






“I Want You. And This Time,
I Plan To Have You.”



Donna glared at him. “I was right, Jake. You haven’t changed a bit.”


“Maybe you’re right,” he agreed softly. “But you’re not a fifteen-year-old virgin anymore, are you?”


“No, I’m not,” she said. “I’m an adult. A mother. With more to think about than feeding my own desires. Whatever’s between you and me, it doesn’t give you an opening to Eric.”


He frowned at her and shook his head. “You don’t get it, Donna. We don’t need an opening to Eric. He’s a Lonergan. That makes him one of us. Family.”


“His name is Eric Barrett.”


“Doesn’t make him any less a Lonergan, or us any less his family.”









 

Dear Reader,


Things are heating up in our family dynasty series, THE ELLIOTTS, with Heiress Beware by Charlene Sands. Seems the rich girl has gotten herself into a load of trouble and has ended up in the arms of a sexy Montana stranger. (Well…there are worse things that could happen.)


We’ve got miniseries galore this month, as well. There’s the third book in Maureen Child’s wonderful SUMMER OF SECRETS series, Satisfying Lonergan’s Honor, in which the hero learns a startling fifteen-year-old secret. And our high-society continuity series, SECRET LIVES OF SOCIETY WIVES, features The Soon-To-Be-Disinherited Wife by Jennifer Greene. Also, Emilie Rose launches a brand-new trilogy about three socialites who use their trust funds to purchase bachelors at a charity auction. TRUST FUND AFFAIRS gets kicked off right with Paying the Playboy’s Price.


June also brings us the second title in our RICH AND RECLUSIVE series, which focuses on wealthy, mysterious men. Forced to the Altar, Susan Crosby’s tale of a woman at the mercy of a…yes…wealthy, mysterious man, will leave you breathless. And rounding out the month is Cindy Gerard’s emotional tale of a pregnant heroine who finds a knight in shining armor with A Convenient Proposition.


So start your summer off right with all the delectable reads from Silhouette Desire.


Happy reading!
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Senior Editor
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One



Jake Lonergan wasn’t used to having so many people around. For fifteen years, he’d been a loner. Moving from one place to the next, one motorcycle race to the other. He didn’t make friends and he didn’t contact his family.

Made life simple.

And he probably would have gone on as he was for the next fifteen years if he hadn’t gotten word his grandfather, Jeremiah Lonergan, was dying. The old man Jake loved had made only one request: that his three grandsons come home for one last summer together.

Jake had been in Spain when he got word, and it had taken him long enough to get back to Coleville, California, that he’d been afraid Jeremiah would already be dead and buried. That he’d miss his chance to say goodbye.

It wasn’t until he arrived that he’d discovered Jeremiah wasn’t dying—he was just sneaky. The old man had tricked Jake and his cousins, Sam and Cooper, into coming home to the ranch they’d all avoided for fifteen years.

Jake gave the bolt on the undercarriage of his custom-built, black-and-chrome motorcycle one last turn, then stood up and stretched the kinks out of his back. He glanced out the double barn doors toward the ranch house across the yard. Lamplight pooled from every window and the low murmur of conversations and laughter floated to him on the otherwise still air.

Jake stared at the house for a long minute, feeling, as he always did, like the outsider. His own damn fault, of course. But as that thought slid through his mind, he corrected it firmly.

“Not a fault,” he muttered thickly, shifting his gaze away from the house where his family gathered without him, “a choice.”

He was here, wasn’t he? He’d come back to the place that still haunted his dreams and he’d given his word to stay the rest of the summer. Coming out to the barn didn’t mean he was leaving. He’d just needed some time. Some peace. Some space. To think. To figure out what to do.

So he’d left the house, turning his back on the family he was just rediscovering and come out to the barn to work on his bike. It soothed him, tinkering with the engine, making minute adjustments. Always had. He could lose himself in an engine and let the rest of the world drift away.

Jake set the socket wrench back in the toolbox, then tucked the box into the bike’s steel saddlebag. He was relieved that Jeremiah was healthy. And it was damn good to see Sam and Cooper again, too. But being back in Coleville was harder than he’d thought it was going to be.

And it had gotten even harder a half hour ago, when Jeremiah had made his grand announcement. Just remembering those quietly spoken words had Jake’s blood quickening. He wavered between temper and regret. Feelings he had way too much familiarity with.

His gaze flicked over the dimly lit barn, swept across his motorcycle one last time, and then Jake was moving. He had to move. Couldn’t stand still while his brain raced. Couldn’t think while memories rushed through his mind, making it hard to breathe.

Shaking his head, Jake stalked out of the barn, turned right and kept walking until he was halfway across the ranch yard. Then he stopped dead, like a man unsure of where to go next. Moonlight shone down from a starlit sky, illuminating the yard and the acres of land that stretched out on either side of the old house.

His mind raced, replaying over and over again Jeremiah’s bombshell announcement.

Donna Barrett’s back in town—and she’s brought Mac’s son with her.

Jake started walking again, headed for the rail fence that surrounded the yard and separated it from the fields. When he reached it, he grabbed hold with both hands, and held on tight, as if needing that grip on something solid to keep him balanced.

“Mac’s son,” he whispered, voice breaking as he let his head fall back and his gaze fix on the distant stars. The rough wood bit into his palms and he welcomed the scrape of discomfort.

Around him, open land lay fallow, the fields empty at this time of year. A mile or more away, golden squares outlined the windows of the home of Jeremiah’s closest neighbor. And in the distance, a dog barked.

He inhaled sharply, deeply, drawing the cool night air into lungs that felt squeezed by the tightness of his chest. Heart hammering, he swallowed hard and lowered his gaze to the familiarity of the Lonergan ranch. Jake knew every inch of this place. He’d spent every summer of his childhood on this ranch, running wild with his cousins. Four Lonergan boys looking for trouble, he remembered. Until that last summer.

He couldn’t believe this. Fifteen years he’d been gone from Coleville, California. Fifteen years, he’d stayed away from this place, his cousins and the grandfather he loved. Because he hadn’t been able to deal with the memories of that one last summer. Now, to find out that there was even more going on back then than he’d thought, was almost too much to take in.

Whether he wanted it or not, the trickle of memories became a flood, filling his mind, his senses, overcoming him before he could stop them. He stared into the surrounding blackness, but saw instead, the past.

Days were long and the sun blazed down from a brassy sky. Summers stretched out forever and there was nothing more to worry about than who won the daily challenge at the lake.

And Jake wasn’t even worried about that. He always won. He liked winning. He was good at it.

That last morning, they lined up on the ridge above the ranch lake. The competition was simple. Jumping for distance into the icy cold water, then staying beneath the surface as long as possible.

They took turns, the four Lonergan boys, jumping off the ridge into the water. The contest was not just about distance reached on those jumps, though, it was also about how long you stayed underwater holding your breath.

Jake felt cold rivulets of water streaming from his long hair, rolling down his chest. He squinted into the sunlight glancing off the surface of the lake and watched for air bubbles. Temper seething, he cussed up a storm as he waited for Mac to finish his turn. His jump had matched Jake’s, now all that was left was staying underwater longer.

But he wouldn’t. Not one of them could hold their breath as long as Jake could.

Damn it.

Sam was worried, kept saying they should go in after Mac, because he’d never stayed down that long.

“Give him another minute, Sam,” Cooper said. “He really wants to beat Jake. And I want him to. Mac’s okay. Stop being an old lady.”

Jake’s temper frothed and every swear word he’d ever learned came pouring from his mouth. He couldn’t believe Mac stood a chance of actually beating him. Damn it.

“We’ll give him another thirty seconds,” Sam said, grinning. “He keeps this up, he’s gonna beat Jake’s best time.”

His fists tightening on the split rail fence sent a jagged sliver of wood into his palm and the sharp pain jolted Jake from his memories. Just as well. Wasn’t a day he enjoyed reliving.


Though God knew, he saw it often enough in his dreams.

Emotions churned so quickly inside him that he couldn’t even identify them all, but he knew they were strangling him. He half turned and looked back over his shoulder at the house. Lamplight spilled from every window. Through the kitchen curtains, he could see his family, apparently still reeling from Jeremiah’s little news flash. Jake probably should have stayed with them, talked this all out. But what was there to say?

They all knew what they had to do. There was nothing to talk about. Nothing to decide.

Mac had a son.

End of story.

Even as he thought that, the back door opened, light sliced through the moonlit shadows and his cousins Sam and Cooper stepped outside. Only took them a moment to spot him and then they were headed toward him.

Jake released his grip on the fence and turned around to lean against the railings. The sting of the sliver nagged at his palm, but he folded his arms over his chest as he waited for his cousins to reach him. A wind kicked dust into the air, blew it around a bit, then set it back down again before moving on.

Jeremiah’s new golden retriever puppy, Sheba, shot through the slowly closing back door and scrambled down the short set of steps to the dirt. She raced after Sam and Cooper and wriggled gleefully when Sam bent down, scooped her up and tucked her into the crook of his arm.

As they came closer, Jake watched their faces, seeing the stamp of familiarity there. The three of them looked a lot alike—their grandmother, Jeremiah’s late wife, used to say they all had the “Lonergan look.” Dark hair, dark eyes, stubborn jaw and hard heads.

God, Jake had missed these guys.

The cousins had once been as close as brothers. And the fifteen years since he’d seen Sam and Cooper had been the loneliest of his life. Still, he wasn’t exactly in the mood to talk. Not even to these two.

“I came out here to be alone,” Jake said, though he knew it wouldn’t do any good. His cousins would come and go as they pleased. Just as he always did.

“Yeah, well,” Sam said, lifting his chin to avoid puppy kisses, “you’re not alone. So get used to it.”

He didn’t think he could.

Alone was better.

Easier.

“We need to figure out what to do,” Cooper said.

Not surprising to hear him say that. Cooper always was the one who liked a good plan. Probably came in handy when he was writing those horror novels of his. Coop’s novels had been hitting bestseller lists for the last few years, and were probably responsible for half the nightmares in America.

“What’s to figure out?” Jake asked, pushing away from the fence to brace his legs wide apart in an unconscious battle stance. “Mac has a son. The kid’s a Lonergan. One of us.”

“Ease up,” Sam said, setting the dog down to race in circles around the yard. He shook his head at the little dog, then shifted a look at Jake. “All I’m saying is we shouldn’t go racing over there to welcome the kid into the family.”

“Why the hell not?” Temper flashed inside Jake, but he tried to squelch it. “We owe him. Owe Mac.”

“Damn it, Jake,” Sam snapped, “you’re not the only one who feels terrible here, you know? But that doesn’t mean we go barging in on Donna and force our way into her kid’s life.”

“Who said anything about forcing?” Jake argued. “I’m just saying we should go see him. Talk to him. Tell him about Mac. About what he meant to us. What’s wrong with that?”

“God, Jake. Maybe the kid doesn’t even know he’s a Lonergan,” Cooper said quietly. “We don’t know what Donna’s told him. Or what she doesn’t want him to know.”

That hit him like a two-by-four. Jake sucked in a gulp of air and swallowed it, holding it down like he was preparing for another run and jump into the lake. Of course Donna would have told the kid about Mac. Wouldn’t she? He scraped one hand across his face and blew out the air he’d been holding.

“Fine. I go see Donna.”

“You mean we go see Donna,” Sam corrected, and whistled for the dog that was racing toward the barn.

“I mean me. Alone,” Jake said, glancing from one cousin to the other, to make sure that both of them understood this. “I’ll talk to her.”

“And why are you elected?” Cooper asked.

Good question, he thought. But he couldn’t give them an answer. At least not the one that mattered. Instead he said, “You and Sam have got other things to do,” he pointed out. “He’s got his new medical practice, you’re probably in the middle of another book—”

“So?” Cooper asked.

“So, you’ve got Maggie and Kara to think about, too. I don’t.” Lame, but the best he could come up with at the moment. “I’ll go see Donna. See the kid. Then the three of us can decide what to do.”

Sheba raced up, barking her head off, looking for some attention and Jake was grateful for the distraction. Both of his cousins watched him carefully for another moment or two, then nodded.

“Fine,” Sam said. “But you don’t talk to the kid without us there. We’re all in this. Together.”

Together was a word Jake hadn’t had a lot of use for in the last fifteen years. A man alone did what he wanted, when he wanted and didn’t have to concern himself with anyone else. But now he was back in Coleville and things were different.

At least for a while.

 

“What do you mean, ‘you have a date’?” Donna Barrett blinked and looked at her mother as though she’d never seen her before.

Her mother? Dating?

“Now think about it, honey,” her mother said, glancing into the mirror over her left shoulder to check that her black skirt was hanging just right. “How many things could I possibly mean?”

Donna flopped down onto the end of her mother’s bed. The handmade quilt covering the old double mattress felt soft and cool against her bare thighs. Even in the air-conditioned house, summer in Coleville, California, was hot enough to make wearing shorts a necessity.

Shaking her head, she watched her mom, Catherine, preen and primp like a teenager getting ready for the prom. Leaning into the mirror, the older woman touched up her lipstick, then fluffed her short, auburn hair. Smiling knowingly into the glass, she said, “Your dad’s been gone two years, baby.”

Donna sighed. True. Jeff Barrett, a healthy, robust man of fifty-five had dropped dead of a sudden heart attack two years ago. Donna was still living in Colorado then. Her mother had insisted that she was fine and that Donna should go on with her life.

And she had. At least, she’d tried, keeping in touch with near-daily phone calls and several visits. Until finally, a couple of months ago, she’d overridden her mother’s objections and moved back home. And though Catherine hadn’t wanted to admit it, the relief in her face had told Donna all she’d needed to know.

She’d had to come home—for a lot of reasons. But that didn’t make being here any easier. Especially now, with two of the Lonergan boys back in town. She’d already run into Cooper at the drugstore. And with Sam the new town doctor, she’d certainly be seeing him sooner or later.

And Sam would be seeing Eric.

At the thought of her son, Donna chewed frantically at her bottom lip. There was no going back, now. She was home, for good. Better for her mom. Better for her. Better for Eric. It was just the settling in, finding their way that was so damn hard.

For so long, it had been just the two of them. And now, everything was changing.

Oh, God.

She felt as though she were on a broken Ferris wheel, spinning continually, first up, then down, then up again. Her stomach churned and every breath felt like a battle well fought.

Her mother was watching her, worry in her eyes, so Donna pushed her thoughts to one side and tried to smile. “Hard to believe Daddy’s been gone so long already.”

“Nice attempt,” her mother said softly. “But you weren’t just thinking about your dad.”

“Yes, I was,” Donna said. “About dad and Mac and Eric and…everything. I guess,” she added with a helpless smile, “I just don’t like change.”

“I know,” Catherine said, her gaze shifting to the small, framed photo of Jeff Barrett, standing on the dressing table. “Took forever for me to actually believe your dad was really gone. Sometimes I still expect to hear him calling to me from the other room.”

Great. Way to go, Donna. Depress your mother just before her big night out. “Well, if he were here, he’d be the first to tell you that you look great.”

Catherine smiled. Mission accomplished.

“So how long have you been dating this guy? And just what do we know about him?”

“Very funny,” her mother said dryly. “And I know all I need to know. I started seeing Michael six months ago.”

“Six months ago?” Donna stared blankly. “And I’m just hearing about this now because…”

“Because I thought—silly me—that you might take it badly.” Catherine’s lips twitched.

Outside, the neighbor’s dog barked at the moon and the sprinkler hissed and stuttered as it shot water across the wide lawn. Cool air whispered from the overhead vents and seconds ticked by as Donna tried to come to grips with a single fact.

Her mother had more of a social life than she did.

“I’m just…surprised, is all,” Donna hedged. “Who is this Michael person and why haven’t I met him? I’ve been home two months, you know.”

Catherine laughed and her deep blue eyes, so much like Donna’s own, sparkled. “We haven’t seen much of each other since you got home. I wanted to give you a chance to settle in before…” Her voice trailed off, then picked up again. “Besides, you have met him. It’s Michael Cochran, honey.”

“Mr. Cochran?” Donna yelped, jumping off the edge of the mattress. “My biology teacher?”

Catherine picked up her bag, opened it and stuffed in her wallet and lipstick before saying, “He’s not your teacher anymore.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Donna—” her mother’s tone changed slightly “—I’m delighted you’ve come home, honey. But Michael hasn’t been your teacher in fifteen years.”

“True,” Donna said, sinking back down to the foot of the bed again. “It’s just…weird,” she added. “Thinking about you going out with someone who isn’t, well, Dad.”

Catherine smiled a little and took a seat beside her daughter. Draping one arm around her shoulders, she said, “It was hard for me, too. At first. But whether we like it or not, honey, life goes on. And I’m tired of being lonely. You understand, don’t you?”

Lonely? Oh, yeah. Donna understood lonely.

And scared.

And worried.

“Sure I do,” she said.
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