines, and David, her 

landlady's grandson.  

"What about your new neighbor?" Rebecca asked. "The guy who's subletting your 

friend's apartment?"  

"Matt? No, no way, it can't be Matthew Malone. Besides he didn't move in until…"  

"Until when, Ms. Andrews?" The constable leaned forward on her elbows and watched her 

intently.  

"He moved in just before I got the first note."  

The constable raised one eyebrow. "That's very interesting. I think you should be careful 

of this neighbor. He could be your letter writer, and possibly worse. I'll run these names through 

the computer and see if they have any priors."  

After she left the room, Chelsea got up to pace. It was bad enough thinking that her boss 

and the others were suspects. But Matt? An image of him on the bus flew into her memory. Wild 

hair, wild eyes, a total, raving lunatic. But then she remembered him last night. She’d felt safe, 

protected, cherished in his arms. How could her instincts be so off base?  

She shivered. Would the real Matthew Malone please stand up?  

**** 
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Chelsea paused on the stairs and shifted the heavy bag of groceries from one hip to the 

other. The sound of conversation coming from upstairs caught her attention, and for a moment 

she thought she must have left the radio on in her apartment. But as she reached the top of the 

stairs, the source of the voices became apparent. Chelsea's curiosity outpaced her reservations 

about Matt. She stuck her head inside his open apartment door and smiled. Matt paced the 

room, a script in one hand, the other hand alternately gesturing wildly or raking through his hair. 

His speech sounded like gibberish to Chelsea, something about disconnecting the defibulator 

on the framajam. As he made a turn around the couch, he noticed her hovering just outside the 

door, and gave her a wry grin.  

"For me?" he said, looking at the bag in Chelsea's hands. "You shouldn't have." 

"Don't worry, I didn't. What exactly are you doing, Malone? You sound as if you 

swallowed a space alien."  

"I'm rehearsing my lines." Matt drew his hand through his hair, and Chelsea smiled as the 

thick strands stood up at attention. She fought the urge to smooth back his hair and massage 

away the lines of tension on his brow. She had no intention of playing nursemaid to anyone, lest 

of all someone who could be sending her anonymous notes. The thought of Matt as her note 

writer seemed so bizarre that Chelsea wanted to dismiss it out of hand, until she remembered the 

constable's assertion that it could be anyone. How well did she really know Matt? 

"I'd better put my groceries away." She turned and took a step towards her 

apartment door.  

"No, wait."  

Chelsea stopped and turned at the urgent sound in Matt's voice. He stalked towards her, 

his face a picture of determination, with a liberal dash of male bravado thrown in for good 

measure. He stopped about a foot away from her, the script now rolled into a tube which he 

twisted between his hands.  

"Do you have a few minutes? I was hoping you could help me with my lines."  
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Chelsea almost laughed. As a come-on line it was certainly better than "Come up and see 

my etchings", but not much better. She was about to tell him where he could stick his lines when 

she looked into his eyes and caught the glint of desperation there. What she read there nearly 

floored her. Matt was scared. Chelsea felt her resolve to stay away from him crumble into dust. 

She did her best to maintain an air of detachment.  

"So what's in it for me if help you?"  

 "Name your terms."  I  

She narrowed her eyes. "I want cheesecake and plenty of it. The whole cake this time. The 

chocolate, like last time."  

 

Matt smiled, a hint of relief curling his lips. "Done. I'll get it to you as soon as possible." 

"See that you do." Chelsea walked into Matt's apartment, set down her bag and tossed her 

coat over a chair. "So what do I do?"  

Matt handed her the script. "I've pretty much memorized my lines, but I need to go through 

the entire script to make sure I've got it right. My character is Darius. You be all the other 

characters."  

 

Chelsea unwound the script and folded back its dog-eared, tattered pages. She found the 

first page and scanned the cast of characters. Besides Darius, who was the leader of the rebel 

forces on Alpha-Centari, there was Calinda, a female ambassador in the King's government on 

said planet, and one-time girlfriend of Darius. King Egan sends Calinda to meet with Darius on 

the far side of Alpha-Centari's only moon to negotiate a peace treaty. What Calinda doesn't know 

is that the power hungry King Egan, in his quest for total planet domination, also sends his 

henchman Tyro to assassinate Darius and smash the rebel forces. Chelsea summed up the plot 

as Star Wars meets House of Cards with a dash of soap opera thrown in for good measure.  

She read the first few lines to get a feel for the play, and got more depressed by the 

minute. Even to her unprofessional eyes, the plot was stupid, the characters clichéd stereotypes, 

and the dialogue asinine. For Matt's sake, she really hoped she was wrong.  
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"Okay, I'm ready," she said. "You start."  

Matt began to pace again. "You shouldn't have come, Calinda. The time for negotiation is 

over. The only solution now is war."  

Chelsea read from her script. "It doesn't have to be too late. All that's required is the will to 

make peace."  

 

Matt snorted. "And King Egan possesses such a will? You always were naive, Calinda."  

"I came here to stop a war that will destroy many lives. If that is naive, so be it."  

Matt advanced on her, his blue eyes blazing with intensity. "Is that the only reason you 

came? Perhaps you're here for old times’ sake. Perhaps you want one last taste before I die in 

battle."  

Chelsea stared at him, mesmerized by the fire in his eyes and in his voice. He wasn't 

kidding about getting into his characters. For a second, the line blurred between Matt and Darius, 

and she couldn't remember if she was Chelsea or Calinda.  

"Uh...uh." She stammered for a moment, trying to find her place in the script, as the print 

danced in front of her eyes. Finally she located her spot.  

"I came only for my people."  

Matt's voice lowered to a husky whisper as he came closer. He brushed a finger gently over 

her cheek.  

 

"And which people would that be, Calinda? The people of Alpha-Centari, or merely those 

who blindly follow King Egan?"  

Chelsea flipped over the page of her script.  

"King Egan is a good man. In time he could be a good ruler, like his father. We need to 

give him our support, not tear the planet apart with our bickering."  
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Matt spun away from her, then looked back at her with contempt. "Bickering? Is that what 

you call it? In the last week, I've had a hundred good soldiers die defending our cities and 

families. This is war, Calinda, not rivalry between siblings"  

"Please Darius, please stop this before more are killed. You know Egan has the greater 

military power. He will crush you and the rebels. If you surrender now—"  

"Surrender?" Matt's lip curled in a derisive sneer. "I would rather die than live under 

Egan's subjugation."  

Chelsea read her lines. Calinda grabs Darius' arm the stage direction said. She took hold 

of Matt's bicep, and was momentarily distracted by the feel of solid muscle beneath his denim 

shirt. She consulted her script once more.  

"I don't want you to die, Darius."  

When Matt turned and stared at her silently, Chelsea checked the script again, thinking 

he'd forgotten his lines. The stage direction practically jumped off the page and slapped her in the 

face. Darius takes Calinda in his arms and kisses her passionately. Oh-oh. Perhaps she should 

have read this thing more thoroughly before she agreed to take off for Alpha-Centari.  

Matt took hold of her arm and pulled her towards him. He was still in character, still 

Darius, the dashing rebel and bad-boy of the galaxy. As he pulled her hard against him and her 

eyes fluttered closed, Chelsea wondered vaguely if Darius kissed any differently than Matt.  

Her answer came swiftly. All the skill of Matt's first kiss was packed into this second kiss. 

He played her lips as a musician would play a fine instrument, eliciting responses from her that 

she didn't know she possessed. But this kiss carried with it a sense of urgency and danger, as if 

his time with her was limited and he wanted to wring every ounce of passion from her, as if he 

wanted her to understand the passion that burned inside him.  

And then suddenly, he flung her away from him. Chelsea fell backwards onto to the sofa, 

feeling totally rejected and confused. And then she felt angry. This had better be in the script.  

She flipped a couple of pages and discovered to her relief that it was. Matt stood a few 
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paces away from her, his back turned, his shoulders slumped forward. His voice, when he finally 

spoke, quavered with unfulfilled longing.  

"I may still want you, but you belong to Egan now. I'll not have another man's leavings.” 

The Calinda in her wanted to jump up, throw herself at Darius' feet, and beg him to kiss her 

like that again. However, good old, sensible Chelsea intervened to hold Calinda back. She'd never 

beg a man for anything, no matter how incredibly arousing his kisses were, no matter how taut 

and hard his body felt against hers, no matter ...  

Oh, shut up Calinda. 

"You're supposed to read Darius' lieutenant's lines now."  

Chelsea blinked. It took her a couple of moments to realize that Matt had broken 

character to speak to her. She fumbled with the script to find the right spot.  

"Okay, sorry, here goes." She cleared her throat and adopted a lower speaking voice. 

"Captain, we've lost contact with our scouts on the west perimeter."  

Matt glared at her with such hatred that it took her aback, until she realized he was 

Darius again.  

"You came alone, did you? Swore that you brought no troops, and came only in peace?"  

Suddenly he was in her face, pinning her against the cushions of the sofa with hands that 

took little care to be gentle, hands that only moments ago touched her in passion. She didn’t know 

how Calinda felt, but he certainly made Chelsea nervous. 

"I swear, I came alone.” 

 Boy, Calinda sounded nervous, too. 

“Get away from her right now!” 

Matt and Chelsea turned simultaneously towards the open door where David stood rigid 
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with anger, his hands bunched into fists at his sides. He took a step into the apartment and raised 

his fists, adopting a fighting stance.   

“I said, back off!” 

Okay. Calinda, Chelsea thought glumly. Explain your way out of this one. 
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Chapter Five  

Matt took a step back, raising his hands palms up in surrender. "It's not how it looks, 

David—"  

 “Are you alright, Chelsea?" David stepped over to her, putting himself between her and 

Matt. Chelsea sighed. Great, she had another rescuer. Did all the men in her life believe she was 

a helpless ninny?  

She got to her feet and put her hand on David's shoulder. "Of course. I was just helping 

Matt rehearse his lines for his play. You just happened to walk in on an...intense scene." She 

really hoped he hadn't seen the previous intense love scene.  

"I would ever hurt Chelsea!" Matt's portrayal of righteous indignation would be almost 

funny if it wasn't so serious. The memory of the notes tucked away in Rebecca's desk reminded 

Chelsea that this was no laughing matter. Again the knowledge that she really didn't know Matt 

hit her.  

"It's okay David," she said gently, taking him by the arm and pulling him towards the 

door. "It was just pretend."  

"It was acting," Matt said indignantly.  

"Whatever," she tossed back over her shoulder. She picked up her coat and her bag of 

groceries on the way out. "I guess you'd better practice your lines alone, Malone. I'm not sure I 
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have the knack for it."  

**** 

"You're sure you're all right?"  

Chelsea quashed the urge to shout at David that she was perfectly fine, better than fine, in 

fact, just great. But that would be petty. After all, he came in on a scene in which it looked as if 

Matt was threatening her. For a couple of moments, she'd been unsure herself.  

"I'm really, really all right. It's sweet of you to be concerned, but nothing 

happened. It was all acting."  

David dunked the chocolate chip cookie Chelsea had given him into his glass of milk. "I 

don't like that guy. I think Grandma should have subleted Dara's place to another woman. I don't 

think you and Grandma are safe with him here."  

"We're perfectly safe. I know both Dara and your grandmother checked Matt's 

references and they were fine."  

He chug-a-lugged the last of his milk and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. 

Chelsea smiled to herself.  David may have the instincts of a gentleman, even if he didn't have the 

table manners of one.  

"I almost forgot why I came up here in the first place," he said. "Grandma's sister's 

granddaughter is getting married over the Easter weekend in Oshawa, and we all have to go. 

Grandma got the weekends mixed up when she invited you for Easter dinner next Sunday. She 

said to tell you she was sorry and that she'd invite you to the next holiday." He made a face as 

he bit into another cookie. "I don't want to go to this stupid wedding, but Mom says I have to. I'd 

rather stay here with you."  

Chelsea almost dropped her glass of milk. Maybe Matt had been right. Maybe David did 

have a crush on her.  

"David, you need to be with your family on family occasions. And you need to be with 
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people your own age."  

David gave her a look that the manuals on teenagers would probably describe as the "I 

can't believe you're that stupid" look.  

"No kidding, Chelsea. If the head cheerleader would speak to me, I wouldn't have to 

hang out with you."  

So much for her colossal ego. And so much for Matt's belief that he had a crush on her.  

"Tell your grandmother that it's okay about Easter dinner and we'll just have to do it some 

other time."  

"Okay. So, what are you going to do that weekend?"  

Good question. Holidays were tough without a family to go to. Christmas would have been 

brutal if Dara hadn't taken her home to her parent's house. But now Dara was gone and Chelsea 

didn't know anyone in Toronto well enough to invite herself over. 

"I think I'll explore the city that weekend, maybe go to a play or a movie. There's lots I want 

to see."  

David looked satisfied with her answer. "Okay, have fun. I'd better get going. My Mom has 

a hemorrhage if I don't get my homework done."  

Five minutes after David left, a knock sounded at her door. Matt stood just outside her 

doorway, his hands resting on lean hips, his face covered in stubble. He looked just the way she 

imagined Darius would look; moody, arrogant, somewhat disheveled, and sexy as hell. A real bad 

boy, a Hell's Angel without the wheels.  

He walked past her and into the apartment without being asked. "You don't really believe 

I'd hurt you, do you?"  

So much for chit-chat. One thing about Matt; he didn't beat around the bush. If he had an 

opinion on something, he was certain to let her know about it.  
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"I never said I believed that. David was jumping to conclusions."  

Matt paced her tiny living room, raking his hand through his hair in a gesture that Chelsea 

had come to recognize as a sign of frustration. "I hate the thought that you could believe I'm the 

kind of guy who would take advantage of a woman, or hurt her physically. The idea that you 

would put me in the same category as that creep on the bus – it makes me sick."  

Chelsea hesitated. Was that what she was doing? By thinking he may be responsible for 

the notes, was she condemning him as some sort of pervert?  

Matt's eyes turned cold. "Never mind. Your hesitation tells me everything I need to know."  

He stalked out of Chelsea's apartment and slammed the door behind him. She shivered 

as the door rattled on its hinges. It was probably for the best that Matt thought the worst of her. 

She didn't need him hanging around, feeding her cheesecake and distracting her from her work. 

She didn't want to feel so protected when he held her. She didn't want a man to dominate her life 

and her thoughts.  

So if she didn't want him, why did she feel so bereft?  

**** 

It took Matt an hour of running to put his conversation with Chelsea into perspective. He 

ran faster and harder than he usually did, pushing himself to the limit of his endurance. He walked 

the last few blocks home, giving his body and his mind a chance to cool down. Maybe he'd 

overreacted. He hadn't really given Chelsea a chance to respond, but her hesitation had angered 

him. He’d wanted her to jump to his defense, to state without reservation that she thought he was 

a fine, standup guy, a veritable Prince among men. It hurt to know Chelsea had doubts about him. 

And he hated that she had that power over him.  

Damn that creep on the bus! Maybe if he'd had the chance to meet Chelsea under more 

normal circumstances, she wouldn't feel this lingering distrust towards him.  

For once, Matt opened the elderly door of the Victorian with ease, remembering to turn 

the key gently in the lock just as Chelsea had shown him. Matt smiled wryly to himself.  A 



73 

Rescue Me 

Freudian psychologist would have a field day with that symbolism: they'd equate the lock on the 

door with unlocking Chelsea, mind, body and soul. Fortunately, he didn't believe in Freudian 

psychology.  

Mrs. Ross almost knocked him over as she made her way through the door with a huge 

cardboard box in her arms. The box overpowered her diminutive form, making it impossible for 

her to see over the top.  

"Here, let me help you with that before you do yourself an injury, Mrs. Ross." Matt took the 

box from her hands and groaned under the weight. "What have you got in here, rocks?"  

Mrs. Ross chuckled. "Just some books and clothes for the women's shelter. I collect them 

from around the neighborhood and take them over there periodically. Could you bring that to my 

car, please? It's right here on the street in front of the house."  

"Sure, no problem. My back and my hernia thank you."  

Mrs. Ross laughed. "That's what I like about you Matthew. You never complain."  

"I believe in suffering in silence." He set the box in the back seat of Mrs. Ross's car. "Is 

there anything else I can do for you?"  

"Well, I've got two more boxes in the house to bring down...if you think your back is up to it."  

"No problem. I can always go to the chiropractor later."  

Matt fetched the boxes for Mrs. Ross and stowed them in the car. "Do you need me to 

come with you to get them out of the car?"  

"That's real sweet of you, Matthew, but there's always someone there to help me with 

these. Thanks again." She opened the car door, ready to drive away, when she again turned 

to Matt.  

"Matthew, there is something you can do for me. What are you doing next weekend for 

Easter?"  
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"I don't know. Go to church with my family, I guess, and then to Mom and Dad's for 

dinner. Why?"  

"I made a boo-boo," she sighed. "I invited Chelsea over for Easter dinner but it turns out 

I'm not able to be here next weekend. The poor girl will be all alone. She had some sort of falling 

out with her family and they don't speak to each other. Dara told me she hasn't seen them for a 

couple of years. It's sad when families fall apart like that, isn't it?"  

"Yeah." What had happened between Chelsea and her family? Was this the reason for 

her fierce independence? "What do you want me to do, Mrs. Ross?"  

"Perhaps you could invite Chelsea with you to your family's dinner, if your parents don't 

mind. I hate the thought of her being alone all weekend."  

"I don't think she'll want to come with me. I'm not exactly on her top ten list right now" 

Mrs. Ross smiled and patted his cheek. ''I'm sure you can convince her. I have a feeling 

you can be very persuasive when you want to be."  

"I'll do what I can, Mrs. Ross, but I'm not promising anything."  

She got behind the wheel of her car and started the ignition. As she rolled down her 

window, she smiled at Matt. "I think you'll manage quite nicely, Matthew."  

He watched her drive down the street and round the corner at an alarmingly fast clip. He 

wished he felt as confident as Mrs. Ross about his powers of persuasion. But when it came to 

Chelsea, he had no idea where he stood.  

Half an hour later, after a quick shower and a phone call to his mother, Matt again stood 

outside Chelsea's door. She opened the door, and for one unguarded moment, surprise and relief 

showed on her face. At least Matt hoped it was relief he saw. She composed herself quickly, the 

look on her face cautious, but not unfriendly.  

"I thought you weren't speaking to me anymore."  

"I guess we both need to stop jumping to conclusions."  
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He stood awkwardly on the threshold, feeling like a schoolboy with his first crush. Shuffling 

from one foot to the other, he said, "I feel really stupid standing out here in the hallway. Do you 

think I could come in?"  

"Maybe. Depends on what you have to say to me."  

Matt sighed. She wasn't going to make this easy. "I wanted to apologize for my behavior 

and the things I said. I guess you have every reason to distrust me, considering the way we met. I 

want to start over, make a fresh start. Let's pretend we're meeting now for the first time, without 

any preconceived notions about each other. As far as you're concerned, I'm just a nice, normal 

guy."  

Chelsea's lips quirked in a grin. "You, normal? I've got a pretty good imagination, but that 

might be stretching it."  

Matt gave her a censuring look, but was secretly pleased she was at least interested 

enough to tease him. "Nobody likes a wise-ass, Andrews." He extended his hand to her. "Hello, 

my name is Matt Malone, and I'm your neighbor across the hall. What's your name?"  

Chelsea smiled and took his hand. "Hello, I'm Chelsea Andrews."  

Matt couldn't have said how long he stood in the doorway holding Chelsea's hand and 

staring into her beautiful dark eyes. God, she was gorgeous! She reminded him of Audrey 

Hepburn in old movies like "My Fair Lady" and "Roman Holiday". She had the same slim build 

and petite features, the same fair complexion made even more lovely by the contrast of her 

fathomless dark eyes. A man could drown in those eyes. He felt like he was going down for the 

third time already.  

"Was there something else you wanted to tell me?" Chelsea asked while gently extricating 

her hand.  

"I want you to come to church with me," he blurted.  

"Church?"  
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"And have dinner with my family."  

"Oh." Chelsea's eyes were wide and confused, and not just a little wary. "Why?"  

"Because Mrs. Ross told me you were going to be alone for Easter, and I don't want you 

to be."  

She took a step backwards, retreating into the protection of her apartment. "That's a nice 

offer, but I couldn't impose—"  

Matt caught hold of her hand, preventing her escape. "It's no imposition, Chels. I talked to 

my Mom and she'd love to have you. You'll have a great time, I promise. You're very much 

wanted."  

Something flickered in Chelsea's eyes before she blinked rapidly and smiled. "I guess it 

would be nice to have somewhere to go on Easter Sunday. I haven't been to church since... 

for a long time. It'll be nice."  

Matt smiled, relieved. "Great. Church is at 9:30, so we'll have to leave early. I'll knock 

on your door."  

"Okay, I'll be ready."  

Matt turned to go back to his apartment, feeling great about starting over with Chelsea. He 

didn't want to examine his euphoria too carefully.  

"Matt, wait."  

Chelsea stepped towards him and laid a hand on his arm. "I know you're doing this out of a 

sense of obligation or pity or something, but I think I'll ignore that and just enjoy the day. Thank 

you for the invitation."  

Matt put his hand over hers and smiled. She looked so incredibly vulnerable and delicate 

that it took every ounce of self-control he possessed not to wrap her in his arms. He felt like 

some kind of primitive cave man, ready to drag off his woman by the hair with one arm, and beat 

off rampaging dinosaurs with the other. What was is about this woman that caused his protective 
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male instincts to go all whacko?  

"It's my pleasure, Chelsea."  

**** 

A guy who went to church with his family couldn't be all bad. Could he? Chelsea sneaked 

a peak at Matt as he kneeled to pray, his hands folded and his head bowed. Sunshine glistened 

on his hair, bringing out the blonde highlights and making him look positively angelic. She smiled 

at the thought of Matthew Malone sprouting wings and playing his harp at the Pearly Gates.  

Chelsea wasn't quite sure why she’d accepted Matt's invitation. Perhaps curiosity drove 

her to it, or more realistically, loneliness. Part of her scoffed at the idea that Matt could have 

anything to do with the notes she'd been receiving; several more had arrived at the Gallery in the 

last few days. These ones proclaimed that the writer would stop at nothing to protect her, 

although he didn't elaborate on what she needed protection from. Another part of Chelsea feared 

Matt. Her fears were vague and unformed. Was she afraid Matt would turn out to be some kind of 

literary nut case, or was she afraid she'd fall for Matt's Irish charm and lose herself in him, much 

as her mother had lost her own identity to her father?  

Chelsea looked away from Matt and concentrated on the sights and smells of the church. 

St. Michael's Cathedral was worlds away from the churches she'd known as a child, churches her 

father had presided over as minister. Those churches were smaller, more utilitarian, less ornate. 

St. Michael's was a gothic work of art. Sunshine streamed in through stained glass windows, 

creating patterns of color and light on the walls and floors. Beautiful paintings of the Saints and of 

the Madonna and child adorned the walls. The smell of jasmine and sandalwood perfumed the air 

as the priest sprinkled the incense. The Catholic traditions were new to Chelsea, having grown up 

in an evangelic Protestant church, but somehow it was the same. The same peace came over her, 

the same sense of belonging. She hadn't been inside a church since she’d made the final split 

with her parents. Being here at St. Michael's felt like a homecoming.  

The congregation rose to sing the final hymn of the Easter service and to take communion. 
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Chelsea rose along with them. Sarah Malone held out a hymn book, encouraging Chelsea to 

share it with her. Chelsea smiled at her and held up her end of the book, raising her voice in song 

along with the rest of the congregation. The parishioners filed to the alter and kneeled before the 

priest who gave them Holy Communion, making the sign of the cross above their heads. 

Eventually Matt's family took their turn at communion, leaving Chelsea alone on the pew. For the 

first time in many months, she let herself feel the loneliness the break with her family had caused. 

Despite her anger and disappointment, she missed her parents so much. Why couldn't things be 

different between them?  

Soon the Malones rejoined Chelsea, and she brushed aside her thoughts. Sarah caught 

her hand and gave it a squeeze. She smiled as if she read her feelings.  

"You enjoyed the service didn't you?" she whispered. "I was afraid it might be too long for 

you."  

Chelsea smiled back. "Not at all. It was lovely. I've missed this, a lot."  

Sarah smiled her approval, and turned her attention back to the hymnal, where Chelsea 

pointed out the place in the hymn. By the time the hymn was ended, everyone had received 

communion, and the service was at a close. After a few announcements by the priest, people 

began to file out of the church.  

The Malone clan congregated on the lawn outside of the church, the children playing tag 

between the legs of the adults. Sarah and Joseph emerged from the church and walked hand in 

hand down the church steps. Even in their sixties, the elder Malones were a striking couple. 

Sarah was petite and trim, her auburn hair cut in a becoming style that framed the delicate 

features of her face. Joseph stood tall and straight, his shoulders broad, a slight paunch 

marking his waistline. His fair hair was sprinkled liberally with grey, but it was still thick and 

curly. He looked down at his wife with obvious affection, a smile crinkling the comers of his 

hazel eyes.  

"I think it's time to go home and tuck into all that fine food, Mother."  

Sarah gave him a saucy smile. "Enjoy yourself well, Father. I used an especially large 
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number of dishes this year."  

All the Malone children laughed and Chelsea wondered what joke she was missing. Seeing 

her perplexed look, Megan smiled and touched Matt's arm.  

 

"You'd better clue Chelsea in on all the Malone family secrets before she comes to the 

conclusion that we're all a little touched." She turned to Chelsea and gave her a broad wink. 

"Not all of us are as strange as Matthew here."  

"Lucky for you you're pregnant Meggie, or I'd take you over my knee and spank you like I 

did when you were four." He ignored Megan as she crossed her eyes and stuck out her tongue at 

him, and turned to Chelsea.  

"One Christmas years ago when we were kids, Mom spent the entire day in the kitchen 

cooking and washing up. After she'd washed up the last pot, she stormed out of the kitchen and 

told Dad she'd never wash another dish on a holiday again. She was tired of being chained to the 

kitchen sink while Dad had fun playing music and enjoying company. So Dad, being the liberated 

kind of guy he is, and knowing Mom would never roast another Christmas goose if he didn't 

volunteer to help, promised from that day forward that he would do dishes on holidays if Mom 

would continue to cook. Us kids got to choose either cooking duty or clean-up detail. Dad even 

makes company help with the dishes. Anybody who hasn't helped with the cooking has to do 

dishes."  

Chelsea smiled, thinking how different this family was from her own. Her mother would 

never ask, let alone demand, that her father help with domestic chores. And her father would 

certainly never volunteer to clean anything.  

"Well, I guess I know what I'll be doing after dinner," she said.  

Matt winked at her. "Hope you brought your scouring pad with you."  

**** 
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Sarah Malone's dining room table groaned under the weight of all the food piled on it. 

Chelsea sniffed the air appreciatively, catching the delicious mingled scents of sage and 

cinnamon and fresh baked bread. Heaping bowls of potatoes, vegetables, and salads crowded 

around the pièce de résistance, a glorious roast of lamb, cooked to perfection. The adults sat at 

the table, while the children ate at a small table set up for them in the corner of the dining room. 

As Joseph sat and folded his hands, the rest of the family silently followed suit, each one totally 

familiar with the family ritual of saying grace.  

"God, bless this food we are about to receive, and let us be thankful for your bounty. We 

thank you for allowing us to be together as a family on this day, and we thank you for the new 

members who are soon to be born. We also thank you for our new friend at our table today, and 

we pray that she'll be at our table for many celebrations to come. Amen."  

Joseph crossed himself, as the others murmured their amens. Chelsea was touched 

beyond words by being included in Joseph's blessing. She swallowed a lump in her throat and 

gave Joseph a shy smile, to which he responded with a wink and a grin. The gesture was so 

much like Matt that she had to smile.  

"Let's dig in!" Joseph proclaimed.  

For the next few moments nothing could be heard except the clinking of utensils and the 

gnashing of teeth. Sarah had outdone herself. When the main course was finished, Matt, 

Sarah, and Sean's wife Michelle cleared the table and brought the coffee and dessert. The 

occupants clapped their approval as Matt brought in a huge chocolate cheesecake and set it in 

front of Chelsea. She looked up at him and laughed.  

"Now, how did you know cheesecake was my favorite?"  

Matt shrugged and smiled. "Just a lucky guess."  

       **** 

 Chelsea retrieved a plate from the drain board and wiped it dry as Joseph scrubbed 

vigorously on a stubborn pot. She watched him work and was again reminded of how much Matt 

resembled his father, not just in looks, but in the way he moved and the way he smiled. But she 
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could also see Sarah's influence in Matt. Matt was for the most part easy-going and unflappable 

like his father, but every once in a while the quicksilver temper that Matt shared with Sarah 

erupted like a sudden summer thunderstorm. But just as quickly as a thunderstorm it disappeared. 

Chelsea wondered vaguely what personality traits she shared with her parents. She'd worked very 

hard to develop her own personality. She didn't want to be controlling like her father or submissive 

like her mother. She just wanted to be Chelsea.  

"There!" Joseph proclaimed, holding up the dripping pot and examining it carefully. "That's 

finally got it. Almost done, Chelsea. Only a few more disgusting pots to go."  

"Amen!"  

"Oh Dad!" Erin wailed, "we've been here for hours. Can't we leave a few soaking in the 

sink for later? Maybe Mom won't notice."  

Joseph chuckled. "Oh, she'll notice. The woman has eyes like a hawk, and the nose of a 

blood hound. She can smell an unwashed pot from a mile away." He gave Erin a broad wink. 

"You haven't changed since you were ten years old. You grumbled when you had to do dishes 

then and you still grumble."  

"I don't know why Megan and Nancy got out of doing dishes," she pouted. "They didn't 

help with the cooking either."  

Sean flicked his dish towel at her, making it snap, but missing her derriere. "Because 

they're pregnant, Air-Head. In case you haven't noticed, Megan is about to give birth any 

second. She's about as big as a house."  

Erin flicked her dish towel back at Sean, catching him on the hip and making him howl.  

"Serves you right for that highly sexist and insensitive remark about my sister."  

She took another plate from the drain board and began to dry it in a desultory manner. "It 

would be worth it to get pregnant just so I'd get out of doing the dishes."  

Robert poked his head from out of a cupboard where he put away dishes. "Erin, you're not 
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pregnant too, are you? Cripes, if you have a baby we're going to have open a day care at the 

Pub."  

Erin looked across the kitchen to where her husband Steve was wiping down the table. She 

smiled, her face so full of love and hope that Chelsea felt a lump in her throat. "No, not yet. But 

soon. You might have to build that day care yet, Robert."  

Connor and Lisa brought in the last of the dishes from the dining room.  

"What's this about a day care?"  

"Robert's thinking about building one at the Pub for all the babies that are popping up."  

"Great idea," Connor said, fitting a few more dishes into the dishwasher. "That way when 

Lisa and I have kids they'll be right on site."  

"Wait a minute," Robert said, abandoning his job. "I thought Lisa was going to law school."  

"She is," Connor said, giving his fiancée a smile. "But you never know."  

Robert groaned and everyone laughed. Lisa wound her arm through his. "We might 

seriously think about having a child in the near future if we knew his Uncle Robert was babysitting 

him. I'd feel so much better knowing my child was being looked after by his most capable Uncle."  

Robert turned a little paler. "Now wait a minute. I don't know nothing about sitting no 

babies."  

"Aw, come on Uncle Robert," Connor teased. "Wouldn't it be fun to change diapers, 

wipe drool, and listen to ear-splitting crying all day? I’m sure it's a piece of cake."  

Robert turned still paler. "I have a hard enough time handling my one child, let alone a 

half dozen more. I don't know how you and Mom did it, Dad."  

Joseph looked up from the pot he was scrubbing. "Oh, it wasn't so bad. Your mother and I 

had a system. When one of us was so frustrated that we were ready to strangle all of you little 

monsters, the other would take over until the urge to kill passed. But most of the time it was fun 
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having a big family. It still is."  

Chelsea wiped at her pot. What would her life have been like if she'd had brothers and 

sisters to play with, fight with, share with? Her home had been so quiet compared with the 

boisterous exuberance of the Malone household. Everything had to be in its place, and loud 

music, loud playmates and loud displays of emotion were forbidden. Her father insisted on it.  

At last Joseph drained the water from his sink. "By gosh, kids, I think we're done."  

A small cheer went up from the workers and Chelsea smiled. She wondered if they knew 

how lucky they were to have each other.  

Matt walked into the kitchen, his coffee cup in hand. "What does a fellow have to do to 

get another cup of coffee around here?"  

Erin threw her soggy dish towel at him, hitting him on the side of the head. "You have to 

make it yourself, that's what."  

Matt peeled the wet cloth off his face and threw it in the sink. "It's so hard to find good 

help these days." He filled the drip coffee machine with water and measured in ground coffee. 

"You want some coffee, Chels?"  

She was about to decline when Sean came up beside her. "You know, Chelsea, I can't 

remember the last time Matt brought a girl to any family function. You must be pretty special."  

She felt her cheeks heat with her blush. "We're just friends, neighbors actually. Matt was 

just feeling sorry for me because I was alone for the Easter holiday."  

"That's our Matt," Erin grinned. "Mr. Sensitive."  

Chelsea saw the way Matt's jaw clenched, and she recognized the glint of anger in his blue 

eyes, but it quickly disappeared and his 'good fellow' persona emerged. "Yeah, that's me. Just a 

sweetheart of a guy. Andrews here is a small town girl in the big, bad city. It's my civic duty as a 

Torontonian to show her some hospitality. Right Chels?" He gave her a playful slug on the 

shoulder.  
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Chelsea retaliated with a slug of her own. "Right, Malone. But I don't want to give your 

family the impression that I'm some helpless hick from the sticks. I can look after myself, you 

know."  

Matt rubbed his shoulder where Chelsea had hit him. "Hey, I didn't hit you that hard. And by 

the way Ms. Andrews, you can't even fight off a sixteen year old with pimples and a raging case of 

the hots for you."  

Chelsea's blood boiled, and she completely forgot their audience. "That is the stupidest, 

most asinine thing I've ever heard you say, Malone, and I've heard you say some really stupid 

things."  

"Stupid?" Matt stood toe to toe with her, their faces only inches apart. "I'll tell you what's 

stupid. A woman riding a bus alone at midnight, now that's stupid. Do you have any idea what 

that guy could have done to you? Do you know how scared I was for you?"  

All the fight went out of Chelsea in that instant. She stood staring into the blue of Matt's 

eyes for what seemed like an eternity, but couldn't think of a single thing to say. She didn't even 

remember that their every word was being listened to with much interest until she heard Sean 

chuckle.  

"Oh yeah, I'm sure they're just friends. What do you think Robert?"  

"No more than nodding acquaintances, I'd say."  

Chelsea and Matt turned simultaneously to look at their audience. Knowing smiles and 

winks were exchanged around the room. Again Chelsea felt her face heat, and she groaned 

inwardly. Where was that black hole to swallow you up when you really needed it?  

**** 

Matt tapped his fingers on the top of the Tupperware container his mother had loaded with 

leftovers. Chelsea sat silently beside him on the bus seat, and stared out the window. He felt like 

kicking himself across the city. Taking her this second time to a family function had been a big 
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mistake. Now his family thought they were some kind of "item". They'd never let him hear the end 

of it. But he could take that. What he couldn't abide was their teasing Chelsea. Poor kid. It was 

obvious she wasn't used to it, and was embarrassed by the whole thing. No wonder she wasn't 

speaking to him. Matt beat a little harder on the container.  

Chelsea reached out and grabbed his hands. "Matt, I swear, if you don't stop that 

tapping, I'm going to break every last one of your fingers."  

"Sorry."  

She took the container from him, set it on her lap, and again stared out the window. At last 

she turned to Matt and smiled.  

"When you think about it, what happened this afternoon was pretty funny. We must have 

looked ridiculous yelling at each other like a couple of five year oIds."  

"You think so?"  

"Sure. It was a fun day."  

"I dunno. My family's overwhelming sometimes. There's just so damn many of them and 

they all have an opinion about what’s best for Matthew. I wish they’d just let me decide what’s best 

for me.” 

Chelsea half turned towards him in her seat. “They love you, and they care what happens 

to you. I like your family.” 

Matt was astonished. “You do?” 

“Yeah, I do. I admit I’m not used to all that sibling teasing, but I think you’re very lucky. 

Whatever happens in your life, you know you can always go home.” She turned away and looked 

out the window again. “I don’t have that option.” 

He wished she’d tell him what had happened between herself and her parents. The now 

familiar feeling of protectiveness swept over him. She shouldn’t have to be alone in the world, and 
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he’d see to it personally that she wouldn’t be. He laid his hand over the two of hers, and when she 

didn’t pull away, Matt relaxed a little and gave her hands a squeeze. They sat quietly for several 

moments as the bus rumbled through the city streets. At last Chelsea spoke. 

“I’m starved. What are you making me for supper tonight?” 

Matt groaned. “Is that all you think about, food? You know, Andrews, for a little person, you 

can really pack it away.” 

She grinned. “It’s a gift.” 
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Chapter Six 

Chelsea stepped off the bus at her stop, and looked down the street in both directions. Her 

decision to take the bus, rather than accept the ride that Mr. Baines had offered, felt like a bad 

one in hindsight. The street, usually so homey and welcoming in the daylight, appeared sinister in 

the late evening shadows. The streetlights cast small pools of light around the base of the poles 

and only accentuated the gloom. The hedges lining much of the street that she usually thought so 

attractive, only resembled hiding places for muggers to her now.  

She pulled the collar of her coat a little tighter. After several warm spring-like days, the 

weather had suddenly turned cold again, as if nature was reluctant to let go of winter. Large, wet 

flakes of snow fell in such profusion that they obscured what little Chelsea could see of the street. 

She thought of Mr. Baine's nice, warm luxury sedan, and gave a sigh. She would have loved to 

have taken him up on his offer of a ride, but he looked so tired after the sixteen hour day they’d 

just put in at the gallery, that she just didn't have the heart to make him drive so far out of his 

way. And having forgotten to go to the bank machine this week, she didn't have enough cash to 

take a cab. She was just glad there weren't any weirdos on the bus like the last time she took a 

late night ride.  

Chelsea put thoughts of muggers and dope fiends firmly out of her mind as she hurried the 

one block to the Victorian, her heels clicking loudly on the wet sidewalk. Suddenly she became 

aware of footsteps other than her own, footsteps that seemed to be getting louder, closing the 

gap between them. She picked up her pace, clutching her purse with both hands. She tried to 

remember the lessons of her self defense course. A remembered image flashed into her mind: 
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use your keys as a weapon. She fished out her keys from the side pocket of her purse, and 

threaded them through her fingers, ready to gouge the face of anyone who laid a hand on her.  

The lights of the Victorian shone like a beacon of welcome through the snowy night. 

Chelsea sprinted the last few yards to the safety of the veranda. Her cold-numbed fingers fumbled 

with the keys in the lock.  

"What are you doing home so late?"  

Chelsea screamed and dropped her keys to the floor of the veranda. Matt leaned over and 

picked them up.  

"Honestly Malone, did you have to sneak up on me like that? You scared the daylights out 

of me."  

"Serves you right for coming home so late. Where have you been?"  

Chelsea glanced at her watch. "It's hardly late. It's only nine-thirty, and not that it's any of 

your business, but I've been working late. The Gallery was open tonight for a special reception. 

We even flew in a few of the artists.”  

Matt opened the door with Chelsea's keys and let her in. "You'd think after that bad 

experience the last time you took the bus late at night, you'd have a little more sense."  

"Who says I took the bus?" Chelsea lifted her chin in defiance. Matt Malone didn't bully 

her around. Even when he was right. "I took a cab."  

Matt dropped her keys into her hand. "Liar. I took a cab from work, and I didn't see any 

others around. Besides, look at you." His gaze raked over her from the tips of her wet toes to the 

top of her soggy head. "You're soaking wet from the snow. You've obviously walked from the bus 

stop."  

"I'm not a child, Malone. I can look after myself" Chelsea climbed the stairway with as 

much dignity as she could muster with frozen fingers and wet feet. Trust Matt to always be 

around when she was at her most vulnerable.  
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"If you're so damned determined to take the bus next time you have to work late, call me 

and I'll meet you at the bus stop," Matt called up the stairs. Chelsea ignored him, and kept on 

walking.  

Later while soaking in a hot tub, Chelsea pondered the events of the evening. Had she 

really heard footsteps behind her, or had that been a product of her overactive and frightened 

imagination? Had Matt really taken a cab? She hadn't heard one pull up to the curb, but then 

she'd been too intent on getting into the Victorian to notice. Could Matt have been the one 

following her? Chelsea shivered despite the warmth of the water. As much as she hated to 

believe it, it was a possibility.  

**** 

"Just one more time Chelsea, I promise."  

"You've got a lot of nerve Malone, asking me to help you with your play after being such a 

jerk last night."  

After spending a restless night wondering if Matt could have been the person who followed 

her from the bus stop, Chelsea was no closer to understanding the truth. In the dark of her 

bedroom, she could almost believe that Matt penned silly notes to her and followed her in the 

dark. But in the morning light, it seemed ridiculous. He was too preoccupied with the play to think 

of her as anything other than someone to practice his lines with.  

"Please Chelsea. The play opens in two days, and I've got to know my lines cold. I 

promise, if you run through this one last time, I'll never bother you again."  

Yeah. right. His hair was disheveled from constantly running his hands through it in 

nervous tension, his feet were bare, and his shirt was unbuttoned most of the way. Despite his 

dishabille, or perhaps because of it, he was sexy as hell. Matthew Malone would always bother 

her.  

She sighed. "Okay, one last time. But we skip the stage direction."  
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"But that's the best part."  

Chelsea got up to leave. "Malone—"  

"Okay, okay. No stage direction." She thought she heard him murmur 'Killjoy' under 

his breath as he turned away.  

They went through the dialogue again, with Chelsea feeling more uneasy by the minute. 

Was this stuff as bad as she thought? Matt never mentioned anything about it, so she imagined 

she was wrong. After all, she was no expert.  

She breathed a sigh of relief when they reached the end of the script. God, this stuff was 

tedious, especially after you read it a few times. Shakespeare it wasn't.  

Matt buttoned his shirt while hunting for his shoes under a stack of dirty laundry. He 

sniffed a couple of socks, and then pulled them on.  

"I've got to get to rehearsal. I'll see you tomorrow, Chels." He gave her an absent- minded 

peck on the cheek, and hurried out the apartment door. She looked around Matt's apartment, 

which attested to his preoccupation with the play. If possible, it looked worse than usual. Dirty 

dishes and half-eaten remains of meals were spread across the counter and table. Clothes littered 

the floor and covered the furniture. And a film of dust and grit covered everything. Every neat 

instinct in Chelsea's body threatened to revolt at the scene. It was all she could do not to grab a 

dust rag and start working.  

She stood up and walked towards the door. No way would she clean up after him. If he 

wanted to live like a slob, let him. She hadn't been put on this earth to be some man's maid.  

As she grabbed the door knob, she took a deep breath, and realized immediately that had  

been a mistake. The place smelled, probably from all the dirty dishes and underwear lying 

around. Chelsea refused on principle to wash Matt's laundry or his dishes, but she could take out 

the garbage without damaging her pride. It was for the good of the building, she told herself. If 

someone didn't take out the garbage soon, the next tenants were going to be rats and 

cockroaches.  
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Chelsea found a large garbage bag under the sink and began tossing pizza crusts and old  

newspapers inside. She was rifling through a stack of papers on the kitchen table when she saw 

it. It was a note, typed on plain white paper, the kind that could be purchased at any stationery 

shop. But what was unusual was the contents of the letter. "My Darling Chelsea", it began.  

**** 

"I don't know why you didn't confront him with that note right away," Rebecca 

whispered.  

"Shh, keep it down. I don't want the whole audience to hear you. Especially Matt's family" 

Chelsea gave a furtive glance to her right where Mr. and Mrs. Malone sat quietly talking with 

Megan and Erin.  

Chelsea looked around the small, unimpressive theater. The sparse audience was 

spread around the house in twos or threes as if each small group was afraid to get too close to 

another.  

"Sorry. It's not exactly a full house, is it?"  

"No, not exactly."  

Chelsea sighed, feeling heartsick despite her anger and doubts concerning Matt. It seemed 

so out of character. Why would Matt resort to sending her anonymous notes? The Matt she knew, 

or thought she knew, would simply tell her what was on his mind. Did he think it was some sort of 

romantic gesture? Thoughts spun around and around in her head, making her dizzy. Nothing 

made sense.  

The only thing that did make sense was the note she found in Matt's apartment. It was 

different from the other notes. While the others were almost Victorian in their chastity, this one 

was more graphic, though still as flowery. It dwelled on her physical attributes, her "Lily white 

skin" and "rosebud lips". The author stated how he'd like to touch that skin, everywhere, and 

kiss those lips. With a shudder, she wondered what else he had in mind. These notes were 
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moving from the realm of minor annoyance to downright scary.  

Mrs. Malone took Chelsea's cold hand. "I get nervous at Matt's openings too. I think the 

butterflies in my stomach are molting."  

Chelsea smiled for Sarah's benefit. "I know what you mean."  

Further conversation was unnecessary as the house lights went down and the curtain 

opened. The play began, and Chelsea followed along, having memorized all the lines. Matt wore 

tight fitting breaches and a billowy shirt, a kind of twenty-fourth century pirate ensemble. 

Whatever it was, he looked great in it. The pants outlined the muscles in his legs, and the open 

shirt emphasized his wide shoulders. His lines were delivered with passion, but even Matt's 

performance couldn't save this turkey. It was even worse than she feared. On stage, the play 

came off like a comedy, except it wasn't meant to be. More than one chuckle rose from the 

audience at some inadvertently funny line. Through it all, the cast kept straight faces, playing it 

like the serious drama it was supposed to be.  

By the end of the play, Chelsea was exhausted. A smattering of applause came from the 

audience, who quickly vacated the theater when the house lights came back on. In a few 

moments only Chelsea, Rebecca, and the Malones remained.  

Rebecca rose and touched Chelsea's shoulder. "Well, that was interesting. Come on, 

Chelsea, we'd better go."  

"No, you go ahead. I'm going to wait for Matt."  

Rebecca resumed her seat, giving her friend a surprised look. She glanced at the 

Malones."Are you sure? Maybe you should stay at my place tonight."  

Chelsea smiled for her friend and gave her hand a little squeeze. She sensed Rebecca's 

apprehension, but something inside her wouldn't let her believe that Matt would ever hurt her.  

"Thanks for the invitation, Rebecca. We'll have to have our slumber party some other time." 

She nodded towards Matt's parents and sisters. "Matt's brother is planning a little after-theater get 

together at the Pub. Would you like to come?"  
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Rebecca frowned, and stood once more. "No, I think I'd better get home. My dog starts 

eating the furniture if I leave him too long. Call me tomorrow?"  

"Sure. See you later."  

Rebecca left, leaving Chelsea alone with the Malones. So, how do you make small talk in 

these situations? she wondered. 'Oh, by the way, your son and brother is some kind of pervert. 

Nice weather we're having, isn't it?' A bubble of nervous laughter erupted from her mouth. 

Everyone stared at her.  

"I...I was just thinking about the play."  

"Oh," Joseph said, his brow wrinkling in thought. "I can't figure it out. Was it supposed to be 

funny? Or did I just not get it?"  

"It was supposed to be serious. A serious work of science fiction."  

"Oh," Joseph said again, though he still looked confused. "I guess I didn't get it. 

"Megan sighed. "Neither did I. Though I thought Matt was very good."  

"Oh yes, very good."  

"Very good."  

The conversation came to a grinding halt, and an awkward silence descended upon the 

five of them. They looked around the theater, at the stage, at the seats, at their shoes, anywhere 

but at each other. Finally Chelsea could stand it no longer.  

"It really stunk, didn't it? I mean, I didn't just imagine it, did I? It was really bad?"  

The Malones simultaneously sighed in relief. "It was so bad," Sarah whispered. "I can't 

believe how bad it was."  

"It was the dumbest thing I’ve ever seen," Erin added.  
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"When I read the script with Matt, I was afraid it was going to be bad, but I didn't want to 

say anything to him," Chelsea whispered. "He wanted this job so much."  

"All we can do is remain positive," Sarah said. "For Matt's sake."  

They all nodded in agreement. A moment later Matt stepped out from behind the stage 

wearing his regular street clothes. Chelsea noted the slump of his shoulders, the haggard 

expression on his face. He knew how bad the play was, too.  

He managed a smile for his parents. "I'll meet you all later at the Pub. The cast is going 

out to celebrate opening night. Which also happens to be closing night."  

"I'm sorry, honey," Sarah said, squeezing Matt's hand. Chelsea sensed that Sarah would 

gladly take on some of Matt's pain if she could.  

He patted her hand before letting go. "I have to get out of here. The sooner I put this 

fiasco behind me, the better."  

**** 

The atmosphere at the Malone's table at the Pub resembled a wake more than the 

celebration originally planned. Matt's parents, brothers, sisters, sisters-in-law and brothers-in-

law sat somberly nursing drinks and talking quietly amongst themselves. Everyone was present 

and accounted for, except for the guest of honor.  

"I hope Matt's party is more exciting than this one," Sean said, as he checked his watch. 

"Either that or he's hiding out."  

Robert chuckled. "My guess is that he's either too drunk to get here, or too embarrassed 

to show his face."  

"Probably both," Erin added. "You should have seen this turkey."  

"Oh come on, Erin. It wasn't that bad." Megan stifled a yawn and rubbed a hand over 

her pregnant belly.  
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"Really?" Erin said, her brows rising in challenge. "Name one thing that was good about 

it."  

"Well," Megan began, "the acting...actually, other than Matt the acting was pretty bad. But 

the writing ... no, the writing was awful. Okay, just wait, I'll think of something."  

"Matt's costume was nice," Sarah offered.  

"See? There you go. Matt had a nice costume." Megan gave her sister a triumphant smile.  

"A nice costume? He misses three weeks of work at the restaurant, and all you can say is 

he had a nice costume?" Sean threw up his hands and started to laugh. "Well, at least we won't 

have to worry about hiring another cook anytime soon. With Matt's track record as an actor, he'll 

be working at the restaurant till he collects his old age pension."  

Everyone laughed at Sean's joke. Even Joseph and Sarah shared a grin. Chelsea looked 

from one grinning face to the other, and suddenly felt mad enough to spit. These people were 

Matt's family, the ones who were supposed to support him through thick or thin, not make fun of 

him or his aspirations. She rose from her seat with as much calmness as she could muster.  

"I'm glad Matt isn't here to listen to you all making fun of him. I'm sure he's feeling bad 

enough as it is." She pushed back her chair. "If you'll excuse me, I think I'll go home."  

"Chelsea, wait." Joseph rose and touched her shoulder. "We're sorry to make fun, but 

poor Matt—"  

"He's not 'poor Matt'." Chelsea felt dangerously close to tears. She had to be over tired. 

"Someday he'll show all of you."  

Joseph's gaze locked on hers for a moment, before he patted her shoulder gently and 

gave her a smile. "Yes, I think he will. Come along, Chelsea. Sarah and I will give you a ride 

home."  

The Malone's car pulled up in front of the Victorian after a silent drive through the city. 

Chelsea's first instinct was to run out of the car and make for the safety of her apartment. Her 
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embarrassment over her outburst at the Pub had increased with every block they drove. But she 

had her pride. She'd be damned if she'd let Matt's parents think she was a coward.  

"I know it's late," she said, "but would you like to come up for coffee?"  

Joseph exchanged a quick look with his wife, who gave a small nod. "Yes, thank you.  

That would be nice."  

Off-key singing greeted them as they opened the front door. Chelsea experienced a 

moment of relief knowing that Matt had made it home okay. Her relief was followed quickly by 

annoyance. The idiot was drunk, and making enough noise to wake the neighborhood.  

Matt's apartment door was open and he lay sprawled across his sofa with a bottle of wine 

in one hand, belting out a somewhat blurry rendition of "My Wild Irish Rose". Sarah looked 

around the apartment and sighed.  

"I see he hasn't gotten any better at housecleaning."  

Joseph shrugged. "Apparently not."  

He ventured into the apartment and took the wine bottle from Matt. "Okay son, that's 

enough of the grape for tonight. Come on over to Chelsea's apartment and she'll fix you some 

coffee." 

Matt leaned against his father for support. "Ah, Chelsea, sweet Chelsea. She's a grand girl, 

isn't she Da?"  

Joseph gave Chelsea a wink as she opened the door to her apartment. "Yes, that she is, 

son. That she is."  

Chelsea unlocked her door and stepped inside, turning on the light as she entered. As 

soon as the light illuminated the room, she knew something was wrong, but she couldn't put her 

finger on it. She shook her head, trying to dispel the notion. Maybe she’d spent too much time in 

outer space lately.  

But when she opened her cupboard to find the coffee, she knew what had bothered her 
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from the moment she walked in. Her carefully organized cupboard was out of order. To the casual 

observer, the cupboard would appear perfectly neat, but not to her. If she had one major foible, it 

was her obsession with order. A place for everything and everything in its place. The cans and 

boxes in her cupboard were lined up with military precision, tall ones in the back, smaller ones in 

the front, the most frequently used items on the left. The coffee can, which she used every 

morning, was on the right.  

"Have you got some wine, Chelsea? I thought we might toast the merciful end to Run to 

the Stars. What do you say, darlin'?"  

She turned to Matt, who leaned unsteadily against her fridge, grinning like an idiot. She felt 

the blood drain from her face, and was helpless to control the trembling of her limbs. Matt's grin 

disappeared as he came to her, taking her shoulders in his hands and giving her a gentle shake.  

"Chelsea, what's wrong? What's happened?"  

She looked up into his face. His brow was wrinkled in concern, and he looked 

genuinely worried. Was that for real, or was he just drunk? It was so hard to tell with actors.  

"Someone's been in my apartment," she managed. "Someone’s gone through my things."  

**** 

Matt paced Chelsea's small apartment, feeling completely sober after several cups of 

strong, black coffee. The police constable fired endless questions at Chelsea. Was anything 

missing? If nothing was missing, how did she know someone had been in the apartment? 

Who else had a key? Chelsea's face seemed to get paler with every question, and Matt was 

powerless to help her.  

The worst was that she didn't seem to want his help. Hell, she didn't even want him 

around. That had been obvious from the way she'd shied away from his touch as they’d moved 

through the apartment earlier, checking to see if anything had been stolen. Chelsea had 

shuddered as they went through the bedroom. It had been the first time he'd seen her room, and 
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he wished now it had been under much different circumstances. To him the room had looked 

undisturbed, but Chelsea's soft gasps of dismay told him different. Her clothing had all been 

gone through, she said, especially her underwear. Nothing of any monetary value had been 

stolen, but Chelsea had cried when she discovered that an envelope containing a locket of her 

hair from her first haircut was missing. Her mother had tied a red ribbon around it and given it to 

her as a gift. Why would anyone steal a locket of my hair, she'd asked? Matt didn't have any 

answers for her.  

The police finally left after saying there wasn't much they could do. They recommended 

changing the locks. Hell of lot of good that would do now. Chelsea had already been 

traumatized.  

She sat straight and still on the sofa, Matt's mother holding her hand. Joseph sat on the 

other side of her with one arm around her shoulders. His parents had grown fond of Chelsea in a 

very short time. They probably liked her better than they liked him. At least she didn't disappoint 

them all the time.  

"It's really late," Chelsea said at last. "You must all be tired. Why don't you go home and 

get some rest?"  

"Are you sure you'll be alright dear? We could stay for a while longer," Sarah said. She 

had that same mother hen look that she used whenever she was worried about one of her 

chicks.  

Chelsea was officially one of the chicks now.  

"No, I'll be fine."  

But Matt could see she wasn't fine at all. Though she tried to put a brave face on it, she 

was even paler than usual, and her face had a haunted, frightened look.  

"Mom, why don't you and Dad take Chelsea to your place for the rest of the night? I 

think that might make us all feel better."  

Sarah smiled at him. "That's a great idea Matt. I should have thought of that myself. 
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Chelsea, why don't you put a few things in a bag and come home with us?"  

Matt could see Chelsea wrestle with the idea. He could practically hear her thoughts; she 

desperately wanted to get away from the apartment, but she didn't want to inconvenience his 

parents. More accurately, she didn't want to have to lean on them.  

"I don't want to put you to any trouble—"  

Sarah waved her objection away. "It's no trouble at all, sweetheart. What are friends for if 

not to help?” 

Chelsea smiled, relenting. "Okay. I guess I don't really want to be alone here tonight. But I 

don't want to take any of my clothes. I can't stand the thought of wearing something he might have 

touched—"  

Her voice broke off in a sob, and Joseph gathered her into his arms. Sarah stroked 

her back.  

"That's okay, sweetheart.," Sarah said. "You can borrow a nightgown from me. We're 

never going to let him bother you again."  

**** 

Chelsea stumbled out of bed and reached for the robe Sarah had lent her. It was hopeless 

to believe she'd ever get to sleep tonight. She just kept thinking about someone prowling around 

her apartment, pawing through her things, examining her most personal belongings. She shivered 

as her feet hit the cold floor. She felt so violated, as if this person had touched her and not just 

her possessions.  

But what hurt most of all was knowing it could have been Matt. After all, there'd been a 

couple of hours unaccounted for. And why had he insisted on accompanying her to his parent's 

house? Should she be afraid to be sleeping in the same house as him?  

Not that she was sleeping anyway. Perhaps a glass of milk would help calm her. She 
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padded as quietly as possible down the darkened hall to the kitchen. A small light shone over the 

stove, illuminating the kitchen well enough for Chelsea to find her way around. She found a glass 

in the cupboard and began pouring herself some milk.  

"I guess you can't sleep either."  

She jumped at the sound of the masculine voice, spilling a little of the milk on the counter. 

She whirled around, her hand pressed against her pounding heart.  

"Geez Malone, you scared the stuffing out of me. Do you always sneak up on people in 

the middle of the night?"  

"Only when I can't sleep.” 

She grabbed a cloth from the sink and dabbed at the spilled milk. 

 “Here, I'll get that."  

Matt took the dish cloth from her trembling fingers and wiped the counter. For some 

reason, the small gesture hit Chelsea in the solar plexus. Tears welled in her eyes and she wiped 

at them angrily with the back of her hand. He put down his cloth and pulled her into his arms. She 

held her breath, trying her damnedest not to cry, but Matt’s rhythmic stroking of her back, 

combined with his soothing voice telling her that everything was going to be all right, had the tears 

flowing like a waterfall. She put her arms around his waist and snuggled against his warm, bare 

chest. His strong arms held her in a protective embrace, and she felt safe for the first time in 

several hours. Her feelings were totally irrational. How could she feel safe with Matt when he 

could very likely be the one causing her distress?  

She pulled away from him, and dried her eyes with a tissue. "I'm okay now. Sorry about the 

waterworks."  

"It's okay. I don't blame you for being upset. I don't understand why anyone would 

break into your apartment just to steal a lock of hair. It doesn't make sense."  

Chelsea retrieved her milk and took a seat at the kitchen table. "I know."  
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Matt sat down at the chair next to hers. "It's crazy. My apartment wasn't broken into, and 

neither was Mrs. Ross's. It's almost as if someone were targeting you."  

That thought had occurred to Chelsea as well. The question was, was he the one doing the 

targeting? She picked up her milk and started to pace. "I don't want to talk about it anymore. What 

about you? You've had a pretty traumatic evening yourself"  

He ran a hand through his hair, signaling his frustration. "Yes, thank you for reminding me 

of my humiliation on the stage. I'd almost forgotten that."  

"You weren't humiliated, Matt. That play was a wretched piece of drivel."  

Matt grinned wryly. "Yeah, I know. There was this nasty little voice in the back of my mind 

that kept saying "This is crap, Malone" but I did my best to ignore it. I wanted to work too much to 

let bad writing and inadequate directing stand in my way." He took a long, slow swallow of his 

milk. "I guess I should have been more selective. But then beggars can't be choosers."  

"It's been a lousy night all around, hasn't it?"  

She stifled a yawn. The exhaustion she'd been fighting off for several hours suddenly hit 

her. She just wanted to crawl into bed and sleep for a week, but whenever she closed her eyes 

she saw a shadowy figure prowling through her apartment, touching her things. Her skin crawled 

at the thought and she shivered. She wrapped her arms around herself.  

"Do you want to play cards or something?" she asked.  

Matt rose and took her hand. "No sweetheart, I want to get some sleep, and I think you do 

too. Come with me."  

He led her into the living room and on to the couch, where he’d obviously been 

sleeping. Pillows and blankets were strewn carelessly in typical Matt fashion.  

He sat down and gave her hand a tug, urging her to sit with him. Chelsea pulled back, 

resisting.  
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"If you want to go to sleep, go ahead. I'll be fine."  

He shook his head. "No you won't. I can see just by looking at you that you're still in 

shock. Come sit down, and I'll rub your back. You'll feel better."  

Chelsea stared at him for a moment before letting herself be pulled down beside him. His 

smile was so sweet, his voice so persuasive, his arms so inviting. Matt began to massage the 

tense muscles in her shoulders and neck. Damn, he was good! Little by little he massaged away 

all the hurts and worries and fears. A moan escaped from her lips. Her head fell forward, and 

she surrendered completely to his ministrations.  

She was nearly asleep when Matt pulled her against him and tucked a blanket gently 

around her. She thought vaguely about protesting, but didn't have the energy. She snuggled into 

Matt's broad shoulder, the hair on his chest tickling her nose. A feeling of contentment and utter 

security enveloped her, one that she hadn't felt for a long time. Her last thought was that this 

Matt, this tender, caring Matt, was far more dangerous to her than any note writing fiend.  

**** 

Chelsea woke feeling warm and languid, and totally rested. She snuggled next to the 

warm, solid body beside her. A wave of affection swept over her, and she kissed the closest thing 

to her, one hairy, well-muscled arm. The arm reached out and wrapped itself around her, bringing 

her closer. A whisker covered chin rasped gently across her cheek, and lips deposited warm 

kisses across her closed eyes. She sighed as a hand ran across her back, her hip, and down her 

leg, which tangled with heavy, hair covered legs. The hand moved back up her body, pulling up 

her nightgown as it went, to touch the naked skin beneath. It paused at her waist, gauging the 

width, and then advanced upwards, cupping her breast. She gasped at the delicious sensation. It 

seemed wildly wicked, while at the same time so completely right. She arched her back, pushing 

her breast closer to the hand.  

"God, Chelsea. I never thought the first time we made love would be on my folk's 

couch."  
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Chapter Seven 

Chelsea's eyes flew wide open, and met with Matt's smugly masculine blue gaze. 

With one well-placed shove, she pushed him off the narrow couch and sent him 

sprawling onto the floor. She hopped off the couch and pulled down her nightgown with 

great dignity.  

"What did you do that for?" he gave her an indignant glare.  

"You assume too much, Malone. What made you think I wanted to sleep with you?"  

"I've got news for you, sweetheart, you did sleep with me. We just haven't gotten to stuff 

that happens after we wake up."  

She rummaged through the blankets to find her borrowed robe. "Matt, I appreciate 

everything you and your family have done for me, but I'm just not looking for that kind of 

relationship. I'm sorry if I gave the impression I was."  

"Oh, you gave that impression all right." He rose to his feet. One hand rested on his 

narrow hips, and the other rubbed absently at his bare, broad chest. "In fact, I could have 

sworn you were as ready as I was."  

Chelsea's face burned with embarrassment. She wrenched the robe from under some 

blankets and pushed her arms through the sleeves. "I have to get to work. Please tell your 
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parents thank you if they're not up before I leave."  

"You can run, Chelsea, but you can't hide," Matt said to her retreating back, 

amusement evident in his voice. "Somehow, someway, I'm going to make love to you. And 

you're going to beg me to do it."  

She stamped down the hall and into the guest room. She would've loved the satisfaction of 

slamming the door, but aside from being childish, it would have woken the Malones. She 

contented herself with a stifled scream into her pillow.  

The arrogance, the unmitigated gall of the man. Did he think he was so irresistible that 

she would just fall into his arms? She gave the pillow a couple of hearty whacks.  

Yes, he definitely thought he was that irresistible. But what scared Chelsea most was that 

despite all her reservations about him, she was beginning to think so too.  

**** 

Rebecca's jaw dropped as Chelsea rushed into the Gallery. "My God, 

what happened to you? You look terrible!"  

"Good morning to you too." She pushed a wayward strand of hair out of her face. "I need 

to brush my hair and clean up a bit."  

"No kidding. Why are you wearing the same clothes you were wearing last night?"  

Chelsea sighed and told Rebecca the story, leaving out the part about her and Matt 

spending the night together on the couch. "So tonight after work I'm going to wash all my 

clothes in hot water and scrub every inch of my apartment. I feel like everything in it's been 

soiled, and I'm not going to able to live there again until everything is cleaned."  

"I’ll tell you what," Rebecca said, putting her arm around Chelsea's shoulders. "I'll come 

over and help you clean tonight. I'll even spring for a bottle of wine."  

"Thanks Rebecca, I’d appreciate that. You're a pal."  
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"No problem. Oh, by the way, Mr. Edmonds was by looking for you. He said he'll be by 

again later."  

Chelsea frowned as she pulled the brush from her purse and began brushing her hair. "It's 

a wonder he's still speaking to us after that debacle in the restaurant. I wonder what he wants."  

"Maybe he wants to give you his note in person this time."  

"We have absolutely no proof that Mr. Edmonds is the note writer"  

"True, but he's still in the running." Rebecca paused, her brows knitting together and her 

mouth forming a frown. "Actually, after what you've told me about Matt, my money's on him. He's had 

motive and opportunity."  

"What motive?" Chelsea asked. "And for that matter, what opportunity? The police said 

there was no forcible entry to my apartment, and he doesn't have a key."  

"Come on Chelsea, how difficult would it be to open the lock on your door? A kid with a 

bobby pin and a credit card could do it. And as for motive, maybe it's a case of unrequited lust. 

He's got a thing for you, and maybe he broke into your apartment just to hang out with your stuff 

and steal something personal, like a lock of hair."  

Chelsea groaned and took her seat at her desk in a vain attempt to start work. "That is so 

twisted. I think you've read one too many mystery novels."  

"No, listen," Rebecca wheeled her chair over to Chelsea's desk, warming to her subject. 

"Whoever broke into your apartment was somebody who has a thing for you. Any self-respecting 

thief would have made off with your DVD player instead of a lock of your baby hair. He wanted to 

be close to you. You have to ask yourself who's been trying to get close to you lately."  

"The police said the intruder could have been disturbed by something and left before he 

had a chance to make off with anything valuable."  

Rebecca shook her head. "I might believe that if I didn't have a drawer full of 

anonymous notes to you in my desk. I think you'd better be very careful of Matt Malone. 
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There's no telling what he might try next."  

Chelsea's heart sank. She didn't want to believe Matt was the kind of guy who stalked 

women, but the evidence against him was beginning to pile up. She chastised herself for wanting 

him to be innocent. Matt Malone was becoming way too important to her.  

A short time later, Thomas Edmonds stepped through the door of the Gallery looking as 

dapper as ever. Chelsea stepped out from behind her desk to greet him.  

"Mr. Edmonds. Rebecca told me you were in earlier. What can I do for you?"  

Edmonds glanced around the Gallery. Rebecca was showing a group of tourists the 

display of Inuit prints. "I was hoping we could have lunch. Alone."  

Warning bells clanked like a three alarm fire in Chelsea's head. This was the second time 

he had wanted to take her to lunch. Maybe Rebecca was wrong about Matt. And if she was, 

maybe it was time to find out right now.  

"Lunch would be lovely. I'll just tell Rebecca."  

After a brief word to Rebecca to which her friend responded with shocked surprise, 

Chelsea allowed Mr. Edmonds to escort her out of the gallery. Again, he chose an exclusive 

restaurant, this time in a grand old hotel. Silverware and crystal gleamed against the pristine white 

of the linen tablecloths. It certainly beat her usual lunch time routine at the Brown Bag Carousel.  

Mr. Edmonds ordered for them both. A waiter brought a bottle of white wine, and Mr. 

Edmonds went through the tasting ritual, sampling the small portion poured by the waiter. After a 

few seconds of deliberation, while he sloshed the wine around in his mouth, he signaled his 

approval with a regal nod of his head. The waiter filled both glasses, set the wine on ice, and 

discreetly disappeared.  

Mr. Edmonds raised his glass in a toast. "To new friendships,"  

Chelsea set down her glass. "I know why you asked me here today."  

"You do?"  
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"Yes, I do. And I think what you've done is despicable."  

Mr. Edmond paled. "I know it was underhanded, but I had no choice."  

"There's always a choice, Mr. Edmonds. You stepped over the bounds of friendship, 

taking advantage of your position as a client of the gallery' s. You should be ashamed of 

yourself"  

He hung his head. "I know, I am, but I wanted you so much."  

Chelsea gave free reign to her anger. Now that she knew Matt wasn't the guilty party, she 

could breathe a sigh of relief "I'm not an object, Mr. Edmonds. You can't make me have feelings 

that I don't have. Frankly, this whole thing was rather frightening, and I'm very glad it's over."  

"I'll have to apologize to Damian as soon as possible."  

"To Mr. Baines?" She shook her head, amazed at the gall of the man. "Why would you 

have to apologize to Mr. Baines for breaking into my apartment? I'd say you owe me an 

apology."  

"Breaking into your apartment?" Mr. Edmonds' voice rose a couple of decibels. "I never 

broke into your apartment! Where did you get a crazy idea like that?"  

"Oh dear." She stared at him across the table. "What exactly are we talking about?"  

"I don't have a clue what you're talking about, but I'm talking about opening my own gallery 

and having you manage it for me."  

"Oh." Chelsea felt the heat of her blush all the way to her toes. "Oh, that."  

"What on earth are you talking about? What's this about someone breaking into your 

apartment?"  

"Someone did that, and someone's been sending me anonymous letters."  

"And you thought I did that? I didn't know you had such a low opinion of me."  



Jana Richards 

Thomas Edmonds wore the look of a man much maligned. He appeared so genuinely 

shocked and hurt that Chelsea could no longer believe he had anything to do with either the 

notes or her apartment break-in. She sighed. It looked like she was back to square one. And 

that meant Matt was still her prime suspect.  

**** 

Matt slipped out of his jacket and slung it over his shoulders as he walked home from the 

bus stop. The spring afternoon hummed with life and warmth. Birds flit about from tree to tree 

and flowering plants and trees vibrated with the sound of bees gathering pollen. My life may be in 

the toilet, Matt mused, but everything else in the world is doing great. He sighed. Life goes on.  

Mrs. Ross, David, and another man were on the front veranda, examining the front door. 

David turned and saw Matt coming up the front walk and gave him an unfriendly glare before 

turning to ignore him.  

"Forget your key, Mrs. R.?" Matt asked.  

Mrs. Ross turned to smile at him. "Matt, hi. We're just putting in the new locks. After what 

happened last night, we can't be too careful."  

"No, we can't." A shiver of fear went through Matt as he thought of what might have 

happened if Chelsea had been home alone rather than at his ill-fated play.  

The locksmith tightened the screws on the new locks. "There you go, Mrs. Ross. You've 

got a great new set of dead-bolts. Anybody who wants to get in without a key would have to break 

down the door."  

Mrs. Ross handed Matt a key. "Here Matt, you do the honors. You can be the first one to 

open the new locks."  

Matt inserted the new key and carefully turned it. The door opened with a soft click.  

"Well, I'll be damned," he said. "I didn't have to kick it or anything."  



109 

Rescue Me 

Mrs. Ross clucked her tongue. "As your landlady, I have to tell you that I frown upon 

kicking anything in the house."  

"You'd let him get away with anything, Grandma," David blurted.  

Both Mrs. Ross and Matt turned to look at David, whose face reddened. He half turned 

his head, his hair falling in his face and partially obscuring his sullen expression.  

"That was rude, David," Mrs. Ross said. "You owe Matt an apology."  

David mumbled something that sounded like 'sorry' and disappeared inside the house. Mrs. 

Ross shrugged apologetically.  

"I'm sorry," she said. "David's going through a tough time, but that's no excuse for his 

rudeness."  

"It's alright, Mrs. R. I know I'm not one David's favorite people." For Mrs. Ross's sake he'd 

let the kid's comments pass. After all, he was supposed to be the adult here. If he got into a 

pissing contest with a sixteen year old, what did that make him? Twenty-nine going on twelve?  

The locksmith packed his tools and presented Mrs. Ross with an invoice. "I'm pretty 

pleased with the price," she said, "considering there were two exterior doors and three apartment  

doors. You've got enough keys made for every door?"  

He nodded in the affirmative and she led him into the house to pay the bill. Matt took a 

seat on the old fashioned swing sitting at the far end of the veranda. He'd wanted to try out this 

thing since he'd moved in here, and now seemed the perfect opportunity. The sun was shining, it 

was a beautiful day, and it wasn't like he had anything else to do. He sank into the cushions of 

the swing and idly pushed it with his foot. The back and forth motion soothed his soul, and he 

relaxed, closing his eyes.  

So what was he going to do with the rest of his life? Good question, but Matt didn't have a 

good answer for it. He examined his options. Option One: The Status Quo. He could continue to 

pursue his acting career and hope for his big break, while at the same time working at the 
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restaurant to support himself. Option Two: Give up Show Business. He could give up acting 

completely and go to work full time for his brothers. Option Three: Throw himself off a bridge. If he 

took Option Two, Option Three would follow in short order.  

Matt sank further into the cushions, and sighed. There didn't seem to be a viable solution. 

He knew he couldn't go on indefinitely as he was, but the alternatives were untenable.  

A little voice popped up in the back of his head and screamed at him. What about other 

life decisions, like getting married and having a family, a dog, a mortgage, and all that other 

domestic stuff? Everybody else in his family was doing it, and they seemed happy. His parents 

had been married nearly forty years, and he still caught them holding hands and smooching. 

What was the matter with him? Why couldn't he commit? Had chasing his dream to be an actor 

blinded him to everything else? Maybe he needed some kind of sign, some kind of divine 

intervention to tell him what to do.  

"You look comfortable there."  

Matt nearly fell out of his seat. He opened his eyes and saw Chelsea's amused expression. 

"Geez, do you have to sneak up on a guy? You could have warned me."  

"Sorry." She didn't sound the least bit sorry. She sat next to him and began to push the 

swing with her foot.  

"I've forgotten how nice these are," she said. "My parents used to have one of these." 

"Where was this?"  

"In Rosebud, Alberta, my hometown. My father was minister in a little evangelical church 

there." She closed her eyes and leaned against the cushions. "It was a small town, a pretty little 

place where everybody knew everybody else. And everybody knew your business."  

Matt sat up straighter and opened his eyes. She looked relaxed, but Matt could sense a 

tension under the surface. He chose his words carefully.  

"Did you like living there?"  
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"I loved it when I was a little kid. I knew all the kids in the school, and there were friends on 

my block I could play with. In those days, in such a small town, you didn't have to worry about 

child molesters around every corner. Though my mother always managed to find something to 

worry about anyway."  

Chelsea's voice sounded full of resentment. He'd have to pick his way carefully through 

this mine field.  

"What about later? How did you feel about it then?"  

She sighed heavily. "Later, when I was a teenager, it was a nightmare. I was the 

minister's daughter, and there were so many expectations. I had to be smarter than everybody 

else, had to play the piano better, had to be prettier, sweeter, and generally all around more 

virtuous than everybody else on the planet. I was your typical teenager. I wanted to have 

friends to go to dances with, and smoke cigarettes, and ride around in cars. But my father 

forbade it. He said we had a standard to uphold. We had to be an example of how good people 

behave."  

This was said with such cynicism and anger that Matt stopped rocking to look at her. Her 

face was serene except for the two lines of worry drawn across her brow.  

"What happened to make you so angry, Chelsea?"  

She stopped rocking and opened her eyes. Her deepening blush suggested she was 

embarrassed by the information she’d divulged and by the emotions implied by that 

information. She lowered her eyes.  

"Nothing. I really don't want to talk about it, Matt." She rose to leave, but he caught  

her hand.  

"Don't be embarrassed, Chelsea. Not with me. Never with me."  

They stared at each other for several long moments before she extricated her hand.  

"I don't like to talk about it," she said at last.  
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Mrs. Ross chose that moment to step out onto the veranda with the locksmith. "Thanks 

again, Ralph. If we have any more trouble, we'll give you a call."  

"Think about that electronic alarm system, Mrs. Ross. A lot of my clients are installing 

them."  

"I'll think about it."  

She waved goodbye to the locksmith and then spied Matt and Chelsea on the other end of 

the veranda. "I just had a great idea, kids. Why don't you two come to my place for dinner? It can 

be a celebration of the new locks."  

Matt glanced at Chelsea who successfully masked the vulnerability evident in her face only 

a moment ago. "That sounds nice, Mrs. Ross," he said. "What can I bring?"  

"Just your lovely self, dearie," Mrs. Ross said. "I've got all the fixings for Hamburger 

Surprise."  

Matt blanched at the thought of what exactly the surprise in Hamburger Surprise might be. 

Mrs. Ross caught his look.  

"Just because you're some kind of fancy-shmancy chef doesn't mean you can look down 

your nose at us plain old cooks. Just for that, you can help me in the kitchen. I need someone to 

dice onions."  

Matt gave her a sheepish grin. "Sorry Mrs. R. I'd be glad to help."  

Chelsea poked him in the ribs as they entered the house, a playful grin on her face. 

"Try not to cry over the onions too much, dearie."  

**** 

The surprise in Hamburger Surprise was that it was surprisingly good. Matt helped Mrs. 

Ross slice and dice and create her masterpiece, which in reality was souped up chili. Matt sat 

across the table from Chelsea, with David and Mrs. Ross at either end. From time to time, David 
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threw belligerent looks at Matt when he thought no one was looking. But even worse were the 

looks of total adoration he bestowed on Chelsea. If it wasn't for Mrs. Ross, Matt would stuff the 

pot of Hamburger Surprise right down the kid's throat.  

"This is great Mrs. R." he said. "I may have to steal your recipe."  

She laughed heartily. "There really is no recipe. I just throw it together with whatever I 

happen to have available."  

"Maybe so, but I've never seen anyone throw a cup of coffee into the chili before." Matt 

took a spoonful into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. "It really gives the chili a unique flavor."  

"I learned that from a friend out west in Alberta," she said. "They call it Cowboy Chili out 

there."  

"Is that right, Chelsea?" David asked, leaning forward to catch her every word.  

"I haven't a clue. I'm really not much of a cook."  

"That's okay. You're good at a lot of other things."  

She laughed. "You're excellent for my ego, David."  

He blushed, obviously pleased. "Well, it's true. You're great at your job, you're nice to all 

the neighbors, and your sketches are great."  

"Sketches?" Matt asked, intrigued.  

"Oh, it's nothing. Just a hobby. I like to sketch, especially people. Occasionally I do a 

painting from one of my sketches."  

Matt felt a small jab of jealousy. She'd shown David her sketches but she hadn't shown 

him?  

"I'd like to see them sometime," he said.  
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She gave a noncommittal shrug. "Sometime."  

Mrs. Ross brought a beautiful chocolate cake to the table. It was two layers high and 

dripping with frosting. David smacked his lips.  

"Nobody makes chocolate cake like my Grandma," he said.  

Mrs. Ross laughed, but it was obvious she was pleased with the compliment. "You're full of 

compliments today, aren't you? Just for that you get the first piece."  

She slid the lifter into the cut cake and pulled out an enormous piece. "I cut an extra large 

piece just for you, David. I know how you practically inhale your food."  

Matt took a piece of cake, but Chelsea declined, saying she was too full.  

"Aw, c'mon Chelsea, try some. It's really good." David waved his cake laden fork in 

front of her.  

"No really, I couldn't." But her eyes followed the fork with longing. "Well, okay, maybe just 

one bite."  

David brought the fork to her lips, being careful not to stab her with it. As Chelsea's lips 

closed around the fork, her eyes drifted shut and she emitted a soft sigh. David's expression was 

one of pure bliss, and Matt felt his blood boil. He was the only one who could make her moan like 

that over food, dammit!  

A second later, the stupidity of that thought hit him. David was just a kid, and Chelsea 

was merely being nice to him. He was an adult, a grown up person who was completely in 

charge of his own emotions. There was no way he was jealous of a sixteen year old. Was 

there?  

Mercifully, the evening came to a quick close after dessert. Matt and Chelsea stayed to 

help Mrs. Ross clean up, said goodnight, and then went upstairs to their respective apartments. 

Matt congratulated himself on not throttling David over the course of the evening.  

"That was fun," Chelsea said as they reached the top of the stairs. "I think David had a 
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good time. He's such a serious kid. I wish he'd loosen up more often."  

Little green-eyed monsters danced in front of Matt’s eyes. It was ridiculous but he 

couldn’t seem to stop himself. “He’s a little young for you, don’t you think?” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“It means it’s unbecoming for a woman your age to be throwing herself at kid like that.” 

“What! How dare you make such a stupid remark! Nobody but you and your overblown 

ego would ever think of anything so ridiculous.” 

“Ridiculous, huh? I’ll tell you what’s ridiculous. Eating cake off his fork, that’s ridiculous.” 

For a moment, Chelsea stood toe to toe with him, looking up at him with fire in her eyes. 

Then slowly, a grin spread across her face. 

“You’re jealous,” she said. “You’re actually jealous of a sixteen year old boy.” 

“Don’t be absurd.” 

“No, it’s true, I can see it in your eyes. You’re jealous. That’s so funny.” 

Matt looked away from her, embarrassed that she had seen through him. “I’m glad I’m 

such a source of amusement to you.” 

She threw up her hands in exasperation. “Well, aside from insulting me by implying that 

I was flirting with David, don’t you think it’s funny you should be jealous of a sixteen year old? I 

mean, he’s a great kid, but he’s just a kid, and you’re a man. A strong, confident, experienced 

man.” 

Matt stepped closer and rested his hands on her shoulders. “Tell me more.” 

He felt her shiver under his touch. “You’re bigger than David, I mean taller. And you 

have a family that’s always supported you, through thick or thin. He doesn’t have that.” 
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“Poor kid,” Matt mumbled as he pulled her into his arms and nibbled at her ear. He 

breathed a sigh of relief as her arms went around his neck. 

“You have so many advantages over him. There’s no need to be jealous,” she 

whispered. 

“I’m such an idiot,” he said as his lips descended on hers. 
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Chapter Eight 

Matt's lips were soft and warm as they touched hers. He felt so good in her arms, so solid, 

so reassuring, as if he'd always be there. But Chelsea knew it didn't work that way. Men like Matt 

and her father, men who were too charming and too handsome, were never content with just one 

woman.  

Regretfully, she pulled away from his embrace. Matt tightened his arms around her, and 

nuzzled the soft skin behind her ear.  

"Don't go. I want you."  

Her body responded with enthusiasm to his plea. Her nipples hardened into peaks against 

his solid chest, and she could feel dampness pooling between her thighs. Her arms longed to 

hold him against her, and her hands wanted to touch every inch of him. But her head screamed 

that she’d be sorry if she slept with him. 

Her head won.  

"I'm sorry, Matt. I can't."  

"C'mon Chels, we'd be good together, you know we would."  

For a moment she wavered. Would it really be so wrong to make love to Matt? Yes, her 

little voice of reason stated emphatically. It would be so wrong because you can't trust him. Even 

if she knew for certain that Matt hadn't sent her the notes, or followed her in the dark, or broken 
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into her apartment, he'd be wrong for her. He was the kind of man she could lose herself in. And 

that would be as devastating for her as it had been for her mother.  

"No, I can’t."  

Just as the words left her mouth a persistent knock sounded at her door.  

"Hey Chelsea, it's me, Rebecca. I've got a bottle of wine and my toothbrush. I'm ready for 

the sterilize-Chelsea's-apartment-pajama party."  

Chelsea pushed at Matt's chest and he let her go, holding up his hands in surrender. 

"Okay, I give up, for now. But I'll warn you, we're not through with this discussion yet."  

She followed him to the door. "There's nothing to discuss."  

He turned around and stared at her, his eyes stabbing her with their intensity. "Oh no? I 

think we have a lot to discuss. Like how you're going to beg me to make love to you some day. 

When we make love for the first time it'll be because you’ll want it just as much as I do."  

Chelsea gave a derisive snort and folded her arms across her chest. "Get over 

yourself, Malone. It's not going to happen."  

He opened the apartment door, and stepped past a surprised Rebecca. Before he 

reached his apartment door, he turned and gave Chelsea an enigmatic smile.  

"We'll see about that."  

**** 

Rebecca balanced the plastic laundry basket precariously on her hip with one hand while  

she closed the door with the other.  

"Okay Chels, this is the last load. All your clothes are washed, and your drawers and  

cupboards and closets have been cleaned within an inch of their lives. All the dirty little intruder 

germs are obliterated."  
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"Don't tease, Rebecca. How'd you like it if some nut went through your stuff?"  

Rebecca sighed and put her basket on the coffee table. "I wouldn't. I'm sorry, I guess I'm 

just tired. Let's open the wine and take a break."  

"That sounds like a plan."  

Chelsea brought Rebecca's wine along with two glasses and a corkscrew to the coffee 

table. After opening the wine and pouring each of them a glass, she leaned back against the 

cushions of the sofa and put her feet up on the table.  

"To good friends, who stand by you through better or worse," Chelsea said, lifting her 

glass in a toast.  

"And don't forget how they risk dish-pan hands to help a friend in crisis," Rebecca said as 

she clinked her glass against Chelsea's.  

"Amen to that."  

Rebecca put her feet up on the table beside Chelsea's as she took a contemplative sip of 

wine. "So what was Matt doing here when I came?"  

Chelsea felt her face heat. "Nothing. Just talking."  

Rebecca grinned. "Yeah right. Judging from your blush, it must have been some 

conversation."  

"Matt can be a bit ... intense at times."  

Rebecca's grin faded. "He didn't hurt you did he? You shouldn't be alone in your 

apartment with him. He's still the best suspect we have."  

"He’s never hurt me." Chelsea stood and started to pace, suddenly feeling restless. "I 

know it looks like he's the letter writer, but I just can't reconcile that with the guy I know."  

"Yeah, well, isn't that what the neighbors always say about the mass murderer living next 
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door? 'He seemed like such a nice fellow.'"  

"Come on, now you're getting carried away. A few silly letters hardly compare to mass 

murder."  

Rebecca jumped up and began to pace with Chelsea. "Ah ha! So you admit Matt could 

be the letter writer."  

Chelsea abruptly sat down again, feeling like a deflated balloon. Why did it hurt so much 

to believe that Matt could be the one who wrote the notes, who went through her things, who 

followed her in the dark? "Yes, I guess I have to admit it's a possibility."  

She was spared further comment on the matter when someone knocked at her door. 

Chelsea groaned and closed her eyes.  

"If it's Matt, tell him I've moved. To Siberia."  

"My pleasure."  

David and Mrs. Ross stood in the doorway when Rebecca opened the door. Mrs. Ross 

held the leftover chocolate cake from supper in her hands.  

"We thought you two could use a break," Mrs. Ross said. "Matt said your friend was 

over to help you clean up."  

"You spoke to Matt?"  

Mrs. Ross nodded. "A little while ago. He went out."  

"I see. Come on in."  

Chelsea introduced Rebecca as she poured wine for Mrs. Ross and passed out plates for 

the cake.  

"We're done cleaning. I just have a few clothes to fold and put away."  

Rebecca smiled. "At least Chelsea can sleep in her own bed tonight. I know if someone 
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went through all my things I'd feel violated too."  

"But the apartment wasn't trashed," David blurted. "You weren't hurt, and nothing of 

value was taken."  

Chelsea smiled at him, knowing it was hard for a boy of his age to understand. "That's 

true, but the thought that someone was in my apartment, touching my things, invading my privacy 

... it's very upsetting. I feel as if he's taken something from me."  

"He has," Rebecca offered. "Your sense of security. You no longer feel as if your home is 

a safe haven."  

David frowned and pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. "I never thought of it 

that way. I'm sorry, Chelsea. I mean, I'm sorry someone did this to you."  

"Thanks. I appreciate your concern."  

He rose from his chair and took his empty plate to the sink, nearly tripping over the coffee 

table in his haste to leave. "I have to leave now, but if you have anything else you need to clean, 

let me know. I'll do anything I can to help you. Anything."  

Chelsea nodded, a feeling of alarm rushing through her at David's vehement words. She 

was going to have to sit him down and make it clear that they were just friends, nothing more. 

She was glad Matt wasn't here to bombard her with the 'I told you so's'.  

He hurried out of the apartment, his abrupt departure leaving the three women 

speechless for a few moments. At last Mrs. Ross reached over and patted Chelsea's 

hand.  

"Don't worry. He's got a bit of a crush on you, but he'll get over it. I'll have a talk with 

him."  

She wished she could feel as confident as Mrs. Ross about that. The last thing she needed 

was another not-so-secret admirer.  
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**** 

Three days later, Chelsea groaned when Rebecca held up a plain white envelope. "Oh no, 

not another one."  

"Oh yes," Rebecca replied. "That's three days in a row now. At least he's consistent."  

"Bully for him." She tore open the letter and read it. "I'm beautiful, I'm wonderful, yada, 

yada, yada. Same old, same old."  

Rebecca took the letter from her and performed the ritual of stamping the date and signing 

her initials to this latest missive. She then filed the letter with the others. The file now bulged with 

its contents.  

"Did you talk to the police again?"  

"Yes, for all the good it did me," Chelsea replied. "They noted the break-in on my file, 

and the continuing letters. But at the moment this is still in the realm of nuisance."  

"So do we have to wait until we find your bludgeoned body at the city dump before 

anybody takes this seriously?"  

"Thanks a lot Rebecca. I really need that image to carry around all day."  

"Sorry Chels, but I'm just so frustrated with this. Why couldn't they just stake out the 

Gallery until he delivers a letter, and catch him in the act?"  

"We've already been through this. For one thing, the police say they don't have the 

manpower, and for another, he's been sending the letters through the mail lately. We never know 

if the letter's going to be hand delivered or if it's coming in the mail. And he never sends it from 

the same postal outlet twice."  

"Still", Rebecca grumbled, "you'd think the police could help. Whatever happened to 

'Serve and protect' or 'We always get our man'?"  

Chelsea smiled in spite of her frustration. Rebecca's convoluted reasoning processes 
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never failed to amuse her.  

"We'll have to have a word with them about their false advertising."  

Rebecca opened her mouth to say something, but was interrupted by the bell at the front 

door. Her eyes widened, and she sighed, her hand fluttering to her throat.  

"It's really too bad he's a possible nut case," she whispered. "That is one gorgeous hunk of 

man"  

Chelsea turned and followed Rebecca's gaze. Matt strolled through the gallery and 

examined the artwork on display. As he bent to examine an Inuit sculpture, the indirect lighting lit up his features, 

illuminating the blond stubble on his chin and the careless curls of his hair. He looked up, sensing 

her eyes on him, and smiled. Chelsea's breath caught in her throat, and for a moment she almost 

forgot to be wary of him. The man was sexy as hell without even breaking a sweat. She closed 

her eyes briefly and sighed, chastising herself for being a sucker for a pair of cute dimples. 

“Not bad, Andrews, but where’s the velvet painting of the dogs playing poker?” 

“Your taste is all in your mouth, Malone.” 

He laughed, and the deep, masculine rumble sent goose bumps shivering up her skin. 

“You know the old saying, Chelsea. I don’t know much about art, but I know what I like.” 

“Spoken like a true Philistine.” 

He laughed again as he walked toward her. “I’d love to spar with you all day, sweetheart, 

but there’s a point to my visit.” 

“And here I thought you were a patron of the arts.” 

“Ah-hem.” 

Matt and Chelsea both turned to Rebecca, who stood with her arms folded across her 

chest. “Chelsea, you’ve never properly introduced me to your friend.” 
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Chelsea frowned at the emphasis Rebecca put on the word ‘friend’. “Sorry about that. 

Rebecca, this is my neighbor, Matt Malone. Matt, my co-worker, Rebecca Daniels.” 

Rebecca extended her hand. “I saw your play the other night, but I didn’t get a chance to 

meet you then.” 

Matt’s smile faltered for a second at the mention of his play, and Chelsea’s traitorous heart 

ached for him, in spite of all her suspicions. Had he been so distraught about that turkey that he’d 

broken into her apartment? 

He quickly recovered and gave Rebecca his most engaging grin. “I’m surprised you still 

wanted to meet me after seeing that debacle.” 

Rebecca blushed furiously and stammered her reply. “Oh, no…no. It wasn’t that bad…I 

mean, it was bad, but you were good…really good in it.” 

“Nice save Rebecca. Now what did you want, Matt? I’m very busy today.” Chelsea picked 

up her clipboard and scratched a couple of notes on it to illustrate her point. 

 "Actually, I wanted to invite you to dinner tonight, at Paddy Malone’s. I'm fixing you a 

special meal, all your favorites."  

"You don't know any of my favorites, except maybe cheesecake."  

Matt grinned. "I guarantee that everything you eat tonight will become your new favorite."  

Rebecca waved her hands wildly behind his back, while shaking her head and mouthing 

an emphatic ''No!'' Chelsea turned her head slightly to hide her grin. Maybe Rebecca was right. 

Maybe she should stay as far away as possible from Matt. But she was tired of beating around 

the bush, waiting for the next note, or the next incident. She wanted her life back. She'd confront 

him tonight, and one way or another she'd find out if he was her stalker.  

He took her hand in his and gave it a gentle squeeze. The teasing light left his eyes, as 

he regarded her somberly.  

"I want to make up for the misunderstanding we had the other day. I was out of line to 
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hassle you about David. Chalk it up to my overactive imagination."  

She felt her resolve crumbling. It was hard to stay focused when Matt was being so 

sincere. When he turned those big, sad, baby blues on her, she could deny him nothing.  

Well, almost nothing.  

"Okay, since you're being all contrite and pathetic, I guess I can go to dinner with you. 

What have I got to lose?" Aside from my sanity, my waistline and my virginity?  

He flashed her a smile so sexy it made her toes curl. "Great! Can you meet me at the 

restaurant at about seven? I should have everything ready by then."  

"Sure. I'll be there at seven."  

He gave her one more heart stopping smile. "That's terrific. I've got to get to the  

restaurant now, but I'll see you later."  

Chelsea watched as Matt took a couple of tentative steps toward the door. "See you later."  

Matt stopped, turned and for a moment fixed her with a look so hot, that Chelsea 

wondered why she didn't melt on the spot. He took a couple of long strides towards her, and 

without a word, pulled her to him and kissed her. The kiss was different from his other kisses, 

different from any kiss she'd ever received before. It was hot and wet and communicated his 

desire more clearly than mere words ever could.  

After an all too brief time, Matt set her away from him. She managed to stand on knees 

that threatened to collapse, and to retain enough dignity not to beg for more. She touched her 

kiss-swollen mouth with a shaky hand and stared at Matt. If she was smart, she would run, not 

walk, to the nearest exit, and put a lot of space between herself and Matthew Malone.  

Too bad she'd never been that smart.  

Matt straightened his shoulders and gave her a curt nod.  
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"There. Now I feel better."  

With that, Matt turned and left the gallery. Chelsea and Rebecca stared silently at the 

closed door of the gallery for a few minutes until Rebecca finally broke the silence.  

"Was it good for you? It was good for me." She fanned herself with one hand. "I don't 

usually get my jollies by watching other people kiss, but I think this could open up a whole new 

career for me as a voyeur."  

Chelsea managed a shaky laugh as she walked back over to her desk. "You're nuts, 

Rebecca."  

"You're the one who's nuts. Whatever possessed you to accept his invitation? What if he 

tries something?"  

"In the middle of his brothers' restaurant? I don't think so." She straightened some 

papers on her desk that didn't need straightening. "I can't live in limbo anymore. I have to know 

if he's the one." Even if the truth hurt, it was better to know.  

"It's obvious Matt wants to get you between the sheets, and there's no telling what he 

might do to get you there." Rebecca narrowed her eyes and gave Chelsea a censoring look. "Or, 

have you slept with him already?"  

"No! I mean, that's none of your business."  

"I wouldn't blame you if you had," Rebecca said. "I mean, he is awfully cute, and you 

live right across the hall from him. I'll bet he's at least asked you."  

She sighed and slumped in her chair. It was no use trying to keep anything from 

Rebecca. The woman would have been right at home in the Spanish Inquisition.  

"Yes, he's asked. I said no. I have no intention of sleeping with Matt or anyone else for that 

matter, not till I’m married at least."  

Rebecca gave her an appraising look. "Wait a minute. Are you saying you've never slept 

with a man? You mean you're a virgin?" She said the last word in much the same way she might 
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have said 'leper'. Chelsea sat a little taller, straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin.  

"I happen to be proud of my unsullied status."  

"My God!" Rebecca exclaimed, clapping a hand to her forehead. "A twenty-eight year old 

virgin. I thought that was a myth, like the Loch Ness Monster or little green men on Mars. I didn't 

think such a thing existed!"  

Chelsea frowned at her. "It's not a disease, you know. I don't think being a virgin is fatal."  

"Sorry, I'm just surprised. Most women our age have been around the block a few times."  

"I haven't even left my front porch yet." She sighed. "My father preached at me from the 

time I could walk. Do this, don't do that. Premarital sex was definitely in the 'don't do this' 

category."  

"And now? Are you still the good little daughter?"  

She shrugged. "As much as I've rebelled against my parents, I guess some of the lectures 

actually sank in. I want my first time to be with my husband on our wedding night. I guess I need 

that commitment."  

"I'm impressed. You must have amazing self-control to have held out this long."  

Chelsea shrugged again. "Not really. There's never been anyone I've really seriously 

considered having sex with before."  

"But there is now." It was a statement rather than a question.  

She closed her eyes and sighed, an image of Matt's face dancing in front of her 

eyelids. "I think I'm about to find out just how strong my self control really is."  

**** 

Matt drizzled caramel sauce and chopped pecans over the top of his latest creation. His 
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caramel chocolate cheesecake was a masterpiece, if he did say so himself. If Chelsea didn't 

fall into his arms after sampling this confection, he'd turn in his spatula.  

He checked the oven and his watch simultaneously. Ten minutes to seven and everything 

was purring along right on time. The pastry of the Beef Wellington was browning nicely, and its 

accompanying Béarnaise sauce was keeping warm in the top of a double boiler. The baby carrots 

and fresh spring potatoes were done to perfection. The stuffed mushroom cap appetizers waited 

beside the oven, ready to be popped under the broiler. All that was needed now was Chelsea.  

"Guess who's here?"  

Sean stuck his head through the kitchen door, his grin wide and pleased. Ever since Matt 

had told his brothers that he’d invited Chelsea for dinner, the two of them had been running 

around with identical goofy grins on their faces. He didn't know who was more excited about his 

date with Chelsea; him or his brothers. Robert had insisted Matt and Chelsea use a table for two 

in a small, intimate alcove of the restaurant, and also insisted on setting the table himself, 

breaking out the restaurant's finest Irish linen tablecloth and sterling silver flatware, which was 

strictly reserved for special occasions and special guests. He’d even splurged on a small spray of 

fresh spring flowers and fussed over the arrangement of them. Sean had cheerfully donated a 

bottle of his best and most expensive French wine, which was highly out of character to his frugal 

nature. 

If he didn't know better, he'd think they were trying to marry him off or something.  

Matt looked up and grinned at Sean. "Let's see. Who could be here? Rhianna? Emma 

Stone? I hear Taylor Swift is free these days.” 

Sean was not amused. "Very funny, Matthew." He pulled Chelsea through the kitchen 

door. "See, Chelsea's here. Doesn't she look nice?"  

Matt smiled at his brother's obvious understatement. 'Nice' didn't quite cover how Chelsea 

looked. She was dressed in a version of the little black dress, this one slightly provocative with its 

short skirt and low neckline. The filmy material hugged her body in all the right places. Her hair 

formed a sleek cap of glossy curls around her face, which at the moment was tinged with a pink 
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blush from Sean's compliment. No, Chelsea didn't look nice. She looked good enough to eat.  

"Yes, she does. Very nice."  

Matt's grin widened as her blush deepened. For some perverse reason he loved 

making her blush. Maybe it was because it represented a totally honest response that she 

couldn't control or deny.  

"Something sure smells good." Sean dragged her over to the stove and opened the oven. 

"Look at this, Chelsea. Beef Wellington for two. Can my brother cook or what?"  

She smiled as Sean clapped Matt on the back. "He's a regular Julia Child. Maybe we 

should wait outside until the master is finished creating."  

She turned to head back to the door, and then stopped abruptly and emitted a soft gasp. 

"Oh, my God! Is that our dessert?" She pointed to the cheesecake sitting on the counter beside 

the stove.  

"You bet. Carmel chocolate cheesecake." Matt came closer and took her hand. "Do you 

want to hear about the filling?"  

Chelsea stared up into his face with eyes as warm and sweet as the chocolate in the cake.  

"Oh yes."  

"First I pressed the graham wafer crust into the pan. Then I spread the crust with 

chopped pecans. And then, do you know what I did?"  

"No." The word came out breathless and husky.  

Matt bent close to her ear and whispered. "Then I covered the whole thing with rich, sweet 

caramel sauce. When you bite through the cream cheese and the chocolate, you'll find this 

incredibly sweet, delicious surprise in the middle."  

Chelsea let out a pent up breath, her eyes half closed and dreamy.  
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"Oh my."  

"Oh brother."  

They turned simultaneously to Sean who stood a short distance away with a grin on his 

face and his arms folded across his chest. He shook his head and chuckled.  

“Only my brother would try to seduce a woman with cheesecake. I’ll seat Chelsea in the 

alcove and open the wine.” 

“Is there anything I can help you with, Matt?" Chelsea asked.  

"Absolutely not. This is your night to be pampered. Go with Sean and I'll be along in a 

couple of minutes with the appetizers."  

"Sounds great," she said with a smile. “Far be it from me to argue with a man with food. 

See you in a bit." She followed Sean out of the kitchen and into the restaurant area.  

Matt popped the mushroom caps under the broiler and then left instructions with John, one 

of the restaurant's other chefs, and Marco, the head waiter, for presenting and serving the meal 

he had prepared. He took off his apron, hung it on a hook at the door, and headed out of the 

kitchen.  

Chelsea waited for him in the little alcove with a glass of the French burgundy in her hand. 

She smiled when she saw him, and the beauty of it nearly stopped Matt's heart. On impulse, he 

bent to give her a long, lingering kiss. His hands cupped her face, his fingers gently trailing the 

delicate jaw line and graceful length of her throat. When he stood up, he was surprised to find his 

hands shaking.  

She stared at him for a moment, and then lowered her gaze. "What was that for?" 

Matt took his seat and shrugged, despite the fact that his body felt like it had just gone up in 

flames. He dropped his linen napkin across his lap to disguise a growing problem in his pants. 

Heaven help him, he hadn't felt this randy since he discovered cheerleaders in high school.  

"No particular reason. Can't a guy kiss his date?" When she opened her mouth to protest, 
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he raised his hand to stop the denial he knew was coming. "And don't tell me this isn't a date."  

She snapped her mouth shut, and inclined her head slightly, conceding the point. 

"Okay, I won't tell you that."  

Marco stepped up to their table with the hors d'oeuvres, the mushrooms still sizzling 

from the broiler. The delicious aroma of garlic and butter wafted around their table. Marco set 

the small ceramic plates in front of them and discreetly disappeared.  

Matt took a slice of the crusty French bread from the basket on the table and gave it to 

Chelsea. "Here, use this to soak up the butter."  

She took the bread from him and grinned. "I love garlic, but I usually stay away from it. If I 

eat this, my breath will be strong enough to knock over a grown man at thirty paces."  

"I like to live dangerously. Besides," he leaned over and winked at her conspiratorially, 

"if we both eat it, neither of us will notice next time we kiss."  

Chelsea’s fork stopped part way to her mouth. "You're very presumptuous. 

What makes you think I'm going to let you kiss me again?"  

Matt fixed her with an intent stare. He kept his voice low and intimate. "Come on, Chelsea. 

We both know you'll be in my bed tonight."  

She put her fork down with deliberate calm. "Is that what you think?"  

Little warning bells went off in Matt's head. He had meant to steer her carefully and subtly 

through the evening in the direction of his bedroom. He had meant to handle her with such 

finesse that she would be convinced that making love to him was completely her idea. So much 

for finesse. Maybe it was time for a little honesty.  

He reached across the table and took her hand in his. "Chelsea, we're both unattached, 

healthy adults. I'm attracted to you, and I know you're attracted to me, too. Why shouldn't our 

relationship progress to the next level?"  
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She pulled her hand from his, her eyes spitting fire at him across the table.  

"Of all the arrogant, chauvinistic gall. You think you can kiss me a couple of times, make 

me a nice meal and I'll fall gratefully into your bed? You've got another think corning, Malone."  

Matt felt his hackles rise in response. "Come on Chelsea, it's not like I'm proposing to sell 

you into white slavery or something. I'm just proposing a normal, healthy sexual relationship 

between two normal, healthy adults. You're acting like some kind of self-righteous virgin."  

All the color drained from her face, and she averted her eyes. Slowly, the light began to 

dawn in Matt's brain. "Don't tell me that you're a...a..."  

She lifted her chin and gave him a disgusted look. "The word is virgin. I don't know  

why people think it's such a dirty word."  

Matt's brain still hadn't quite got a handle on this information. Chelsea's virginal status 

changed everything. "You mean you've never..."  

"Had sex? No, I haven't."  

"Why not?"  

She slumped in her seat, her arms folded across her chest, her appetizers 

forgotten. "You wouldn't understand."  

Probably not. "Try me."  

She stared at him for several long seconds before speaking. "Some day I'd like to get to 

married and have children. When I get married, I'll take that commitment seriously. I want to give 

myself to the man I marry and I plan for him to be the only one. Ever. Fidelity is the most 

important thing in a marriage. Without fidelity, there's no trust, and without trust there's nothing. I 

found that out the hard way."  

"What do you mean?"  

She hesitated, staring at flame of the candle on the table as if mesmerized. For a moment 
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Matt thought she wouldn't answer, but then she began to speak, her voice barely above a 

whisper.  

"I adored my father when I was a little girl. I wanted to be the best daughter for my 

parents, so I did everything they asked. But when I turned sixteen, it all fell apart."  

She stopped, closing her eyes as if to block out the pain. Matt reached for her hand and 

gave it a squeeze, hoping to reassure her. "What happened?"  

"My mother was away at a Christian women's conference in Calgary. I was in school, but I 

came home early one day because I wasn't feeling well. I went to lie down in my room, but I heard 

noises coming from my parents' room. I thought my father was ill as well, so I pushed open the 

door to go to him. But he wasn't the least bit ill. He didn't even notice me right away. He was too 

busy screwing the church organist."  

She wiped away her tears with the back of her free hand. "I didn't know what to say, what 

to do. I just ran out of the house and kept running. I came home hours later when it was dark and 

Dad tried to explain, but what could he say? I'd seen everything with my own eyes and there was 

no denying it. When my mother came home, I told her what happened. Instead of being furious, 

throwing things, screaming, she just calmly fixed herself a cup of tea. A bloody cup of tea!  

"I couldn't believe her reaction, so I confronted her. She told me I was too young to 

understand a man's needs, that she and my father were happy. When I asked her why she didn't 

leave him, she gave me this sad little smile and said she could never leave him, because she 

loved him too much.  

"And then I knew that she'd known about the affair with the organist all along, and that it 

probably hadn't been the first time." Chelsea turned tear-filled eyes to Matt. "Things were never 

the same between us after that. I went away to a private school and then on to university. I swore 

that if I ever married I would never tolerate infidelity. My mother's mistake was that she was so 

crazy in love with my father that she would tolerate anything just to be with him. I could never live 

like that."  
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Matt stared at her. They were light years apart in their thinking. While she was talking 

commitment, he was talking a no-strings-attached affair. She wanted home and hearth and 

family, and he just wanted a roll in the hay. They were like two trains passing on parallel tracks, 

going in completely opposite directions. They'd never meet on common ground.  

Matt slowly let out a pent up breath. "I'm sorry about your parents, Chelsea. I guess this 

leaves us at an impasse, doesn't it?"  

"Yes." Chelsea's voice was barely a whisper. She looked pale and fragile in the glow of 

the candlelight. Matt wanted to reach out to her, to hold her close in his arms. But he couldn't. He 

wasn't the man she needed. That thought filled him with such profound regret that he had to turn 

away from her sad eyes.  

She rose to her feet with great dignity. Refolding the linen napkin that had been on her 

lap, she placed it carefully on the table.  

"I'd better go."  

Matt rose as well. "I'll take you home."  

"No, don't please." For a second her face crumbled, and Matt thought she would cry 

again. His gut twisted painfully at the thought that he was the cause of her tears. But he 

underestimated Chelsea's strength. She took a deep breath, tilted her chin up in the manner 

he had seen so often, and looked him straight in the eye.  

“I’ll take a taxi. I'll be fine."  

She picked up her evening bag from the table, and without another word or glance in his 

direction, she left.  

Matt sat back down at the table and filled his wine glass to the brim. No sense letting 

Sean's expensive wine go to waste.  

It was best this way. He couldn't be what she wanted and she couldn't be what he 

wanted. They'd only frustrate and anger each other. It was lucky he found out about Chelsea 
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now before they became even more seriously entangled. She was a woman who wanted 

forever, and he couldn't even promise her tomorrow. There were plenty of women out there 

who would be more than happy to embark on a meaningless affair with him. It was better this 

way.  

He took a long swig of wine, guzzling it like beer. If it was better this way, why did he 

feel so bloody awful?  



Jana Richards 

 

 

Chapter Nine 

Chelsea walked into the Victorian feeling more tired than she remembered feeling in her 

entire life. The causes of her fatigue were varied and many. The show and sale of Inuit 

sculptures at the Gallery had done brisk business for the last three days and Chelsea had been 

run off her feet. She and Rebecca had joined an aerobics class at the YWCA the previous 

evening, and muscles she’d forgotten she owned were hurting. But the main reason she felt so 

wiped out was simple lack of sleep. For the past week, ever since her ill-fated dinner with Matt, 

sleep had eluded her.  

It was completely stupid. Why should she lose sleep over a guy she couldn't trust, who 

could possibly be a danger to her, and who had dropped her like a hot potato when he 

discovered she wasn't interested in a one night stand? Chelsea didn't know which scenario 

irritated her more. To make matters worse, she still hadn't found out if he was her letter writer as 

she had planned.  

She was certain Matt wasn't losing any sleep over her. She'd heard his footsteps and the 

sound of his door opening every night of the past week between two and three in the a.m. It 

wasn't that she was waiting up for him or anything. It was just that she couldn't sleep. He 

obviously was getting on with his life quite nicely without her. She comforted herself with the 

knowledge that even though he was out till all hours partying it up, at least he came home alone.  

At least she thought he did.  

Chelsea forcibly shrugged off the mental image of Matt and another woman in bed, and 

reached for her mail on the side table at the front door. She shuffled through the collection of 
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advertising flyers and bills until a plain white envelope caught her attention. Her name and 

address were typed neatly on the front, but there was no return address. The post mark indicated 

a downtown Toronto postal outlet.  

Chelsea put down the rest of her mail and ripped open the letter. Inside was a familiar 

sight; a short, printed note beginning with the words, "My Darling Chelsea". She felt all the air rush 

from her body. Her hand fluttered reflexively to her throat, as if to push away the unseen hand that 

tightened around her neck. Her stalker had just upped the stakes another notch by sending the 

first letter to her home.  

**** 

Matt drummed his nails on the arm of the bright orange vinyl chair. His agent's 

secretary arched a look at him as if he were a recalcitrant schoolboy caught making a 

disturbance in the school library. He gave her an apologetic smile and folded his hands in his 

lap.  

Checking his watch, he stifled a yawn. In just over an hour he had to be at the pub. For the 

last week he'd been doing double duty. He did his regular shift in the kitchen, and then filled in for 

his brother-in-law Rick behind the bar till the pub closed at about 2 a.m. Megan was about to give 

birth any day and Rick wanted to stay as close to her as possible. Matt was happy to fill in. It 

wasn't like he had anything better to do.  

Hence, his visit to his agent. Sam Liebler was a good man, though lately Matt had begun 

to question his skills as an agent. Wasn't he supposed to be hustling work for him? Apparently 

Sam had missed that day in agent school.  

Matt checked his watch again. The minute hand had barely moved since the last time he 

looked. He yawned, this time not bothering to stifle it. Working long and late wasn't the only 

reason for his tiredness. He couldn't sleep even when he did get to bed.  

Every time he closed his eyes he saw Chelsea's face. Sometimes she'd be laughing, but 

sometimes she appeared the way she had the last time he’d seen her; terribly sad, but too proud 
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to show it. He told himself he was better off without her, but that didn't stop his body from wanting 

her, or his heart from aching.  

Time, he told himself. In time he would forget about her and find someone new, someone 

who understood that he needed to be free for his work. He'd find someone who understood his 

fear of losing himself in a woman. What if what happened to his father happened to him? Joseph 

Malone could have been star. He was a multi-talented musician, singer, and songwriter, who'd 

forgotten more about music then most musicians would ever know. Years ago, back in Ireland, 

he'd made an album of Celtic music just as the world was discovering folk music in general, and 

Celtic music in particular. The album had done well, both critically and commercially, and Joseph 

seemed poised on the edge of fame. But then he'd met Sarah O'Flanagan, and all that changed. 

He'd given up his chance to be a professional performer to marry her and raise a family. Then 

Joseph and Sarah had left their native Ireland, the cradle of Joseph's muse, to come to Canada to 

make a better life for their children. Joseph continued his work as a bricklayer in Toronto, and 

played as often as he could in a small band he had formed, although judging from the old album, 

Matt was convinced it didn't come close to the caliber of his Dad's band in Ireland. But he'd never 

once heard Joseph complain. As much as Matt loved his parents, especially his mother, he'd 

never understood how his father could have given up so much for her.  

Sam's office door opened and Sam ushered a pretty young woman out the door. The 

young woman smiled gratefully at him.  

"Thank you so much, Mr. Liebler. I just know this is going to work out really well for the 

both of us."  

Sam gave her a wry grin, his wrinkled face creasing into laugh lines. "That's what I'm 

counting on, Cindy. I'll have our contracts drawn up and you can come back on Friday to sign 

them."  

"All right, Mr. Liebler. See you then." Cindy turned to leave and saw Matt sitting in the 

waiting room. She looked him over, and apparently liking what she saw, gave him an interested 

smile. Matt had been through the drill many times; lack of female companionship hadn't been a 

problem for him since he’d hit puberty. He knew all the signals; the dreamy-eyed look, the 
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suggestive smile, the flipping of the hair over the shoulder. In a space of about five seconds, 

Cindy tried them all. She was an attractive girl, but to Matt's amazement he found he just wasn't 

interested. All he could think of when he looked at Cindy's blonde tresses was that he liked the 

sleek mahogany color of Chelsea's hair better.  

He was in serious trouble.  

Matt gave Cindy a polite but disinterested smile, and with a look that said "Your loss, 

buddy", she left the office. Sam came over to Matt and extended his hand.  

"Good to see you, Matthew. What have you been doing with yourself?" 

"Not acting. That's the problem. I need work."  

Sam gave him a friendly clap on the back. "Come into my office and we'll see what we can 

do."  

Once they entered his office, Sam went behind his desk and put on a pair of half-glasses 

that perched on the end of his nose as he rummaged through files and papers on his desk.  

"So the play didn't turn out too well I gather."  

Matt shook his head. "Nope. Closed after one night."  

"I've sent you to three commercial auditions in the last couple of months."  

"I've bombed out on all of them. Apparently I'm not capable of selling dog food, 

hemorrhoid medication, or breath mints."  

Sam shrugged one thin shoulder. "I've told you, there's a lot of competition for national 

commercials. Commercials often use "every man" type of characters that people can relate to, 

and your looks are more unique than that. You've got a kind of Matthew McConaughey, bad boy 

next door thing happening here." He leaned back in his chair and sighed. "Oh, to be Matthew 

McConaughey's agent. Ten percent of six figures sounds pretty good to me."  
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Matt snapped his fingers in front of Sam's face. "Meanwhile, back on Earth. We've got to 

find some work for me."  

"You've got to be more open to trying different things."  

He’d heard this speech before. "I know. You think I should go back to musical 

theater. I've done the dinner theater circuit in Mississauga. I want to move on."  

"But you're a talented singer, Matthew."  

He sighed. He'd never make Sam understand that he didn't want to follow his father's 

footsteps into music. He didn't want to have people compare them. Music was his father's 

domain and he didn't want to encroach on it.  

"What have you got that might be suitable for me?"  

Sam looked through his notes. "Well, there's a couple of parts in music videos." He 

looked hopefully at Matt, who shook his head. Sam sighed and kept on looking.  

"Puffy bubble gum is looking for someone for their new ad campaign. That may be worth 

looking at." Matt nodded and Sam wrote down the address.  

"And there's one other thing, but I don't know if you're interested in it."  

"What's that?"  

"Channel 37 on the local Cable network is putting together a new cooking show. It's 

supposed to be geared at young couples and singles and the emphasis is on easy to prepare, 

healthy meals. The guy they originally hired for the show had a heart attack."  

"So much for healthy eating."  

"No kidding. Anyway, if they don't find someone to host the show right away, it's dead, and 

they've already invested a lot of time and money into this project. You're a cook, aren't you 

Matthew?"  

He squirmed in his chair. "Well, yeah, I cook at my brothers' restaurant, but I'm not a 
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professional or anything."  

"You don't have to be. Apparently, you'd work with home economists and nutritionists to 

plan the meals. You just have to show a little flair as a presenter."  

"I don't know. It doesn't seem like real acting to me."  

Sam shook his head and clucked his tongue. "You were the one who came in here looking 

for work, Matthew, and I think I've given you some reasonable choices. You have to decide what 

you really want. Do you want a satisfying performing career that lets you try different things and 

uses all your talents, or are you simply looking for fame and fortune? By limiting yourself to 

pursuing only the national commercials, the A movies, the national television shows, you're 

setting yourself up for a fall, because success on that level is hard to come by."  

Matt didn't know what to say. That's exactly what he had been doing. As the middle child in 

a family of six, he had always strived to set himself apart, to make his mark in a different way from 

any other member of his family. Music belonged to his father, the restaurant business to his 

brothers, and his mother and sisters had always had a flair for business. That left acting open to 

him. But he didn't want to be just a run of the mill actor. He wanted to be a star. Perhaps while he 

was pursuing stardom, other opportunities had passed him by.  

"Okay Sam, I'll think about the cooking show."  

"Well, don't think too long. They'll either hire someone else or cancel the whole project."  

Matt rose to leave. "I'll call you soon."  

Sam came around his desk and once more clapped Matt on the back. "Think about what I 

said, Matthew. Forget about trying to be a star and concentrate on being an entertainer. I think 

you'll be happier if you go with your strengths."  

Matt frowned as he clutched the scrap of paper with the address for the Puffy bubble gum 

commercial audition. Dreams didn't die that easily.  

**** 
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"Okay people, let's see those Puffy bubble gum bubbles."  

Matt chomped on a wad of bubble gum and did his best to blow a decent bubble, but a 

sideways glance at his competitors told him he was in trouble. His minuscule bubble looked like a 

dwarf compared to those of the other actors. It didn't escape his attention that the majority of the 

other actors looked to be several years younger as well.  

He concentrated all his energy into blowing the best damn bubble the producers of this 

commercial had ever seen. He took another piece of Puffy bubble gum and added it to the wad 

already in his mouth. With some difficulty, he chewed until the whole thing was soft and pliable. 

He began his bubble, gradually blowing into it until it was bigger than his head, and pink gum 

blocked his entire field of vision. Matt experienced a moment of panic. How was he going to end 

this gracefully? Did he break the bubble himself and try to suck the whole mess back into his 

mouth, or did he spit out the wad and throw the gum, bubble and all, into the trash?  

In the next moment, the decision was made for him. The bubble burst, spewing sticky, pink 

gum over his face. It stuck to his skin, and clung to his eyebrows and hair. As he picked bits of 

gum out of his nose, Matt wondered what the hell he was doing there.  

**** 

Chelsea heard the banging of pots and pans as she walked up the stairs to her apartment. 

Her heart did a funny little flip-flop when she realized the source of the noise. For the first time in 

a week, Matt was in his apartment when she came home from work.  

The spicy fragrance of spaghetti sauce drifted out Matt's open door and down the stairs. 

Chelsea closed her eyes and breathed in the heavenly aroma of oregano and basil and tomatoes. 

Her stomach rumbled in response, but she ignored it. Her days of sharing a meal with Matt were 

over. She put her key in her lock and opened the door.  

"Ouch! Dammit! Damn, that hurts!"  

Without thinking, Chelsea dropped her things at her door and rushed into Matt's apartment. 

He stood at the counter, holding his arm, and swearing a blue streak. A column of steam rose 
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from the sink.  

"Matt, what happened?"  

He turned to her, surprise and pain showing in his eyes. "I was trying to drain the 

spaghetti and I burned myself on the steam."  

She examined his arm. It was red from the wrist to the inside of the elbow, and she 

knew he must be in considerable pain. "Here, let me help you."  

Without waiting for his response, she took oven mitts and removed the steaming pot of 

spaghetti from the sink, and then began to run the water on full cold. Grasping Matt’s burned arm, 

she placed it under the cold stream.  

"This will help take away some of the pain."  

He simply nodded, and quietly submitted to her ministrations. Chelsea kept his arm 

under the tap, cupping her hand under the stream to pour water over the burned area. As she 

worked, she acknowledged to herself how much she had missed him, and how quiet and 

empty her days seemed without him. 

The rattling of the lid covering the tomato sauce brought Chelsea back to the present. She 

turned off the stove and took the pot off the burner. She then went back to her apartment and 

found burn ointment and aspirin. When she got back to Matt's apartment, she turned off the 

running water, carefully dried his arm with a clean towel, and led him over to the sofa. She 

covered his arm with the burn ointment, being as gentle as she could. From the tight expression 

on his face she knew he still hurt.  

"I hope that helps. If it gets too bad, run the cold water over it again. I'll leave the ointment 

and the aspirin here for you." She turned to leave.  

"Wait, Chelsea. Don't go."  

She turned, her heart thudding in her chest. Matt rose and stood over her awkwardly, his 

eyes not quite making contact with hers.  
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"Why don't you stay for dinner? As usual, I've got way too much for one."  

She hesitated, waffling between wanting to stay with him, and running as far and as fast 

as she could. Nothing had changed. She still didn't know if she could trust him. And he was still 

as tempting as the apple on the tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, and just as dangerous.  

"I don't think so. I think I should just go—"  

Matt captured her hand, preventing her escape. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry for trying to push you 

into something you didn't want, I'm sorry for being angry with you. Do you think we can still be 

friends?"  

Friends? Chelsea looked up into his face and saw he meant every word. Maybe they could 

continue their friendship on a platonic level. Maybe they'd find that just talking and sharing a few 

meals together was enough.  

And maybe pigs could fly.  

She ignored her little warning voice. She wanted to believe friendship would be enough for 

both of them. She gave Matt a shy smile.  

"I'd like us to be friends. And I'd love dinner. I'm starved."  

Matt grinned. "You usually are. I'll just get the spaghetti and—ouch."  

He brushed his sore arm against the hot sauce pot and grimaced. "Damn that hurts."  

Chelsea gently took his arm and blew on the hot skin. The skin was red and angry looking 

but hadn't started to blister. If it didn't blister, and if they could ward off infection and keep the pain 

at bay, they could avoid seeking any further medical treatment.  

"Does that feel any better? Should I run cold water over your arm again?"  

She looked up into his face to see that his eyes had gone a very dark blue. He stared at 

her uncomprehendingly for a few seconds before seeming to remember where he was.  

"No, it's fine. It'll be all right."  
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Chelsea nodded, not sure what else to do. "Okay. But you sit down. I'll put things on the 

table."  

She set the spaghetti and sauce on the table, pots and all. All Matt's dishes were dirty, 

and she had to wash a couple of plates and glasses. Some things never changed.  

She dished out spaghetti and sauce for each of them, and they ate in silence. Her 

mind was full of questions that she didn't know how to ask. Where were you this week? Did 

you miss me as much as I missed you? Were you with another woman?  

Finally, she could no longer stand the silence. She kept her tone light and friendly. "So what 

made you decide to do all this cooking? Not that I'm complaining or anything. This is great."  

Matt gave her a self-deprecating smile. "Thanks. Cooking helps me work off stress. And 

besides, I figured I might as well get used to it. It looks like I'll be doing it full time from now on."  

"What do you mean?"  

"I've decided to go to work full time with my brothers. Maybe go into partnership with 

them."  

She put down her fork and stared at him in amazement. "Are you serious? When did 

you decide to do this?"  

He set down his own utensils and pushed away from the table. "Today. Right after I 

bombed out on my audition. It was the last straw, Chels, the final humiliation."  

Her heart ached for him. "What happened?"  

Matt told her about the bubble gum catastrophe, and the fact that the most of the actors 

were younger. “I thought the dialogue reading went well, but the casting director told me 

afterward I wasn't the right type. The right type—what the hell does that mean? The right type of 

actor, the right type of man, the right type of human being? He wasn't real specific."  

"Who cares what that jerk says? That was just one audition. There'll be other, better 
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parts for you."  

He shook his head. "No, I don't think so. It's over."  

"You can't just give up." Now she was getting angry. "What about your dreams, your 

plans? I remember when you told me how you felt about acting, and how your face lit up with 

excitement. Are you going to feel the same way about working in your brothers' restaurant?"  

He shrugged. "It doesn't matter."  

"Yes, it does matter. If you can honestly tell me that you'll love working in the restaurant as 

much as you loved acting, then I'm happy for you. But if you can't, then why are doing this to 

yourself?"  

Matt exploded out of his seat. "I don't have any choice. My acting career is over. The 

only thing I can do is work in the restaurant."  

"Come on, Matt, there are always other choices, other alternatives." She got up and started 

to pace with him.  

"Oh yeah, like what?"  

Chelsea wracked her brain for an answer. "Well, you love to cook, and to create new 

recipes. Maybe you could write a cookbook."  

He gave her an incredulous look. "I don't know anything about writing."  

"There are other things you can do. What about singing? You have such a wonderful 

voice. I don't know why you don't pursue that area."  

"My father's the singer in the family."  

"So? You've never heard of musical families? What about the Jacksons, the Osmonds, 

the Von Trapp family singers? I doubt your dad would be upset by your singing. In fact, I think 

he'd be thrilled."  

"You sound like my agent."  
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"Your agent sounds like a truly wise person." Chelsea grinned and was gratified to see an 

answering grin tug at Matt's lips. "Seriously, maybe you should listen to him. Maybe he's got 

some ideas for you. There's one other thing you should think about as well."  

"What's that?"  

"Maybe you need to move someplace like New York or L.A., someplace where there's 

more job opportunities," Chelsea said quietly. Her heart cried at the thought of Matt going away, 

but she knew he needed to pursue his dream.  

"Maybe."  

"Promise me you won't do anything rash, like tell your brothers to draw up partnership 

papers. You're too upset right now to make any long term decisions."  

"All right, but I don't think my decision will change. I don't think I've got a future in acting."  

"Just think about it. Think about your dreams. You don't have to maintain the status quo if 

you don't want to, but you don't have to throw it all away either. Just go with your strengths." 

"I’ll think about it."  

Chelsea smiled. "Good. Now let's finish eating. I'm still hungry."  

* * *  

Go with your strengths.  

It was the second time in as many days someone had said that to him. Maybe that 

meant he was supposed to pay attention.  

So, what were his strengths? Matt got out a piece of paper and a pencil in order to 

enumerate the details. Number one: he was a pretty good cook. He stroked out "pretty" and 

wrote "damn" instead. He was a damn good cook. Number two: he was creative. Number three: 

he was a good actor. Matt paused and looked at that one. In his heart of hearts, he knew he was 
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good. He knew he had the ability to get inside a character's head so thoroughly that the 

audience forgot it was all an act. With a rising sense of enthusiasm, he underlined the word 

"good".  

What else? Number four: he had a good singing voice. It probably wasn't the caliber of his 

father's, but did that matter? Is that what bothered him? Was he afraid to sing because he 

couldn't compete with his father? Was he afraid of the inevitable comparisons to Joseph? "Good 

voice, but not quite as good as his father's". That was so petty, and unworthy of him or his father. 

Chelsea was right when she said that Joseph would be thrilled if he took up music. At least he'd 

know all those piano lessons he'd paid for hadn't gone to waste.  

Number five: he was physically attractive. He knew he was no Adonis, but Matt had had 

enough women vie for his attentions over the years to know he wasn't totally repulsive. Good 

looks were always an asset to an acting, or music, career.  

Numbers six and seven: he had a good sense of humor and had inherited the Irish gift of 

the gab. He usually could find the funny side of most situations, and like his ancestors before him, 

loved telling a good story. Matt smiled to himself. If any of his other career choices didn't work out, 

maybe he could go into stand-up comedy.  

Matt looked over his list and felt better than he had all day. Maybe things weren't so 

hopeless after all. He just had to let go of his rigid ideas of what acting was, and enjoy the ride. 

Fame and fortune were nice, but not essential. He didn't have to appear in national 

commercials, or network TV, or Broadway plays to be happy. He just had to entertain people 

and to enjoy doing it.  

A weight lifted from his shoulders and from his soul, and Matt felt happier than he had in 

ages. He reached for his phone and punched in the number of his agent.  

 “Who is this?” Sam Liebler’s cranky voice boomed across the phone lines. 

 “It’s me, Matt Malone. Sam, do you really think that cooking show would be right for me?” 

 “For Heaven’s sake, it’s after midnight. Do we have to discuss this now?” 
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 “A very smart lady told me that I should listen to what my agent had to say. I’m listening 

now, Sam.” 

 “And you couldn’t listen at a more reasonable hour?” He sighed heavily, and Matt could 

envision him fumbling for his glasses, his grey hair standing out all around his face. 

“Yes, I think you could do the cooking show. You’ve got skills as a chef, you’re funny and 

personable and could wing an impromptu type of show like this. They want this show to be 

entertaining as well as informative.” 

 Matt thought about it for a few moments. It sounded like the show could be fun as well as 

challenging. “Speak to them for me, would you? I think it’s time I went with my strengths.” 

 Sam made a sound that was a cross between a sigh and a yawn. “It’s about time. I was 

beginning to think I’d never make any money off you.” 
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Chapter Ten 

"So, how did it go? 

Chelsea breezed past Matt and found a place to sit on his newspaper littered sofa. She 

looked up expectantly at him, waiting to hear about his interview with the producers of the cable 

cooking show. Matt smiled at her, glad that she’d stopped by. He was so grateful to have her 

back in his life, even on this simple platonic friendship level. 

"It went pretty well. I was charming, witty, suave—" 

"And don't forget humble," Chelsea said with a grin.  

Matt grinned back at her. "Not to mention intelligent, delightful, and boyishly handsome. I 

had them eating out of my hand."  

"Now there's a picture. But seriously, do you think you got the job?"  

Matt shrugged. "I don't know. It seemed to go well, but you can never tell. Sam told me 

he'd call as soon as he heard something." He looked Chelsea over and was dismayed to see 

dark circles under her eyes. Since they'd called a truce a couple of days ago, they'd only talked 

about his problems. Looking at her now, he wondered if she was all right. "How are things going 

with you? You look tired."  

She smiled. "I'm fine. Today was the last day of the Inuit sculpture show. It's been a 
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hectic few weeks, but right now all I want to do is jump into a tub of warm, soapy water, and 

soak for about a month."  

Matt gave her a deliberately lecherous grin that made her laugh. "Need anyone to wash 

your back?"  

"No thanks. My back's just fine." She picked up her purse and her coat and walked to the 

door. "I just wanted to hear how the interview went. I'm going to go home and veg now:'  

"Okay, see you later." 

"Later."  

Matt sat down in the spot Chelsea had just vacated, linked his hands behind his head and 

put his feet up on the coffee table. He smiled to himself. He had a good feeling about this cooking 

show. Maybe his luck was about to change.  

He stood up to grab a beer from the fridge, and a piece of paper lying on the floor at his 

feet caught his eye. Stray pieces of paper littering the floor were not an unusual occurrence in his 

apartment, but he was pretty sure this one hadn't been there a few minutes ago. He stooped to 

retrieve it, smoothing the crumpled paper that looked as if someone had crushed it in their 

hands. He opened the note and read.  

Darling Chelsea:  

Every day you grow more lovely. Mere words can't hope to express the beauty of your 

lustrous hair, your midnight eyes, the rose of your full, sensual lips. I long to touch your naked 

skin, to feel the soft silkiness beneath my fingers. My lips ache to mate with yours.  

Soon my love, soon.  

The words shocked and confused Matt. Who was writing notes like this to Chelsea? It 

was a love letter to her, the words positively reeking of passion and unrequited love.  
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At least he hoped it was unrequited.  

Did she have a lover he knew nothing about? The thought angered Matt to the point of 

frenzy. She wouldn't sleep with him, but she considered it with this...this poet? The only thing 

that held his sanity was that it sounded like the poet hadn't gotten any further then he had.  

Matt flung open his door and marched across the hall, the letter crushed in his hand. He 

banged on Chelsea's door with his fist. He was about to pound on it for the third time when 

Chelsea came to the door wearing a bathrobe and an annoyed expression.  

"Matt, for Heaven's sake, what are you doing?"  

He pushed his way past her and slammed the door shut. "What the hell is this?"  

He thrust the note at her, and she stared at it as if it were something hideous. Her face 

went ghostly pale.  

"It must have fallen out of my coat pocket." She turned and walked towards the sofa, her 

hands clutching and unclutching each other. Matt followed her, confused by her reaction.  

"If you were seeing someone else," he said quietly, "you could have told me."  

She turned on him, her eyes flashing with anger. "The world doesn't revolve around you, 

Malone. This has nothing to do with you."  

Matt's own anger reached the boiling point. "What has it got to do with then? Is this letter 

writing freak your new boyfriend or not?"  

"No!"  

The fire in Chelsea's eyes was extinguished by a sheen of tears. Matt watched as her face 

crumpled, and all the life seemed to ebb out of her body. He pulled her roughly to him and held 

her tight, his anger turning to alarm. Her body trembled against his, and he soothed her as best 

he could with gentle strokes down her back.  

"Chelsea, honey, what's going on?"  
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She took a deep breath and pulled away from him, wiping her eyes on the sleeve of her 

robe. The gesture was so child-like and vulnerable that it made Matt want to pull her back into his 

arms again. But he kept his hands at his sides, knowing she had to tell him what was going on in 

her own way.  

"I've been getting letters like this for several weeks now," she said as she sat on the edge 

of her sofa. "I don't know who they're from."  

"Letters like these? Are they all so ... graphic?"  

Chelsea shook her head. "No, they started out kind of innocent and flowery, but lately 

they've started getting more intense." A visible shiver went through her. "At first they were just 

annoying, but now...."  

She looked away, her voice fading. Matt sat down beside her and took her hands.  

"You've got to talk to the police. There must be something they can do."  

She shook her head with a sad smile. "I've been to the police, and there's nothing much 

they can do. And Mrs. Ross has changed the locks on the house. It didn't bother me so much 

when the letters came to the Gallery, but since the break-in, most have been coming here."  

"The break-in?" Matt felt his own face drain of color. "My God, you mean it wasn't just a thief that 

broke into your apartment? It was this...this stalker?"  

She nodded, her eyes welling with tears again. Matt pulled her onto his lap, and held her 

tightly. He murmured reassuring words to her and her body relaxed. She sighed and rested her 

head against his shoulder. Matt's mind whirled. Chelsea had been in danger all this time and she 

hadn't told him. Why?  

His stomach clenched at his next thought. Did she think it was him?  

"Why didn't you tell me before?" he asked quietly.  

She sat up and looked at him, and then emitted a shaky sigh. "I have to be honest with 
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you, Matt. I didn't tell you because I thought it might be you. The notes started coming a few 

days after you moved in."  

His hands clenched into fists, but he kept his voice calm. "Do you still believe that?"  

She stared at him intently, her eyes searching his soul. At last she shook her head, as if 

coming to a decision. "No, I don't believe it anymore."  

Matt set her on the sofa. "Ah, well. It's all right then." He got up and started pacing. 

"You've thought I was some kind of pervert since the moment we met. I thought we'd gotten past 

that, but now I find you think I was capable of this." He shook the letter that he still clutched in his 

hand.  

"What was I supposed to think? I meet you on the bus, and you're a raving lunatic. You 

move in here and I start getting these notes. Someone breaks into my apartment, and you're here, 

right across the hall. I get followed home from the bus stop, and you're there on the veranda a 

moment later. What am I supposed to believe, Matt?"  

"Someone followed you home from the bus stop?" The bottom fell out of Matt's stomach. 

He was torn between the fear of knowing Chelsea was in danger and the anger at her belief 

that he placed her in that danger. He ran a hand through his hair.  

"You've been coming on to me since you moved in here," Chelsea said. "I didn't want to 

believe it was you, but who else was there?"  

"So because I wanted to sleep with you, naturally you assumed I harassed you when you 

said no." Matt let his anger take over. He wasn't ready to acknowledge his fear for Chelsea. "A 

natural conclusion, I'm sure."  

She threw up her hands in a helpless gesture. "I don't know how I can make you 

understand. I was scared."  

"Maybe there's no way you can make me understand." Matt headed to the door. He placed 

one hand on the doorknob and stopped. "I'd never hurt you, Chelsea. If you can't believe that, I 

don't know if we can be friends. Or even neighbors."  
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She took a step towards him, but Matt opened the door and left. He had to leave before he 

said something they'd both regret.  

**** 

Matt ran until he couldn’t run any farther. Then he walked through residential streets, past 

shops and restaurants before finally finding a bench in a small park. He sat, resting his elbows on 

his knees and bowing his head, feeling empty and exhausted. 

How could she believe he’d ever hurt her? 

Pain radiated through his chest, and he sat up and absently rubbed his hand over his 

heart. They’d had their differences but Matt never suspected that under it all she thought he could 

be a stalker. 

But as much as this hurt, it wasn’t all about him. Someone, some nut, was targeting 

Chelsea. He’d written graphic notes to her, followed her, had even broken into her apartment. 

What would he do next? 

Matt shivered at the thought. If the police couldn’t do anything about this nut, then he 

would.  

Maybe Chelsea didn’t want him, and maybe she didn’t completely trust him, but he’d make 

damn sure no harm came to her. He’d deal with his hurt feelings later. No one was going to scare 

her or hurt her while he was around.  

He’d deal with the reasons her safety was the most important thing in the world to him later 

as well. 

**** 

Chelsea had just finished drying her hair when an impatient knock sounded at her door. 

Her heart skipped a beat and she sent a silent prayer heavenward. Please let it be Matt.  
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She opened the door, and Matt swept past her, a determined expression on his face.  

"Don't you ask who it is before you open your door?"  

She couldn't resist giving him a cheeky grin in her relief at seeing him. "I recognized your 

knock."  

"Very funny." He pulled a hand through his hair. "Listen, I've got one question for you. 

Why did you decide I wasn't your stalker?"  

Chelsea took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Because you couldn't have faked your 

response earlier. You were genuinely shocked and surprised. When you came in here waving 

that letter, I knew you couldn't have written it."  

Matt seemed satisfied with her answer. "All right."  

"Also, it seemed out of character for you to write me notes like that. You're much more 

direct. Why would you write me notes when you could easily tell me how you feel." She looked 

down at the floor. "Are you still angry with me?"  

"I guess if I were you, I would have looked pretty guilty to me too. What's important is 

that you trust me now"  

She realized he hadn’t really answered her question, but she let it go, not certain she 

wanted to know how he really felt.  

He stepped into her kitchen and threw open a cupboard. "Okay, we've got work to do." 

He began searching her apartment, opening drawers, lifting cushions and poking through 

kitchen cupboards. Chelsea followed him around her apartment, too intrigued by his intensity to 

be angry. But when he went into her bedroom and started sifting through her underwear, she 

reached the end of her patience.  

"Whatever you lost Malone, I don't think you'll find it amongst my bras. Just what are you 

trying to accomplish?"  

"Maybe the stalker left a clue."  
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"In my underwear? What kind of clue are you talking about?"  

"I don't know. In old movies the culprit always loses a button at the scene of the crime 

and the detective traces it to some exclusive men's club or something. You said he was in this 

drawer. Maybe he left something."  

"The police have looked all over the apartment. They didn't even find any prints that 

didn't belong here."  

"The police don't take this as personally as I do. Maybe they overlooked something." He 

pulled a black lace teddy out of Chelsea's drawer and held it up for inspection. "Andrews, I 

wouldn’t have figured you for the black lace type. I thought you were a sturdy cotton underwear 

kind of girl."  

"Give me that." Chelsea snatched the teddy from Matt, stuffed it back in the drawer and 

slammed it shut, narrowly missing Matt's fingers. "There's nothing to be found here, Malone. 

You've watched too many old Columbo reruns. Now, get out of my bedroom."  

The teasing grin left Matt's face, replaced by a look of steely determination. "I'm staying 

here tonight."  

"Malone, I'm not sleeping with you. I've already told you that."  

"I'm not talking about sleeping with you. I mean, I'm staying here in your apartment, on the 

couch. I'm not leaving you alone while that nut is on the loose."  

"Oh." Chelsea didn't know whether to be relieved or disappointed. "I appreciate your 

concern, but it's really not necessary."  

Matt folded his arms across his chest, his eyes narrowed and his chin tilted at a 

stubborn angle. "Well, I think it's necessary. I happen to think you're necessary."  

Something inside Chelsea broke free, like a bird escaping a cage. The simple truth hit her 

like a ton of bricks. She loved Matt. She loved his sense of humor, his arrogance, his 

stubbornness, his gentleness, his humility, his kindness. She even loved his over protectiveness. 
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She loved him enough to think about spending the rest of her life with him.  

That thought stopped her cold. She'd gone and done the one thing she promised herself 

she'd never do; fall hopelessly, desperately in love with a man who would never feel the same 

way about her.  

She walked out of the bedroom, her hands clutching together the edges of her 

bathrobe. Matt followed her. Entering the kitchen, she put on the kettle.  

"I guess if you're going to risk your back on my sofa, the least I can do is make you tea."  

He grinned. "At the very least." His grin faded as he added, "I really do promise to be 

good. Absolutely no midnight prowling."  

Chelsea nodded, but she wasn't entirely sure she wanted him to be good anymore.  

**** 

Matt woke up stiff and sore from sleeping on Chelsea's too-small sofa. He stood and 

stretched his aching muscles. The floor probably would have been more comfortable. Tonight 

he'd try that.  

"Good morning."  

He turned to look at Chelsea as she entered the kitchen and put on coffee. Even at seven 

in the morning, sleepy-eyed and tousled, she was beautiful. His body responded immediately, his 

arousal painfully obvious in his sweat pants. Matt grabbed his clothes, held them in front of him 

and made his way to the door.  

"I'm going to take a quick shower before we go to the Gallery."  

"Matt, you don't have to—"  

He slipped out the door before he could hear anymore of her argument. She might as 

well get used to the fact that he was going to be her shadow for the next while.  
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He closed the door and turned towards his apartment, almost bumping into David.  

The look of surprise on the kid's face quickly turned into something less than friendly. 

Matt sighed inwardly. The kid always managed to turn up at the most awkward moments. With 

an attitude. But for Chelsea's sake he'd make nice.  

"Good morning, David. No school today?"  

"What were you doing in Chelsea's apartment at seven in the morning?"  

So much for small talk. Matt held tightly onto the reins of his temper, reminding himself 

that David was, after all, only sixteen.  

"That's really none of your business."  

David stepped up to Matt, his small wiry frame a good head shorter than Matt's. There 

could be no mistaking the belligerent look of challenge behind the thick lenses of his glasses.  

"It's my business when some Neanderthal tries to take advantage of my friend."  

Matt suppressed a grin. He'd never been called a Neanderthal before, at least not to his 

face. He had to admire the kid's moxie, if not his common sense. Matt had fifty pounds and at 

least a half foot on David, and could have squished him like a bug if he chose to. Lucky for David, 

he abhorred violence of any kind. Besides, neither Chelsea nor Mrs. Ross would think kindly of 

him if he punched out the little twit, no matter how much he deserved it.  

He leaned against the wall and eyed the boy. "Get this straight, David, 'cause I'm only 

going to tell you once, My relationship with Chelsea is none of your business. Keep your 

opinions to yourself."  

The look David gave him was so filled with venom it startled him.  

"Fair enough," he said. "But remember this. If you hurt her in any way you'll have to 

deal with me."  
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"Fair enough," Matt repeated. With that, he stepped inside his apartment, firmly closing 

the door behind him, and shutting out any further protest David might want to make.  

Matt turned the cold water on full and jumped in the shower, shuddering against the 

onslaught of the frigid spray. But the icy water did its job, cooling down his overheated libido 

and his annoyance with David. He was going to have endure a lot of cold showers if he was 

going to be Chelsea's body guard.  

By the time he returned to her apartment, she was dressed and ready to go.  

"Aren't you even going to offer me coffee before we leave?"  

She glared at him. "I never asked you to come with me in the first place. If you want 

coffee, take it to go." She poured coffee into a thermal mug with a lid and shoved it at him. 

"Take it or leave it."  

Matt took the mug from her and smiled. "I'll take it."  

She glared at him again, pursing her lips. Instead of looking angry, she just looked 

incredibly sexy. Even in her no-nonsense navy blue business suit and prim little white blouse, the affect was 

devastating. Matt predicted another cold shower awaited him in the near future.  

They walked out of the Victorian in silence. Chelsea stopped at the front door to double 

check the lock, and Matt was reminded of the first time he had seen her manipulate the lock. 

'Treat her right and she'll open for you' she'd said. Matt stifled a groan. If he wanted to stay close 

enough to protect her, he had to become a master of self-control. But Matt couldn't quite deny 

himself a brief touch.  

"Have I told you how beautiful you look this morning?"  

Matt caressed her cheek, her skin warm and silky under his fingers. For a moment she 

stared at him with huge dark eyes, but then her eyes drifted shut and he felt the shiver of 

awareness that raced through her. A helpless little moan escaped her lips. That did it.  

Matt lowered his lips to hers and kissed her with all the pent up passion and fury that had 
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been bottled up inside him for days. She clung to him, and for a wild moment Matt thought of 

taking her right here, right now, on the veranda. Then sanity stepped in, and Matt felt the worse 

kind of heel. This was Chelsea, sweet innocent Chelsea, the one who was looking for her Mr. 

Right, her Prince Charming.  

He was neither one.  

Reluctantly, he set her away from him, keeping his hand on her shoulder to keep her at 

arms length. At first her passion clouded eyes registered confusion, but then cleared as 

comprehension hit. She lowered her eyes and her face reddened with embarrassment. Matt tilted 

her chin upwards so that he could look in her eyes.  

"I'm sorry, I shouldn't have done that, and I promise you it won't happen again. After what 

you told me last night...well, this was inexcusable. You're a very special woman, and you need a 

special man in your life. I know it's not me."  

She stared at him with eyes that almost made Matt lose his resolve not kiss her again. After 

a long moment, she nodded. "I'd better get to work."  

"Right." Matt dropped his hand. "Let's go."  

She hesitated on the top step of the veranda. "Is it really necessary for you to 

accompany me to work? I mean, I'm sure you have better things to do."  

"Actually, I don't. Come on or you're going to be late."  

She hesitated a second longer before giving a delicate shrug to her shoulder and 

descending the steps. "Okay, I think it's a colossal waste of your time, but if that's how you want 

it..."  

"That's how I want it." Matt said as he fell into step beside her. Nobody was going to 

hurt her while he was around. Nobody.  

**** 
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How dare he touch her like that. Chelsea was his. She belonged to him. He knew that 

they were soul-mates, that their hearts and souls were entwined. Matthew Malone was 

encroaching on his territory.  

Anger and despair welled up inside him. How could Chelsea do this to him? She must 

know how he felt from his letters. He'd been so sure she felt the same way. He'd make her see 

how much she loved him. He'd just damn well make her see.  
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Chapter Eleven 

They arrived at the Gallery fifteen minutes late. Matt ignored Chelsea's attempt to ditch 

him outside of the Gallery, opting instead.to go inside with her. He couldn't resist the opportunity 

to examine more closely the place she was so passionate about.  

Rebecca raised her eyebrows and gave Chelsea a startled look."Mr. Baines has been 

looking for you, Chelsea," she said, staring at Matt. "Something about wanting the figures on the 

Inuit show. He also mumbled something about good help being hard to find these days."  

"Oh great." She gave Matt a reproachful glare that screamed, it's all your fault. Matt did  

his best to maintain his look of complete innocence.  

"Nice to see you again Ms. Daniels," he said.  

"I must say I'm very surprised to see you, Mr. Malone, especially at this time of the 

morning."  

Beside him, Chelsea sighed loudly. "Matt found out about the letters and decided to play 

bodyguard."  

"Oh really." Rebecca gave Matt a closer examination. "You took the bus with her to 

work?"  
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Matt nodded. "Spent the night in her apartment too."  

When Rebecca's eyebrows again rose, Chelsea's face flamed red. "He was on the couch, 

Rebecca. All night, by himself."  

"Chelsea, are you sure—"  

She stopped her friend with a gentle hand on her arm. "It's not Matt, Rebecca." She gave 

Matt a quick look before turning to smile at Rebecca. "He didn't write the notes."  

Rebecca caught Chelsea's hand, the look on her face showing her distrust. "How do you 

know? He could be telling you anything."  

She turned to him, her head cocked slightly to one side. Her dark eyes studied him, 

searching his soul for deceit. Matt held his breath, waiting for the results of her examination  

She turned once again to Rebecca and grinned. "I just know. Now, I need to get to get to 

work. See you later, Matt."  

Just then a distinguished older gentleman emerged from one of the back offices. "Ms. 

Andrews, there you are. So nice of you to join us this morning."  

"Good morning Mr. Baines. Sorry I'm late. I'll make it up this evening."  

He waved away her apologies. "No need my dear." He turned shrewd eyes on Matt. "Now, 

who do we have here?"  

Chelsea made introductions and Matt shook the older man's hand. Mr. Baines had a firm 

grip and sharp hazel eyes that took in everything around him. For some reason, his eyes 

reminded Matt of his father's.  

"So what do you know about these letters Chelsea is receiving, Mr. Malone?" he asked.  

At Chelsea's gasp, Rebecca shrugged. "I thought he should know." With a grin she 

added, "I didn't seriously believe he wrote the letters anyway."  

Mr. Baines huffed indigently. "I should hope not. Those letters are strictly amateur, 
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almost childish. I could have composed better prose in my sleep."  

"I'm sorry I ever doubted you, Mr. Baines," Rebecca soothed.  

"No offence taken, Ms. Daniels." He turned once more to Matt. "You didn't answer my 

question, Mr. Malone. What do you know about Chelsea's letters?"  

Despite his well-dressed appearance and advanced age, Matt had the impression of a 

tough old bird lurking behind that elegant facade. A glint of steely purpose shone in Damian 

Baines' eyes that told him no one messed with him or those he cared about.  

"I know that anyone who tries to hurt Chelsea will have to go through me first," he said 

quietly.  

An elegant lift of the eyebrows was the only reaction from Mr. Baines.  

"Good answer, Mr. Malone. Now, Ms. Andrews, we must remember this is a place of 

business, and we have work to do. I'd like to see your final figures for the showing."  

Chelsea smiled affectionately at her employer. "Yes, of course Mr. Baines. I'll bring 

them up on my computer."  

She hurried away to do her work, and Mr. Baines turned as if to follow, but then turned 

back to. Matt. His brow pinched together in a worried frown, making him look much older than he 

had just a moment ago. "You will look after her, won't you Mr. Malone? I've grown rather fond of 

Chelsea. I wouldn't want anything to happen to her."  

A lump formed in Matt's throat. Chelsea had a habit of making a lot of people feel fondly 

towards her. Including him.  

"I won't let anyone hurt her," he said. He didn't add that he'd die before he'd let anybody 

harm Chelsea.  

His answer seemed to satisfy Mr. Baines. The older gentleman smiled and nodded.  
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"Good. Now if you'll excuse me, I need to get to work."  

He disappeared into his office, and Matt and Rebecca were left alone in the 

showroom. Rebecca placed her hands on her hips and examined Matt with barely concealed 

hostility.  

"I suppose since Chelsea seems to trust you, I have to respect that. But I think it's only 

fair to warn to you that if you hurt her or upset her in any way, I'll squish you like a bug."  

Matt suppressed a grin. Though Rebecca was barely over five feet, he had no doubt that 

she could. "Point taken."  

She nodded, satisfied with his answer. "Good. Now since you've appointed yourself as 

Chelsea's bodyguard, I think you might want to see this."  

She pulled open the bottom drawer of her desk and took out a file folder that bulged with 

its contents. "This is my 'Creepy Letters to Chelsea' file. As you can see, it's pretty full, and the 

campaign has really picked up in the last couple of weeks. The letters have become decidedly 

creepier too."  

He sifted through the contents of the file. "What do you mean?"  

Rebecca shrugged and frowned, her brow creasing in concentration and worry. "I'm not 

sure. It's an impression I have that he's gotten more desperate lately. My skin crawls a little 

more than it did at first."  

Matt read through several notes and had to agree with her. The tone grew increasingly 

more graphic with each successive letter. It was clear that the writer was obsessed with 

Chelsea. The question remained as to how far this obsession would carry him.  

He checked his watch; 9:30 a.m. He was working the lunch hour shift, but he wanted to 

see his dad before he went to the restaurant. He needed his dad's advice if he were to embark on 

a somewhat different career path, especially if it involved music. If the truth be known, he needed 

his father's blessing.  
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"Listen Rebecca, I have to leave. She'll be all right here during the day?"  

"Yes, of course. Mr. Baines and I are always around, and I won't let her walk the streets 

by herself. I'll make sure we order lunch in today instead of going out."  

"Good. I'll be back around five to pick her up."  

Matt left the Gallery and walked down Prince Arthur Avenue, staring absently in the shop 

windows. The contents of Rebecca's file wouldn't leave him alone. What kind of person were 

they dealing with? How much danger was Chelsea in?  

It didn't matter. Whatever trouble she was in, they'd deal with it. Together.  

**** 

Matt caught his dad on his coffee break at the construction site. Joseph took as much 

pride in his skills as a master brick layer as he did in his skills as a musician. Matt had fond 

memories of Sunday afternoon drives when Joseph would pack his family into whatever aging 

and rusted vehicle they happened to own at the time, and tour his father’s work. Joseph would 

point with pride to the brick work on various houses and office buildings that he had worked on. 

Matt remembered him remarking on more than one occasion that it didn't matter what you did 

with your life, as long as you did it with pride.  

Joseph put down his coffee cup, and smiled as Matt approached him.  

"Well, hello son," he said, clapping Matt on the back. "You're the last person I expected to 

see here today."  

"I had a few things I wanted to discuss with you. Have you got a couple of minutes?"  

"Sure."  

After saying hello to his co-workers, Matt and his father walked towards Joseph's pick-up truck.  

"It must be something pretty urgent if you had to come all the way out here to see me," 
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Joseph said. "What's on your mind?"  

Matt stuck his hands in his pockets, suddenly not knowing where to start or what to say. 

After taking a deep breath, he dove right in.  

"You're probably aware that my career hasn't exactly been a rousing success thus far." 

Joseph grinned. "I have heard rumors to that effect."  

Matt walked in a little circle, kicking a stone with the toe of his boot. "My agent says it's 

because I've been unrealistic, only going for national commercials and national television. He's 

says I'd probably have more success on a more local level."  

"That could be true."  

"He sent me to audition for a cable network cooking show. I haven't heard anything yet." 

Joseph nodded in approval. "That sounds right up your alley. You love to cook."  

"Right." He turned to face his father, wanting to see his reaction to his next statement. 

"Sam is also encouraging me to pursue a musical career."  

A light went on in Joseph's clear, hazel eyes, and he smiled broadly.  

"That seems like a sensible idea too. Smart man that Sam." 

"Are you sure it wouldn't bother you, me going into music?"  

His father looked genuinely perplexed. "Why on earth should that bother me?"  

Matt walked in his little circle again, kicking up dust. "Well, I mean, it would be kind of like 

encroaching on your territory. You're the musician in the family."  

"Encroaching on my territory? This isn't a competition, Matt. I'd be thrilled if you 

decided to take music more seriously. In fact, I always hoped you would."  

He stopped pacing to look at his father. "Really?"  
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"Really," Joseph said emphatically. "I always kind of hoped maybe we could sing together, 

perform together. It's been a dream of mine since you were a choir boy with a soprano voice."  

"Really?" he said again. His throat closed with emotion and he felt incapable of articulating 

much else.  

Joseph gave him a tolerant, paternal smile. "I have absolutely no problem with it. Unless 

you do?"  

Matt shrugged, feeling very petty suddenly. "I guess I've never wanted to be compared to 

you. It's tough being the son of an icon."  

"Me? An icon?" Joseph laughed. "What the hell are you talking about, boyo?"  

"You could have been a big star. You could have been one of best tenors to ever come 

out of Ireland. If you hadn't quit when you married Mom, if you hadn't had to earn a living for 

your family—"  

Joseph put up his hand. "Wait a minute. Is that what you think? Have you believed all 

these years that I quit playing professionally because of your mother and you kids?"  

"Isn't that what happened?"  

Joseph laughed. "Your mother will have a good laugh when she hears this one. You really 

got it wrong this time, boyo. She was the one who begged me to stick with the music. She was 

the one who wanted to stay in Ireland."  

"But I always thought—"  

"Well, you thought wrong." Joseph lowered himself to the bumper of his truck and sat. "I 

knew I wasn't cut out for a life in show business. I enjoyed the playing all right, but I hated the 

traveling, the endless smoky pubs, the drunks. And I hated being away from Sarah. I wanted a 

normal life, a simple life, where I could see her every day, see my children. I was only too happy 

to give it up."  
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"I didn't know." Matt ran his hand through his hair. All these years he'd wrestled with his 

resentment for his mother, and his guilt for feeling that resentment. And all this time he'd been 

wrong.  

"At first your mother hated Toronto. She was homesick for Ireland, but she tried not to 

let me see that. I felt bad because I was so happy here. Work was plentiful, and I earned a 

good wage, more than I ever could have made in Ireland back then."  

"I don't remember Mom ever being unhappy."  

Joseph smiled sadly. "She hid it well, but I know there were times when she cried. Eventually 

she grew to enjoy it here, but I think she'll always think of Ireland as home."  

Matt shook his head. "All this time I thought you gave up your dream because of her."  

"No Matthew. Maybe at one time when I was very young I thought being a musician was 

what I wanted. But sometimes dreams change. You kids and your mother are all I ever wanted."  

Matt looked into his father's tanned and lined face, into his calm eyes, and knew the truth 

of his statement. Sometimes dreams change.  

**** 

Chelsea looked up from the computer spreadsheet she'd been staring at all day. The 

sound of laughter echoed from the showroom of the Gallery, just beyond her office door. The 

Gallery was usually a sedate place. When people examined the pieces of art, there was often 

murmured discussion, or perhaps heated debate, but rarely rollicking laughter. Curious, she 

stepped out from behind her desk and left her office.  

From the hallway leading into the showroom she heard Matt's voice. From the tone and 

inflections of his voice, she knew he was in full acting mode.  

"And here we have a soapstone carving created by Tommy Takpanie Jr., one of the 

foremost Inuit carvers. Inuit is the proper term for the indigenous people of the north, rather than 
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Eskimo," he told a group of Japanese tourists, who lifted their cameras in unison to take pictures 

of Matt pointing to the carving like Vanna White pointing to her letter board. Chelsea cringed. 

What would Mr. Baines say if he saw this demonstration?  

Her question was answered in the next moment. Mr. Baines stepped quietly behind her.  

"Your friend seems to have a flair with the tourists," he commented drily. "I hope he gets 

them to part with some of their yen."  

Chelsea just hoped he didn't drop anything. She shuddered as Matt handled the delicate 

sculpture of a walking polar bear, waving it about as he explained its meaning. He read from the 

notes that she and Rebecca used when conducting tours through the Gallery, although Chelsea 

could tell that Matt ad-libbed a good chunk of his material.  

"Over in this area of the Gallery," Matt said, as he led his devoted followers into another 

room, "is our collection of Inukjuak baskets. These baskets are a specialty of the people living 

along the east coast of Hudson Bay. The lime grass used in the weaving of these baskets grows in 

quantity along the river valleys. This is a particularly good example." Matt pointed to a round 

woven basket topped with a matching lid. Dark brown strips of sealskin had been woven to 

create a star pattern among the grass. An ivory carving of a bird topped the lid, serving as a 

handle.  

Matt struck a pose, flashing a brilliant smile for his audience. Again the Nikon chorus 

hummed a happy tune. Chelsea wondered how many of the tourists actually understood what 

Matt was saying, and how many just thought he was cute.  

She smiled to herself. She certainly fell into the "I think he's cute" category. She enjoyed 

watching him move, listening to him talk, hearing his laughter. She loved his smile, the way he 

dimpled when his lips curved upward, the way his eyes glowed with an inner light when he looked 

at her. If only... 

No, she told herself firmly. If onlys and I wishes were for romantic dreamers, and she 

wasn't one. At least not any more. She’d given up believing in happily ever afters the day she 
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found her father in bed with the organist.  

Matt wanted to bed her, but that was as far as it went. It hurt Chelsea to acknowledge that 

her feelings for him weren't reciprocated, but she was determined not to make a fool of herself 

over him. If nothing else, at least she had her pride.  

The Japanese tourists crowded around Rebecca at the front reception desk, clutching 

items they wished to buy and pointing frantically at other items they wanted to see. Rebecca 

braved the onslaught, wading through the tourists to get to the cash register, and doing her best 

to understand the broken English.  

"It looks as if your friend has caused a feeding frenzy," Mr. Baines remarked drily. "I 

think he's got a brilliant career in sales in front of him."  

Chelsea laughed. "Don't tell Matt that. He's more interested in a brilliant career in the 

theater."  

"Of course. I thought there was something theatrical in his delivery." Mr. Baines sighed, 

and took a couple of steps into the showroom. "I suppose we really should help poor Ms. 

Daniels cope with the hordes. Are you coming Ms. Andrews?"  

Chelsea's gaze locked with Matt's across the room, and his huge grin showed her just how 

pleased he was with himself. He was like a little boy sometimes, inquisitive and full of wonder, 

and fascinated by life. Those were qualities she loved most in Matt. He celebrated life, not just the 

big moments, but all the little ones in between.  

She smiled and followed Mr. Baines. "I'm right behind you, sir."  

**** 

"Guess what?" Matt asked Chelsea after the tourists had cleared out. "Megan had her 

baby last night. A boy."  

Chelsea's face broke into a radiant smile. "Oh Matt, that's wonderful. What did she 

name him? How much did he weigh?"  
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"I didn't get any of the details, but I was planning to go to the hospital to see her. Want to 

come along?"  

"Sure, if you think Megan is up to the extra company."  

"I'm sure she'd be glad to see you." He offered her his arm. "Come on. Our work's done 

here for today."  

Megan was propped up against her pillows reading a magazine when they found her. She 

smiled broadly and opened her arms when she saw them. Matt hugged her, careful not to 

squeeze too tight. Megan's face was pale, but shone with joy.  

"So I hear you've joined a new weight loss plan. Dropped a ton of weight and got rid of 

that unsightly bulge overnight. Way to go, Sis."  

Megan punched him lightly on the arm. "Idiot. That unsightly bulge happens to be my 

son, all eight pounds six ounces of him. Adam Richard Turner. You like?"  

Matt kissed her forehead, brushing away a few blonde curls. "I like." He turned to 

Chelsea, who hung back, her arms full with the bouquet she had insisted on buying at the 

hospital gift shop. "You like?"  

Chelsea smiled and stepped further into the room. "I like it a lot. Congratulations, Megan. I 

hope you don't mind me tagging along."  

"Of course not," Megan said, "especially when you bring me such beautiful flowers. Thank 

you so much."  

She set the bouquet on the night stand beside the bed. "How are you feeling?"  

"Tired but wonderful," Megan replied with a smile. She turned to Matt. "Would you like to 

see your newest nephew?"  

"Sure, where is the little fella?"  
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Megan pointed to the hospital bassinet standing in the corner. "Right over there. Go have a 

look."  

Matt walked around Megan's bed and over to the bassinet. He peeked into the little 

bundle of blankets to see a thatch of blonde hair, one perfectly formed miniature ear, and 

perfect creamy baby skin.  

"He's very handsome, Meggie. What I can see of him." 

"So take him out and have a good look."  

He backed away from the bassinet. "Oh no, I can't do that. I might break him or 

something.”  

"Don't be silly. He won't break. Pick him up."  

"Can I?" Chelsea asked. "I promise I won't drop him."  

Megan laughed. "Sure. Since my brother is such a weenie, I guess you'll have to do it."  

Chelsea slid one hand under the baby's head and one hand under his body to gently lift 

him. She held the baby in her arms with the air of someone who knew what she was doing.  

"Andrews, you do that like an old pro. I'm impressed."  

She lifted a haughty eyebrow at him. "I'll have you know I was the most sought after 

babysitter in Rosebud. I am an old pro." She gently pulled back Adam's blanket to reveal his face. 

"Oh Megan, he's beautiful."  

"Rick and I think so."  

Chelsea walked up and down the short length of the hospital room, gently rocking the 

baby in her arms and cooing to him. A lump of emotion formed itself in Matt's throat. She looked 

so natural holding the baby, like she was born to be a mother. An image of Chelsea round and 

ripe with his child formed in his head.  

"Okay, Uncle Matt, it's your turn now," she said, advancing on him.  
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He held his hands up in front of him. "I don't know, Chels. I've never held one as little as 

this."  

"I promise he won't bite. Why don't you sit down in that chair over there, and I'll put him 

in your arms."  

Matt obediently moved to the chair and sat, holding out his hands. Chelsea brought the 

baby to him and placed him in his arms with infinite care. She kneeled beside Matt's chair.  

"That wasn't so bad, was it?" She opened up Adam's blanket a little more to reveal one 

tiny pink hand. "Oh Matt, look how tiny his fingers are. So tiny and so perfect." She brushed the 

palm of the baby's hand with her finger, and his fingers closed around it in automatic reflex. 

Chelsea looked up at Matt with an expression of wonder and joy on her face, and suddenly Matt 

wished that this child was their son, his and Chelsea's.  

"That baby looks good on you guys."  

Connor and Lisa breezed into the room carrying a huge Teddy Bear and a basket of fruit 

with helium filled balloons tied to the handle. Connor swept his sister into his embrace.  

"Congratulations, Blondie. You done good."  

"Thanks little brother. Connor, what are we supposed to do with this?" She indicated the 

giant Teddy. "It's bigger than the crib."  

Lisa laughed. "I refuse to accept responsibility for the purchase of that Teddy Bear. 

Connor is solely responsible."  

Connor put his arm around his fiancée. "Listen to that. She's not even finished her first 

year of law school and she's talking like a lawyer already. I'm so proud."  

Lisa punched him playfully on the arm. "I certainly hope you’re proud. You're helping to 

pay for law school."  

"You're helping to put Lisa through law school?"  
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Everyone turned to Chelsea, who had blurted out the words with such incredulity. Her 

face reddened, and she lowered her gaze.  

"I'm sorry. That was very rude. I was just...surprised."  

"That's okay, Chelsea," Lisa said gently. "But why would it surprise you that Connor 

would help me through school?"  

Her face turned a shade redder, if that was possible. "I guess I assumed Connor was a 

more traditional kind of guy. You know, keep the little woman barefoot and pregnant in the 

kitchen."  

Lisa hooted with laughter. "Connor knows me way too well to ever suggest that." She 

smiled at the baby in Megan's arms. "We'd like to have a beautiful little boy like this someday, but 

first I want to get my career off the ground. And Connor's helping me do it."  

Chelsea's voice was admiring. "That's so...liberated."  

Connor puffed out his chest. "That's me. I'm a liberated kind of guy."  

They talked and laughed and admired the baby until Lisa checked her watch and said she 

had a night class to get to. Matt thought Megan looked tired from all the company, and decided it 

was time for him and Chelsea to leave. He gave his sister a hug and a kiss.  

"Take care of yourself and Junior, Meggie. We'll see you at home in a couple of 

days."  

"Thanks for coming, you two. And thanks again for the flowers, Chelsea."  

"You're welcome."  

Megan gave Chelsea a mischievous smile. "And Chelsea? You know, Matt is really quite 

liberated, too. I'm sure he'd have no trouble with you having a career."  

Chelsea's face glowed from the heat of her blush.  

**** 
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All the way home Chelsea thought about what she’d learned about Lisa and Connor's 

relationship. After meeting Connor at the engagement party, she had assumed he was like her 

father, interested only in what his wife could do for him. She had no idea Connor took such an 

active role in making Lisa's career happen.  

This realization gave her hope. Maybe marriage didn't have to be stifling the way her 

parent's marriage had been. Maybe it could be a partnership between two people who genuinely 

loved each other.  

"You've been awfully quiet since we left the hospital," Matt said when they reached the 

Victorian. "Don't let my family's teasing get to you."  

"It doesn't bother me," she said with a smile. "I'm starved. Why don't we see what we can 

find to eat?"  

He grinned. "Andrews the walking stomach."  

Chelsea had pasta, milk and Parmesan cheese in her kitchen, and Matt was able to 

improvise a Fettuccine Alfredo. She enjoyed working with him in her small kitchen. They 

argued over ingredients, and squabbled over who cleaned up. She’d never been happier.  

When the dishes were done, she hung up her dish cloth and turned to Matt.  

"I want to show you something. Wait here."  

She returned a few moments later with small canvas. "I did this as a little baby gift for 

Megan. It's not quite done, and I haven't framed it yet—"  

"So let me see it already."  

She handed the canvas to him and watched nervously as he silently studied her sketch. 

She had drawn Megan sitting in a rocking chair holding a swaddled infant in her arms. She tried 

to depict a look of joy and deep contentment on Megan's face, the kind of emotion she imagined 

most mothers felt when gazing at their newborns, the kind of emotion she knew she'd want to 

feel one day. She wasn't certain whether she'd captured that emotion or not.  
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"This reminds me of my mother," he said at last.  

"Your mother?" Chelsea repeated, confused.  

"Yeah. I was eight years old when Connor was born, and I remember finding her sitting 

in the rocker in the nursery one day, looking just like that. Like she was so happy she could 

burst. I've never forgotten it." He turned to her and smiled. "It's very good. Megan will love it. 

Thanks for showing it to me."  

She smiled, pleased he understood. "You're welcome."  

**** 

Matt walked from the bus stop to the Victorian after accompanying Chelsea to work once 

again. This was the third morning he’d taken Chelsea to work, the third night he had spent in her 

apartment. She seemed resigned to the fact that he was sticking like glue until her letter writing 

stalker was found. She didn't say a word about the mess he’d made cooking dinner the previous 

evening, and not a peep about the sleeping bag he’d left unfurled on her living room rug. She 

didn’t even complain when he left shaving cream and whiskers in her bathroom sink. If he didn't 

know better, he'd think she actually liked having him there.  

He certainly liked being there. Nothing was more beautiful than Chelsea first thing in the 

morning. He loved making her first cup of coffee of the day and coaxing a reluctant smile out of 

her. He loved seeing her slowly come awake. He especially loved the demure white nightgown 

that Chelsea wore. Matt wasn't sure why, but he found the gown that covered her in sensible 

white cotton from neck to ankles and shoulder to wrist, incredibly sexy.  

Of course he'd never tell that to her or she'd be wearing her winter parka first thing in the 

morning.  

"Well Matthew, you look very pleased with yourself this morning."  

Matt smiled at Mrs. Ross, who lugged a suitcase down the front steps of the Victorian. He 

took the heavy case from her.  
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"I'm just a happy-go-lucky guy, Mrs. Ross. It's a beautiful day, the sun is shining, and I've 

got the day off. What could be better?" He nodded towards her suitcase. "What about you, Mrs. 

R? Running away from home?"  

Mrs. Ross gave a surprisingly girlish giggle. "Yes, kind of.  My sister and I are going on a 

little trip. She phoned last night to say she won a trip for two to Atlantic City, and since her 

husband doesn't like to gamble, I get to go."  

"Good for you. Just don't bet the deed on the house while you're gone. I kind of like 

having you as a landlady."  

"Well, I kind of like having you as a tenant. Don't worry. I won't go off the deep end."  

A car pulled up to the curb and a horn honked, summoning Mrs. Ross. "Oh, there's my 

sister now. Her husband is taking us to the airport."  

Matt carried her suitcase to the car and put it into the trunk. Mrs. Ross waved to him out of 

the open window of the back seat.  

"I'll be home Sunday night, Matthew. If anything goes wrong with the house, call my 

daughter. She knows all the tradesmen I use. I left a note on your door with her phone number 

and the phone number of the hotel in Atlantic City where I'll be staying."  

"I'll look after things Mrs. R."  

She gave him a motherly smile. "I knew you would, dearie."  

**** 

Matt pulled Mrs. Ross's post-it note from his door as he unlocked it, and then stuck it to his 

phone when he went inside. He wiped his finger across the handset of his phone, and frowned as he examined 

the dirty smudge. The beige phone appeared grey under the thick coating of dust.  

Matt looked around the rest of his apartment, and it didn't look much better. Clothes and 
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newspapers and dirty dishes were strewn everywhere. Dust lived undisturbed on the furniture 

and he had only a vague recollection of what the carpet looked like under the concealing layer of 

junk. Matt frowned. Normally he was quite content to live in his own filth, but for some reason, the 

mess bothered him today. He picked up the discarded newspapers from the floor. Maybe some 

of Chelsea's obsessive neatness had rubbed off on him. He’d gotten kind of used to cleanliness 

in the three days he’d lived with her.  

Two hours later, Matt shut off the vacuum cleaner and surveyed his small domain. Much 

better, he thought with satisfaction. Chelsea will be very pleased.  

He pondered that thought for a moment. When had her opinion become so important to 

him? Why was she the first thing on his mind in the morning and the last thing at night? When 

had her happiness become more important than his own?  

The ringing of the phone cut short Matt's self-examination, for which he was exceedingly 

grateful. He wasn't ready to answer those questions just yet.  

His agent's excited voice on the other end of the line tossed every other thought from 

his head.  

“Matt, Matt! It’s a miracle, a miracle, I tell you!” 

"Slow down, Sam. I can't understand a word you're saying. Take a deep breath and start 

again."  

Matt heard Sam's slow and rasping intake of breath. He gave a wheezy smoker's cough, 

and cleared his throat. "Okay, I'm better now." 

"Good. So what gives?"  

"They want you!" he said, the excitement evident in his voice. "They want you for the 

cooking show! They thought you were funny, intelligent, creative and witty. I just nodded my 

head. Who am I to disagree?"  

"Very funny, Sam." The enormity of Sam's words sunk in. "I got the job?” It was real job 
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on a real TV series, with real money and everything. “I think I need to sit down."  

He sank to the floor, his bottom hitting the carpet with a thud. Sam babbled on, filling him 

in the details of salary, timetables and creative input, but he listened with only half an ear. He 

wondered if Chelsea would be proud of him, be happy for him.  

"They want you on the set tomorrow morning for some preliminary meetings to 

discuss the show's direction, but I need you to come to my office right away and go over the 

contracts first.” 

Sam repeated the studio’s address, though he remembered it from the interview. My 

new workplace, he thought with a grin. Move over Iron Chef. 

“Congratulations, Matthew. I have a feeling things are going to turn around for you 

from now on.” 

He thought of Chelsea and the way her eyes would light up when he told her his 

news. 

“I have a feeling you’re right, Sam.”” 
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Chapter Twelve 

Chelsea's mind wandered as she planned the layout for the Gallery's next big exhibition in 

six months time. Normally she loved curating an exhibition; this next show featured Innuit prints 

from the eastern Arctic. But today her work played second fiddle to her main preoccupation—

namely one tall, handsome, blue-eyed actor/chef of Irish descent. She sighed and rubbed her 

eyes. Matthew Malone seemed to occupy a lot of her thoughts lately.  

She put down her pen and gave up all pretense of working. Just exactly what was she 

supposed to do about her feelings for Matt? Declare her undying love and embarrass both of 

them when he proved unwilling or unable to return her love? Or keep the fact that she was in love 

with Matt a secret and suffer in silence? Talk about a lose-lose situation.  

She pinched the bridge of her nose to stave off the beginnings of a headache, then took a 

deep breath and got back to work.  

A moment later her concentration was shattered by the ringing of her phone. David's 

frantic voice echoed over the line.  

"Chelsea, you've got to get home right away. A water pipe broke in your apartment and 

there's water everywhere. You've got to come rescue your things."  

"Is it that bad, David? I'm really busy here, and Mr. Baines is away. Can I talk to your 

grandmother?"  

"No, she's up in your apartment trying to mop up, but there's such a lot of water. It's 
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starting to come through the ceiling, and if we don't get it cleaned up soon, Grandma's going to 

have a huge repair bill."  

"Okay David", Chelsea said. She couldn't let Mrs. Ross cope with this on her own. David 

was a big help to her, but by the sound of it, he was pretty panicked. "I'll be there as quickly as I can.”  

"Great. I'll see you in a little while." He sounded much relieved. 

Chelsea grabbed her jacket and her purse and raced out of her office. Rebecca was 

showing a couple of customers some ivory jewelry. When she saw Chelsea wave to her, she 

excused herself, and came over to her.  

"I've got to run home," she said as she pushed her arms into her jacket. "David called 

and said there was a broken water pipe in my apartment and Mrs. Ross needs my help."  

"Sounds more like she needs a plumber," Rebecca said. "What can you do?"  

"Clean up my soggy apartment, by the sounds of it. David was kind of vague, but I gather 

the place is a mess. I'd better see what's going on. Will you be all right by yourself?"  

"Yes, of course. I can handle this place with one arm tied behind my back."  

Chelsea laughed. "Well, in that case, maybe I'll take the rest of the day off.”  

Instead of laughing, Rebecca frowned. "Maybe you should call Matt and let him know 

what's happening. I know he'd want to make sure you got home okay."  

"I'll be fine. There's no time to call Matt. By the time he'd get here my apartment might 

have floated away. I'll take a cab straight home, and I'll call you when I get there."  

"All right," Rebecca said reluctantly. "Be sure you call me."  

"I will." 

She rushed from the Gallery and hailed a cab on the street. It wasn't until she'd told the 

driver her intended designation, and settled back in her seat, that she had the time to wonder 
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why David wasn't in school on a Friday morning.  

**** 

Chelsea unlocked the front door of the Victorian about fifteen minutes later. The silence 

that greeted her struck her as wrong. Where were the buckets and mops? Where were the 

frantic calls for help? Where was Mrs. Ross?  

She crossed the foyer to Mrs. Ross's door and knocked. "Mrs. Ross, are you there? David 

called me." No answer. A small shiver crawled up her spine.  

She mounted the stairs, taking them slowly and carefully, listening for sounds that didn't 

belong in the old house. All was quiet.  

At the landing on the top of the stairs, Chelsea heard the sound of a television coming 

from her apartment. Her door was open a crack. She breathed a sigh of relief. Mrs. Ross must 

have been in there working and didn't hear her with the TV on. She pushed open the door and 

went inside.  

"Hi, Mrs. Ross. David called and said—"  

Her words stuck in her throat. David took the remote from the coffee table and aimed it 

at the television show he'd been watching, silencing it. The silence echoed inside Chelsea's 

head.  

"David, what are you doing here, inside my apartment? Where's your grandmother?" She 

was afraid she knew the answers, but she still had to ask.  

He rose from the sofa and walked towards her, pushing the door closed behind her. His 

eyes never left her face. Why had she never noticed that wild look in his eyes before?  

"Why don't you look at me the way you look at him?" David's voice hitched on the last 

word. "I love you and you don't care."  

Oh dear, Chelsea thought. Just how much trouble am I in here? She comforted herself with 
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the knowledge that this was David, her friend.  

Your friend who thinks you betrayed him, a little voice in her head whispered.  

He's just a kid. What harm could he possibly do?  

Plenty, the little voice answered.  

**** 

Rebecca turned frantic eyes on Matt when he bounded into the Gallery to tell Chelsea his 

good news. His stomach knotted and his blood froze in his veins at the look of panic on her face. 

Something had happened to Chelsea.  

"Thank God you're here," Rebecca said. "I've been trying to call you for over an hour." 

"I've been at my agent's office. What's wrong? Where's Chelsea?"  

Rebecca told him about the emergency call Chelsea had received from David. "She 

should have called me from her apartment an hour ago, and when I tried to call her, there's no 

answer."  

"Wait a minute. Did Chelsea say that David told her Mrs. Ross wanted her to come to 

the apartment?"  

Rebecca thought about it for a moment. "Yes, she did. Why, is there something wrong 

with that?"  

Matt's gut twisted again. "Yes, something's very wrong. I met Mrs. Ross this morning on her 

way to Atlantic City for the weekend. She's not home."  

The significance of Matt's words showed in the sudden pallor on Rebecca's face. "Oh my 

God. David lured her to an empty house. That must mean—"  

"That David is the stalker," Matt finished for her.  
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Rebecca pulled out her stalker file from the bottom drawer of her desk and removed the 

top letter. "This is the latest letter. You'd better look at it."  

Every word of the note was filled with bitterness and anger. David had obviously seen the 

two of them together, perhaps seen them kiss. He was a very mixed up kid. But was he 

dangerous? 

Would he hurt Chelsea?  

Matt's mouth went dry at the thought. "I've got to get to the Victorian. I'll call you as soon 

as I get there."  

"What about the police? Maybe I should call them."  

"Wait till you hear from me," Matt called on his way out the door. He wanted to deal 

with David himself. God help the kid if he hurt Chelsea.  

**** 

Matt sat in the back seat of the cab, willing it to go faster. He alternated between silent 

curses against David, and the world in general, and fervent prayers to keep Chelsea safe. 

Please let me get there in time, he prayed. Please let Chelsea be all right. I need her. I love her. 

He loved her? Matt sat back in his seat and ran his hand through his hair. Why hadn't he 

noticed this before? What kind of self-involved idiot didn’t realize when the best thing that ever 

happened to him lived just across the hall? Apparently his kind of self-involved idiot.  

He loved her. Matt laughed out loud. He smiled and apologized to the cab driver when 

he stared at him in the rear view mirror as if ready to drop him off at the nearest mental 

institution. He could hardly wait to tell Chelsea. Would she be happy about it? Would she feel 

the same way? One way or the other, he'd win her over.  

Dear God, Chelsea. What if he never got to tell her how he felt?  

The despair that clawed at his heart made him lean forward in his seat and speak to 
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the cabbie.  

"There's an extra twenty in it for you if you get me to my address in the next five minutes. It 

could be a matter of life and death."  

The cabbie smiled and hit the accelerator.  

**** 

"Would you like another cookie, David?" Chelsea handed him a plate of chocolate chip 

cookies. He grabbed a handful, and then methodically began dunking them in his herbal tea. 

After the first few moments of shock and fear at finding him in her apartment, she realized he had 

no intention of hurting her. He was still the same unhappy and confused boy she had befriended. 

Only now, he was an unhappy and confused boy who thought he was in love with her.  

"I don't understand why you sent me all the notes."  

David munched on his cookie. "I thought you'd think it was a romantic gesture to have a 

secret admirer. Didn't you think it was even a little romantic?"  

"No, it only made me feel creepy to get letters from a stranger. It was like being stalked. 

What about my apartment? It was you who went through my things, wasn't it?"  

He lowered his head, and then looked back at her with eyes that glittered through his 

thick lenses. "I just wanted to touch your things, and find a small keepsake that you wouldn't 

miss. I was very careful not to disturb things. I didn't think you'd know."  

"Believe me, I knew. That keepsake you took is something private and precious to me, 

something given to me by my mother. It doesn't belong to you."  

She held his gaze for several long seconds before he reached into his pocket and pulled 

out an envelope. She looked inside and saw it contained her lock of baby hair.  

"I wanted to give it back after I saw how upset you were, but I couldn't think of a way of 
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doing it without letting you know it was me that took it in the first place."  

She took the lock of hair from the envelope and ran the soft strands through her 

fingers. "Did you plant that letter in Matt's apartment?"  

He sighed. "Yes. I hoped he'd find it and know that someone else loved you. I 

thought maybe then he'd leave you alone."  

"But it didn't work. Instead I found the letter." Chelsea took a sip of her tea. "There's just 

one more thing I want to know. Did you follow me home from the bus stop one night a few weeks 

ago?"  

"I wasn't trying to scare you," he blurted. "It was late and dark and cold outside. I wanted to 

make sure you got home from the bus okay, so I waited behind some bushes at the bus stop and 

followed you home."  

"Why didn't you just call to me so I knew it was you? There was no reason to hide." 

David's mouth turned down in a sulk. "Because I knew you wouldn't like that I'd been 

sitting by the bus stop waiting for you for over an hour. You'd think I was stupid."  

"You're probably right. I probably would have given you heck for giving yourself 

pneumonia, but at least I wouldn't have been scared out of my wits, thinking some stranger was 

about to mug me. Worse, I wouldn't have believed Matt followed me."  

"I've really made a mess of things, haven't I?"  

Chelsea smiled at his downcast expression. "Yes, but it's nothing that we can't fix. The 

first thing you're going to have to understand is that there will never be anything romantic 

between us. I think of you as a little brother, not a boyfriend."  

David pushed his glasses up his nose. "Maybe someday you'll feel different."  

She shook her head. "No, I won’t. I'm twelve years older than you, and that means you 

and I will always be at different places in our lives. When you're finishing high school, I'll be 

thinking about buying a house. And when you're going to university, and beginning your career, 
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I'll be thinking about getting married and having babies."  

"I can give you a baby." David's face brightened at the thought.  

Chelsea did her best not to choke on her tea. She hid her smile behind her tea cup. "Well, 

thanks for the offer, but I really want to be married to the father of my baby, and I know that's 

never going to happen with us." She put down her tea cup and took David's hand. "I don't love 

you the way two people who want to get married should love each other."  

“Are you in love with him?" David jerked his head in the direction of Matt's apartment.  

Chelsea hesitated for a moment, and then smiled. There was no point in denying it to 

David or anyone else. She did love Matt. Somehow she'd make Matt see they belonged 

together.  

"Yes, I love him very much."  

Suddenly the door burst open with such force that it banged against the wall behind it, 

rattling pictures on the walls. Matt stood in her doorway, glaring fiercely around him like an 

avenging angel.  

"Tea? You're having tea?" he said in disbelief. "I was afraid for your life, and you're 

sitting here having tea and cookies?"  

He was afraid for her life? This was interesting. "Would you rather I was bound and 

gagged? Perhaps we could arrange something." She held up the tea pot. "Would you like 

some?"  

Matt stalked over to the couch, his blue eyes smoldering with anger. If he was any 

hotter, Chelsea imagined smoke would blow out of his ears. 

"No, I don't want any bloody tea, and don't you dare make jokes about this. I was scared 

that this...this...kid had hurt you." He gave David a look that sent him cowering against the back of 

the sofa. Chelsea stood up quickly to get between the two of them.  
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"It's all right Matt. I'm fine." She put her hand on his arm, and felt the tension in his 

muscles. Slowly his gaze moved away from David and focused on her. His hand caressed her 

face.  

“You're really all right? He didn't hurt you?" His voice shook with emotion.  

She needed to touch him. She stroked his face and his hair before winding her arms 

around his waist. "I'm fine, Matt. But I really liked the knight in shining armor routine. Maybe 

next time you could ride your white steed to my rescue."  

Matt made a sound somewhere between a groan and a laugh as his arms came around 

her and held her close. "There better not be a next time. I don't think I'd survive it."  

He held her tight, burying his face in her hair. Chelsea sensed that he needed comfort even 

more than she did. She rubbed his back, and whispered soothing words in his ear as she kissed 

his face. She heard him whisper "Thank God" over and over.  

"I'd better go."  

David rose from the couch and took a step towards the door. His face was pale and 

drawn, and Chelsea guessed the scene he had just witnessed illustrated more convincingly 

than her words that there would never be anything between them. Her heart went out to the 

boy.  

"David, I'm sorry— 

Matt's eyes turned hot. "Sorry? What the hell are you sorry about? He's the one who 

should be sorry." He turned to face David. "Do you know how much you frightened Chelsea? Did 

you know she cried when you went through her apartment? You scared everyone who cares 

about her; me, her friends at work, even my parents. Did you know she had to stay at my parents' 

house the night of the break-in because she was too upset to stay here?"  

"You don't understand," David protested. "I love her and I just wanted to be close to her."  

Matt jabbed a finger into David's narrow chest. "No, you don't understand. When a man 
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loves a woman, her happiness and safety is more important than his own. Love isn't selfish and it 

isn't cowardly. A real man stands up and tells the woman he loves how he feels. Like this."  

Matt turned to Chelsea and took her hand in his, his eyes very blue, and very intent. "I 

love you, Chelsea. I think I've been in love with you since I first saw you on that bus, but I had 

to almost lose you before I realized it. I need you in my life, everyday. I want to look after you 

and know that you'll look after me, too. I want us to have babies together, file joint income tax 

returns, do all the stuff couples do. I want us to grow old together and be the most romantic 

couple in the old folks home. You're my good luck charm. Marry me, Chelsea, please."  

She stared at him, stunned. Not in her wildest dreams had she expected to hear these 

words from Matt. His earnest blue eyes and the nervous tension around his mouth told her he 

meant every syllable.  

"I'd love to file joint income tax returns with you," she said with a smile. Matt let out a 

pent up breath, and smiled in pure relief. 

"Yes!" he shouted, picking her up and swinging her around. "Yes, she said yes!"  

Chelsea threw her arms around him and laughed. She'd never felt such complete joy in 

her entire life. She vowed to make it last a lifetime.  

"You really want to marry him, Chelsea?" David asked quietly. Matt put her down, and 

squeezed her shoulder in reassurance.  

She smiled first at Matt and then at David. "Yes, I really want to marry him." She took his 

hand. "I know it's hard to believe now, but someday some woman will be as crazy about you as I 

am for Matt. You're a really good person, and it won't take some smart girl long to figure that out."  

"You can't make someone love you," Matt said. "It has to come naturally. Remember that 

the next time you meet a girl."  

David looked from Chelsea to Matt and back again. Matt draped one arm possessively 

around her shoulders in case David hadn't completely understood the situation. But it was 
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unnecessary. Chelsea could tell from the look on his face that he knew there was no hope for a 

romance between them.  

He squared his thin shoulders and pushed up his glasses before extending his hand to 

Matt. "Congratulations. I hope you and Chelsea will be very happy."  

"Thank you. I'm going to work very hard to make sure we are."  

"I'm sorry about everything, Chelsea." David looked genuinely contrite. "I never meant to 

frighten you." 

She hooked her arm through David's. "I know. Come on. Matt and I will walk you home. I 

think we should have a word with your mother."  

David groaned, and then laughed, once again a typical sixteen year old. "She's going 

to kill me, or at least ground me for a year."  

"Probably," Matt agreed cheerfully. He and David walked down the stairs together, Matt 

with an arm draped casually over David's shoulder like a concerned older brother. "Did I ever tell 

you about the time my mother threatened to have me horse whipped in front of city hall? 

Apparently she didn't think it amusing for her son to be playing the lead role in Hair, completely in 

the buff. No sense of artistic appreciation."  

Chelsea locked her apartment door, and followed behind the two of them. What a turn her 

life had taken in the last couple of hours. She would never have imagined David to be her letter 

writer. He wasn't mean or demented; he just needed some guidance. And Matt loved her.  

She stopped dead in her tracks. Matt loved her? Matt loved her! 

She’d never imagined loving someone like Matt and having him love her back. He was the 

epitome of the type of man she had always avoided; good-looking, charming, charismatic.  

But he was so much more than that. He was hard working, ambitious, kind, loving, loyal 

and funny, with a self-effacing sense of humor and a quality of vulnerability that made him all the 

more human, and all the more appealing. She knew she'd never have reason to question his 
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fidelity. He was true blue.  

And he loved her! She danced a little jig at the top of the stairs and let out an 

enthusiastic whoop. Matt and David turned simultaneously on the staircase to stare at her. 

Matt's mouth curved in a grin.  

"Women," Matt said. "Who can understand them?"  

But the warm look in his eyes told Chelsea he understood perfectly well.  

**** 

Chelsea tossed her keys on the kitchen table two hours later and flopped down on her 

sofa. "I feel like the weight of world has been lifted from my shoulders. I won't ever have to 

worry about someone writing to me or following me again. What a relief.”  

Matt sat down beside her, turned her slightly, and began to massage her shoulders. "I 

don't know if I'll ever forgive the kid for what he did to you, but I guess I can understand why he 

did it."  

"At least his mother promised to have David see a counselor. If he gets the help and 

support he needs, he'll be all right." She closed her eyes and leaned forward, emitting a soft 

moan. "Mmm...did anyone ever tell you that you have wonderful hands?"  

Matt's chuckle and the kiss he bestowed on her neck warmed her to her toes. "I refuse to 

answer that on the grounds that it might incriminate me."  

She turned to face him. "I don't care about the women in your past." At Matt's skeptical 

one-eyebrow-raised look, she retracted. "Okay, I care, but I'm not going to let it get to me." She 

gave him a tender smile and stroked his face gently. "What I do care about is that I'm the last 

woman you use those wonderful hands on."  

"Count on it."  
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He pulled her onto his lap and kissed her with fierce possessiveness. As long as she lived, 

Chelsea would never have enough of those kisses.  

"I've got a couple of questions for you," he said as he nibbled her ear. 

“What do you want to ask?"  

"First of all," he said, kissing the comers of her mouth, "haven't you forgotten to tell me 

something very important?"  

Chelsea's mind went blank, not so much from Matt's question as from the way he trailed 

hot little kisses down her throat. "I forgot to tell you something important?"  

"Yes, very important." He stopped kissing her to take her face in his hands and look into 

her eyes. "You've never told me you love me. Call me a sentimental fool but I really need to hear 

the words."  

She looked into his clear blue eyes and saw the vulnerability there. In that instant she 

realized the power she had over him. She'd never understood that she could hurt him as much 

as he could hurt her. She vowed never to hurt him, or ever give him reason to doubt her love.  

"I love you, Matt," she whispered. "I'll always love you."  

He kissed her again, his kiss full of joy and anticipation. When their lips parted, Chelsea 

smiled at him.  

"I've got a question for you."  

"Okay, shoot."  

"You know how I want to stay a virgin until our wedding night?" 

Matt grimaced. "Oh yes, I remember it well."  

"I was thinking," Chelsea whispered, as she trailed kisses down Matt's neck. "I don't 

think I can wait that long."  
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Matt caught her face between his hands. "I don't want you to compromise for me. I know 

this meant a lot to you. I think we should wait until our wedding night." He looked at the ceiling 

and groaned. "I can't believe I'm saying this."  

Chelsea laughed. "Me neither. So, let's do it, let's get married."  

"How? When?"  

"How fast can we get to Vegas?"  
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Epilogue 

One Year Later  

Chelsea raced up the stairs of the Victorian to her apartment. Correction, she told herself. 

Their apartment, the home she now shared with her husband of ten months and sixteen days. 

The most wonderful ten months and sixteen days of her life. Chelsea smiled to herself. She had 

no doubt the next few months of her life would be even better.  

She heard pots banging and smelled unusual aromas wafting out of their apartment 

even before she reached the top of the stairs. Chelsea smiled again. The master was creating. 

Her husband, the culinary genius.  

"Hi honey," she called as she entered the apartment. The smells were really strong 

and her stomach made a slight flip-flop. "Something smells...interesting."  

"Hi Chels." Matt gave her a distracted peck on the cheek. His face was flushed from the 

steaming pots, and he wore a red bandanna around his sweaty forehead that matched the 

oversize barbecue apron emblazoned with the slogan "Kiss me, I'm an Irish cook". He looked 

cute as hell to Chelsea.  

She peeked into one of the pots and tried not to gag. Something that looked suspiciously 

like seaweed was burbling happily away. Chelsea put the lid down quickly and stepped away 

from the stove. She didn't even want to know.  

"Dara brought back these recipes from Japan," Matt explained. "I thought I'd try them out 
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and see if they'd be suitable for the series of international recipes I'm doing for the show."  

Matt's cable cooking show was the hit of the season. He was a natural, telling stories and 

jokes as effortlessly as he diced and sliced. He’d charmed so many viewers into watching the 

program in the last few months, that there was talk of a larger network picking up the show. He’d 

already started a companion cookbook to go with the series.  

Chelsea smiled at him as he concentrated over his work. She was so proud of him, and 

so happy for his success. For the first time, Chelsea knew Matt was happy in his work, and 

confident in his abilities. He’d started singing on a regular basis with his father’s band, and 

Matt’s agent wanted them to make a CD. There seemed no limit to the possibilities. 

“Oh, by the way, your mother called,” Matt said, as he stirred something in a pot that she 

couldn’t identify. “She said her flight comes in at 1:45 next Friday afternoon.” 

“That’s good. It’ll be good to see her again.”  

At Matt’s urging, she’d reached out to her recently divorced mother and invited her to 

visit. It felt wonderful to have her in her life once more, especially now. Chelsea wondered how 

she’d feel about her news. 

Matt leaned over and gave her a kiss. “I’m really glad you’ve made your peace with your 

mom. Maybe someday you’ll work things out with your dad.” 

Chelsea put her arms around his waist and laid her head against his broad chest. “I 

hope so. I don’t want to be angry with him anymore. I want to forgive him and move on. Maybe 

someday we can have a relationship again.” 

He kissed the top of her head, and pulled her close. “Hey, guess who came over after 

school today and brought his new girlfriend with him?” 

Chelsea looked up at him, surprised. “You don’t mean David? You mean he’s got a 

girlfriend?” 

“Yeah, and she’s pretty cute, too. David strutted around here as proud as a little 
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peacock.” 

“I’m really glad things are going well for him. He deserves some happiness.” 

“I’m just glad he’s not lusting after my wife anymore.” 

She chuckled against Matt’s apron. She felt so safe and happy in Matt’s arms that it was 

hard to believe she could be any happier. She smiled a secret little smile. 

Matt gave her a quick kiss and then reached around her to check something in a pot. 

“Okay, everything’s ready. Let’s eat.” 

Chelsea’s stomach made another lurch. She closed her eyes and conjured up an image 

of a Big Mac. 

“Matt, you know I love your cooking, but I think this might be a little too…adventurous for 

me.” 

“Come on, Chels, you ate the squid, and snails, and the shark fin soup I made for you. 

What’s a little raw fish?” 

She blanched and covered her mouth. “I think it might be the straw that broke the 

camel’s back.” 

She ran from the kitchen and into the bathroom, getting there just in time to lose her 

lunch into the toilet. Matt raced in behind her, holding her hair away from her face and rubbing 

her back. When she finished, he helped her up, wiped her face, and gave her a little 

mouthwash to swish around in her mouth. He pushed the hair from her damp forehead when 

she finished rinsing her mouth, his tawny brows knit together in a worried expression.  

"Why didn't you tell me you were sick?"  

Chelsea wiped her mouth with a towel. "I didn't know myself until just now. I felt fine till I 

smelled your cooking. No offense."  

"None taken. Maybe you should go lie down for awhile."  



199 

Rescue Me 

She shook her head and smiled. "No, I'm fine now. In fact, I'm starved. I have this huge 

craving for a Big Mac. Why don't you take me to McDonald's?"  

His frown deepened. "You hate Big Macs."  

"Not anymore. For the next seven months or so, Ronald McDonald and I are going to be 

close personal friends."  

"For the next seven months...?" Matt's face registered total confusion.  

"Oh, I almost forgot." She took him by the arm and led him out of the bathroom. "When I 

was walking home from the bus stop, I noticed that the nice little white house three doors down is 

for sale. I really think we should look at it. We're going to need more room real soon."  

"Why would we need more room? There's just you and me—" He broke off abruptly and 

stared at her. "Are you trying to tell me that we're...that you and..."  

She laughed at the disbelieving look on his face. "Yes dear, we're getting a start on that 

big family you wanted."  

Matt scooped her up in his arms and twirled her around, letting out a whoop of joy as he 

spun her around. Chelsea hung on and laughed.  

"Careful, or I'll lose what's left of my lunch."  

He stopped immediately, setting her down as if she were a delicate piece of porcelain. He 

kissed her face, touching her with infinite tenderness.    

"I can't believe it. We're going to have a baby!" He laughed, throwing back his head in 

delight. ''I'm going to be a father!"  

"And I'm going to be a mother," Chelsea grinned. "And get as big as a whale."  

Matt took her face in his hands and kissed her. "You'll be the most beautiful, whale-like 

mother on the maternity ward."  
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"Gee, thanks."  

Matt bent over to speak to her lower abdomen. "Hey, hello in there. This is your father 

speaking. You better get used to me kiddo, 'cause I'm going to be around a long time." 

He placed a kiss on her tummy, and Chelsea threaded her fingers through his hair, her 

love for this man stronger than it had ever been before. Matt was going to make a wonderful 

father.  

In one fluid motion, he picked her up in his arms and carried her to the bedroom.  

"It won't hurt Junior if we celebrate the occasion, will it?"  

Chelsea linked her arms around his neck and smiled. "What did you have in mind?"  

He kissed her neck and nibbled her ear, his touch sending shivers of excitement through 

her. "I thought I'd start by making mad, passionate love to you."  

She quivered in his arms at the thought. "I don't think Junior would mind."  

He carefully set her on the bed and sat next to her as he unbuttoned her blouse. "After 

that I thought we'd really celebrate."  

Chelsea's breath came out in hot little pants as Matt trailed a row of kisses across her now 

naked breasts. "Oh yeah? How are we going to do that?"  

Matt gave her his sweetest grin. "I'll buy you a Big Mac at McDonald's."  
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Thank you for reading ‘Rescue Me’. I hope you enjoyed it! If you’d like to read more of my books, 

here’s a sampling: 

 

Her Best Man – Book one in the Left at the Altar series – humorous contemporary romance 

Sarah Stevens experiences a bride's worst nightmare; being dumped at the altar.  When she goes 

on the Caribbean cruise meant to be her honeymoon in order to lick her wounds, she discovers 

her ex-fiancé has sent his brother, Will Marshall, the former best man, on the cruise as 

well.  Everyone on board thinks they're newlyweds, and Sarah is too embarrassed to set them 

straight.  How is she supposed to share a tiny cabin with a man she barely knows?  Even worse, 

how is she supposed to pretend that she and Will are on their honeymoon?  Sarah discovers the 

best man for her really is the best man. 

Available at Uncial Press and Amazon 

 

There Goes The Groom – Book two in the Left at the Altar series – humorous contemporary 

romance 

Eight years ago Tony left Olivia at the altar. He was sure she didn't really want to marry him. Now 

he's back, and they're forced to work together. 

Coming home isn't easy for Tony, because his father wanted him to work at a trade instead of 

going off to college. Their relationship is still unsteady. Even before Tony's return, Olivia began 

questioning the depth of her love for her fiancé, a man she chose because he was safe and 

reliable. The last thing she wants is a loveless, faithless marriage like the one her parents suffered 

through.  

When Tony, who never stopped loving her, insists her fiancé is the wrong man for her, Olivia sets 

out to prove him wrong. But the sexual chemistry between them is still strong, and so are her 

http://www.janarichards.com/herbestman.html
http://www.uncialpress.com/her-best-man.html
http://www.amazon.com/Her-Best-Left-Altar-Book-ebook/dp/B004I6E4ZY/ref=la_B002DEVWWG_1_9?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1409340616&sr=1-9
http://www.janarichards.com/theregoesthegroom.html
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feelings for him. Even so, how can she break her engagement, hurt her fiancé as she was once 

hurt? And how can she trust Tony not to abandon her like he did before? 

If anyone does the jilting this time, she will. 

Available at Uncial Press and Amazon 

 

Always a Bridesmaid – Book Three in the Left at the Altar series – humorous contemporary 

romance 

Dani Dipietro has always considered herself an ugly duckling in a family of swans. She's the 

bridesmaid her friends count on, but never the woman any man wants for his bride. So she plays 

the funny girl and guards her emotions, and her secrets, closely. 

When Zach Morrison was dumped at his wedding, Dani was there to help him through the 

humiliation. A year later they meet again and once more Zach needs her help. To fend off the 

unwanted attentions of his former fiancé, he asks Dani to pretend to be his girlfriend. They play 

their roles a little too well, and make believe turns into reality. But their relationship comes 

crashing down around them when Zach's trust issues cause him to accuse Dani of cheating. 

Telling the truth means that Dani will betray a friend, something she will never do. But keeping her 

secrets means she may be destined to remain a bridesmaid forever. 

Available at Uncial Press and Amazon 

 

Seeing Things – Paranormal romantic suspense 

When psychic Leah McKenna “sees” the abduction of a small boy, she knows she must help find 

him, no matter the danger to herself.  David Logan, the boy’s uncle, doesn’t believe in psychic 

phenomenon.  He believes Leah knows who kidnapped his nephew, and plans to stick close to 

her to discover the truth.  As they search for Jeremy they uncover truths about themselves and the 

way they feel about each other.  Can Leah convince him her visions, and her love for him, are real 

http://www.uncialpress.com/There-Goes-the-Groom.html
http://www.amazon.com/There-Goes-Groom-Left-Altar-ebook/dp/B00CUQR7RG/ref=la_B002DEVWWG_1_5?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1409340616&sr=1-5
http://www.janarichards.com/alwaysabridesmaid.html
http://www.uncialpress.com/Always-a-Bridesmaid.html
http://www.amazon.com/Always-Bridesmaid-Left-Altar-Book-ebook/dp/B00HX34F94/ref=la_B002DEVWWG_1_6?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1409340616&sr=1-6
http://www.janarichards.com/seeingthings.html
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before time runs out for all of them? 

Available at Uncial Press  and Amazon 

 

A Long Way from Eden – contemporary romance 

Zane Martin's teenage daughter is pregnant. Meg Evan's son is the baby's father. Because Zane 

grew up not knowing who his father was, he'll be damned if he'll let his grandchild live with that 

shame. Meg was forced into an abusive marriage because of an unplanned pregnancy, so she 

knows that love is the only good reason to marry. Neither Meg nor Zane expects or welcomes  

the attraction that sparks between them. As they await the impending birth of their grandchild, old 

wounds open and long hidden family secrets come to light. The young couple builds a newer, 

stronger relationship, while Meg and Zane reach for a love passionate enough to overcome the 

past--if they're strong enough to trust it...and each other. 

 

Available at Uncial Press and Amazon 

 

Burning Love – Paranormal romantic comedy 

After causing three cooking fires in her apartment, Iris Jensen finds herself homeless.  She lands 

on Riley Benson's doorstep, looking to rent a room in the beautiful old home he's restoring.  It's 

only for six weeks until Iris leaves Portland, Oregon for her new job on a cruise ship.  Firefighter 

Riley knows exactly what a bad tenant she can be.  But he needs money to finish the work on the 

house he loves.  And something about Iris pulls at his heart… 

Meanwhile, in Heaven, two angels watch over the young lovers.  Angelica and Hildegard work in 

Heaven's Relationship Division, where angels match mortals with their soul mates.  The angels 

believe so strongly in Iris and Riley’s love that they break Heaven's rules to help them.  Can the 

the angels convince them their love will last a lifetime before time runs out? 

http://www.uncialpress.com/seeing-things.html
http://www.amazon.com/Seeing-Things-Jana-Richards-ebook/dp/B004I6E7YM/ref=la_B002DEVWWG_1_13?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1409340874&sr=1-13
http://www.janarichards.com/alongwayfromeden.html
http://www.uncialpress.com/long-way-from-eden.html
http://www.amazon.com/Long-Way-Eden-Jana-Richards-ebook/dp/B004I6E80U/ref=sr_1_12?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1409340963&sr=1-12
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Available at The Wild Rose Press and Amazon 

 

Flawless – Romantic suspense set in WW2 

France, 1942.  The world is at war. The Nazis have stolen the infamous blue diamond, Le Coeur 

Bleu, intending to barter it for weapons that will destroy the Allies. Jewel thief Hunter Smith is 

given a choice; help the French Resistance steal back the diamond and avenge the death of his 

best friend, or stay locked up in an English prison. He chooses revenge. 

Resistance fighter Madeleine Bertrand’s husband died when he was betrayed by Hunter Smith. 

How can she now pretend to be married to the arrogant American? How can she betray Jean 

Philippe’s memory by her passionate response to Hunter’s kisses? Neither is prepared for the 

maelstrom of attraction that erupts between them. To survive they must uncover the mysteries of 

the past and conquer the dangers of the present. But first Madeleine must decide if her loyalties 

lie with her dead husband and the Resistance or with the greatest love of her life.           

Available at The Wild Rose Press and Amazon 

 

The Girl Most Likely – contemporary romance 

Cara McLeod, the girl most likely to have the perfect marriage, is now divorced and, in her own 

words, “fat, frumpy, and over forty.” The thought of facing former classmates—and the ex-

husband who dumped her—at her high school reunion terrifies her. Cajoled into attending by her 

kids and her best friend, Cara enlists help at the gym to lose weight and look great for the reunion. 

Personal Trainer Finn Cooper is more than willing to help—but does he have to be so to-die-for 

gorgeous? 

Finn thinks Cara is perfect just the way she is. She’s everything he wants in a woman, except for 

one thing—she can’t get past the fact that he's eight years younger. To Finn, age and weight are 

just numbers. But can he convince Cara the numbers she worries about add up to only one thing 

for him—love? 

Available at The Wild Rose Press and Amazon 

http://www.wildrosepublishing.com/maincatalog_v151/index.php?main_page=product_info&cPath=243_87_125&products_id=3834
http://www.amazon.com/Burning-Love-Jana-Richards-ebook/dp/B003552TVU/ref=sr_1_11?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1409341070&sr=1-11
http://www.janarichards.com/flawless.html
http://www.wildrosepublishing.com/maincatalog_v151/index.php?main_page=product_info&cPath=242_176_145&products_id=4361
http://www.amazon.com/Flawless-Jewel-Night-Jana-Richards-ebook/dp/B004I438QW/ref=sr_1_8?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1409341070&sr=1-8
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Home Fires – Historical romance set in 1945 

Anne Wakefield travels halfway around the world for love. But when she arrives in Canada from 

England at the end of World War Two, she discovers the handsome Canadian pilot she’d fallen in 

love with has married someone else. Heartbroken, she prepares to return to London, though she 

has nothing left there to return to. Her former fiancé’s mother makes a suggestion: marriage to her 

other son.  

Badly wounded and scarred during the war, Erik Gustafson thinks he’s a poor substitute for his 

brother. Although he loves Anne almost from the first time he sees her, he cannot believe she 

would ever be able to love him as he is – especially as he might be after another operation on his 

bad leg.  Anne sees the beauty of his heart. The cold prairie winter may test her courage, but can 

she prove to Erik that her love for him is real? 

Available at The Wild Rose Press and Amazon 

 

First and Again – contemporary romance  

Bridget Grant is back in Paradise. Paradise, North Dakota, that is. 

She’s swallowed her pride and moved back to her hometown with her daughter after her divorce 

and the loss of her catering company. Now she’s trying to navigate the strained relationships 

she’d left behind – including her first love, Jack Davison. 

Jack never forgot Bridget, or the day she left town – and him. When Bridget caters a lunch at 

Jack’s tourist ranch, old flames reignite. They have more in common than ever – Jack’s also a 

single parent. Though they both try to keep things casual, Bridget, Jack and their girls are starting 

to look a lot like a family. 

But Bridget’s only planning to stay in Paradise until she’s saved enough to relaunch her business. 

Jack’s invested too much in his ranch to leave. And with their daughters involved both have a lot 

http://www.janarichards.com/homefires.html
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more at stake than heartbreak. How can they risk falling in love? 

Available from Carina Press and Amazon 

 

You can find me on the web at these places: 

Website:  http://www.janarichards.com  

Blog:  http://janarichards.blogspot.com 

Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/JanaRichardsAuthor 

Twitter: http://www.twitter.com/JanaRichards_ 

Amazon Author Page:  http://www.amazon.com/author/janarichards  

Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/2892274Jana_Richards  

 

Sign up for my bi-monthly newsletter and receive exclusive excerpts, contest and new release 

information, and offers for newsletter subscribers only.  

 Thank you! I hope to see you again soon!  
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