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Prologue




MONDAY, MARCH 20

SAN MILAGROS, CALIFORNIA

Before leaving the cinema lobby, Joe Lakota paused well back from the double doors to let his four-year-old son Zachary take a sip of his newly purchased soft drink. The air around them smelled strongly of fresh popcorn, the buttery odor filling Joes nostrils.

His hair shining in the muted lights, Zachary went after the orange soda like a pint-sized siphon, his big brown eyes watering at the sting of carbonation. Too much sugar, Joe thought morosely. But he let the kid guzzle pop anyway. This was a special occasion, after all. He didnt want to become one of those dads so hung up on rules that he never let his child have any fun.

After coming up for air, Zachary darted uneasy glances at the people milling around the burgundy and gold lobby, his expression reflecting a deep-rooted anxiety that would subside only with time. Despite the advice of the childs therapist, insisting on this visit to the theater had gone against all Joes instincts as a parent. What was so wrong with letting the kid do things like this at his own pace?


Its all right, son, Joe whispered. Those people are just waiting in line to get food before they go in to watch the movie. Im right here, and I always will be from now on.

Joe had fought long and hard to be able to say those words, and it felt damned good. So good, in fact, that he wanted to shout them to the world. His ex-wife Valerie would never get her hands on his son again. Never.

Joe smoothed Zacharys tousled hair, his gaze fixed on the small downturned face that everyone claimed so closely resembled his own. Aside from the Indian-dark complexion he and Zachary shared, compliments of their Sioux ancestry, Joe couldnt really see much resemblance. He supposed that could be due, in part, to the fact that he had spent nearly half of his thirty-one years playing football, breaking his nose a total of four times before a knee injury forced him to retire.

In all honesty, though, he couldnt remember ever having been that cute. Zacharys features were almost perfect, his mouth shaped in a classic bow with a generous lower lip, his high-bridged nose straight as a ruler. Just looking at him gave Joe a warm, achy feeling in the center of his chest.

Dont overdo it, he cautioned, as he watched his son drink. Remember what happened last time.

Zachary straightened and wrinkled his nose. I wont do that again, Daddy. Im a big boy now!

I know you are, but even us older guys can still have accidents. Lets not end our evening on a wet note. Joe gave the top of his sons head a playful knuckle rub. Tonights special, remember?

Cause the judge signed our paper today.

Thats right. A very important paper. From here on out, you and I are a team.

For always and always?

You got it.

You gonna be my fensive cordinator?

Since visiting the practice field, Zachary had become enthralled with every aspect of Joes job as special coach for the San Milagros Bullets. As flattering as it was, Joe hoped his sons fascination with football didnt develop into a lifelong obsession. It was a physically taxing profession, for one thing, the injuries sustained on the field often permanent and debilitating. The sport could also be emotionally brutal, especially if fame and fortune came too easily to a young man unprepared to deal with it. Thirty-one years old, with a bad marriage behind him and inches away from bankruptcy, Joe had experienced the downside of stardom. He wanted more than that for his kid. A lot more, namely a life filled with things that endured and truly mattered.

Id like that, he replied huskily, thinking that most good fathers probably wanted to be an offensive coordinator of sorts, standing on the sidelines of life and offering sage advice before their kids went into the huddle.

He drew a folded black ball cap from the pocket of his blue windbreaker. After slapping the wrinkles out against his thigh, he put the cap on, tipping the bill low over his eyes to partially conceal his face as he bumped the door handle with his hip.

You ready to scramble?

Zachary grinned. Ready!

Cool night air washed over them as Joe pushed outside. Two teenagers stood off to the left, the girl a slender blonde, the young man dark with an athletic build. Arms locked, they studied a poster advertisement of an upcoming attraction and whispered softly, seemingly aware of only each other.

For a frozen moment, Joe felt the years fall away, and he could almost believe he was seeing himself and Marilee, his first love, a decade ago. There was something about the girlthe tilt of her heador maybe the way her golden hair lifted in the breezethat called to mind moments hed worked hard to forget.

Joe seldom allowed himself to think of Marilee anymore, and he couldnt quite believe he was thinking of her now. Even more surprising was that the memories still hurt. God, how he had loved her

Images of her moved through his mind, painted in such vivid strokes that he might have seen her only yesterday. Honey-blond hair, fathomless blue eyes, a smile so sweet it nearly broke his heart.

Daddy?

Joe jerked and refocused, feeling disoriented. His son was peering up at him with a perplexed frown, giving Joe cause to wonder how long hed been standing there, staring off into space.

Im cold, Zachary complained.

It was chillypar for the course in the Bay area in March. Gusts of wind molded Joes open jacket to his torso, the coastal dampness cutting through the nylon. Zachary had been drinking ice-cold pop as well, which undoubtedly made it feel chillier to him than it actually was. Joe pulled the child close to him and quickly snapped the front of his small jacket.

There you go. All better?

Zachary shivered and eyed the soft drink askance. Joe smiled. Lets just toss it. He moved toward a dome-topped trash receptacle near the island ticket booth. When we get home, Ill make you some hot choc

Brilliant lights flashed in Joes eyes. Harsh shouts and the unmistakable click of camera shutters erupted all around them. He heard the teenage girl squeal with fright.

Daddy! Zachary screamed, pressing closer to Joes chest. Daddy!

Smashed between their bodies, the soft-drink cup popped its lid, and orange soda spurted over the front of Joes shirt. The shock of icy coldness helped clear his head.

Its all right, Zachary. Its just the press. Daddys got you.

The child locked his arms around Joes neck and emitted a thin wail of terror. Joe heard the theater doors slam closed and guessed that the two teenagers had escaped into the building. As his eyes adjusted to the stabbing brightness, he scanned the throng of advancing reporters.

Mr. Lakota! Weve learned that you were awarded sole custody of your child today. Would you care to comment?

Is it true you paid your ex-wife a substantial amount of money to get custody? someone else yelled.

Condensation and spillage made the waxed cup slippery. Joes fingers lost their grip, and the soft drink fell to the concrete. He felt the spray on the legs of his pants. One of the reporters stepped on an ice cube, slipped, and uttered a foul curse as he scrambled for footing.

Violent tremors coursed through Zacharys body. Joe considered escaping back into the theater. But, nothese bastards would just wait him out. Better to head for the car right now than to risk putting his kid through an experience like this twice.

Damn. Joe had done everything possible to avoid any run-ins with the press tonight, even going so far as to rent a vehicle, fearful that his own would be recognized. Now this. Couldnt a man take his son to see a movie without being hounded by reporters?

Hey, guys, he tried. Back off just a little. Youre scaring my little boy. Let me get him in the car, and Ill be happy to answer your questions.

Ignoring the entreaty, the reporters continued to close in. All that mattered to them was getting their story, and if they drew a childs blood in the process, that was simply too bad.

Hunching his shoulders around Zachary to comfort him, Joe whispered, Its all right, sprout. Just some newsmen. They wont hurt you.

Is it true your ex-wife is doing drugs? a man shouted.

A television reporter in the foreground shoved a microphone in Joes face, carelessly thumping Zachary on the back of the head in the process. The child screamed. Damn them. He had to get his son out of here. Being frightened like this might be all it would take to push Zachary clear over the edge.

Between one breath and the next, Joes temper reached the flash point. He shoved the mike away. Get back and clear a path! Im coming through.

The reporters didnt budge. In fact, it seemed to Joe they closed ranks against him. Fine. After five years of playing quarterback for the Bullets, he was no slouch when it came to breaking through a line.

Golden light from the overhead marquee and nearby street lamps illuminated the area. Joes muscles snapped taut as he looked past the men to the silver Audi parked at the curb. He dived a hand into his trouser pocket for the keys.

Weve been informed by a reliable source that Valerie Lakota is addicted to alcohol and cocaine! another newsman yelled. Would you care to comment?

Of course he didnt care to comment. Didnt they realize they were talking about his kids mother? Anything goesthat was their motto. Well, he was about to give these dough-faced jackasses a taste of their own medicine. He just hoped his bum knee could take the punishment.

Much as he once had a football, he tucked his son under one arm, turning his opposite shoulder into the wall of bodies. Crouching low for balance and leverage, he burst forward, his aim to catch them off guard and run a scramble straight to the car.

The sheer force of his forward momentum, coupled with a hard-won surefootedness from years of colliding with larger players on the field, carried Joe out of the pocket, through the front line, and onto the sidewalk. He kept his gaze fixed on the door of the rental car. Wham. He scarcely felt the impact as he bulldozed his way on through.

A few feet shy of the automobile, his path was suddenly blocked by a stocky reporter in camel slacks and a white shirt. Peering at Joe through the lens of a flashing camera, the reporter cried, Mr. Lakota, how much did you pay your ex-wife to

Joe slammed into the guy, knocking him sideways. He heard a thud of flesh and the clatter of equipment striking the cement. As he covered the remaining distance to the Audi, he jabbed at the remote-control keypad to unlock the drivers door.

You son of a bitch, you broke my camera!

The reporter leaped to his feet and made a wild lunge, trying to catch hold of Joes arm. Missing his mark, the man grabbed Zacharys leg instead. The little boy bleated in fright. Joe wheeled and broke the mans hold with a sharp blow to his wrist. Keep your hands off my kid!

To hell with your goddamned kid! What about my equipment?

With one glance at the mans enraged face, Joe knew there was going to be trouble. His one thought was to get Zachary safely inside the car before anything happened. He sprinted the remaining distance to the curb. Just as he reached the door of the Audi, a hand clamped over his shoulder and jerked him to a halt. The key ring slipped from Joes fingers, jangling as it bounced against the car and fell in the gutter.

Left with no alternative, Joe swung Zachary to the ground, placing the child between him and the car for protection. As he turned to confront the enraged reporter, beefy hands locked onto the front of his open jacket. Youre gonna pay for the damages. Got it, asshole? You cant go knockin reporters down and get away with it! There are laws.

Joe might have pointed out that there were also laws to protect celebrities and their families from the press, but now wasnt the moment to debate the point. All he cared about was getting Zachary out of there. With a quick upward snap of his wrists, he broke the other mans grip and pushed him back a step.

Im warnin you, mister, get out of my face. Ive got a child with me, in case you havent noticed. Back off!


The reporter struck Joes chest with the heels of both hands, putting enough force into the blow to knock the hat from Joes head. Thrown off balance, Joe nearly staggered backward into Zachary.

That cut it.

Fierce protectiveness and a nearly mindless rage ignited within him. He doubled his fist and hammered the reporters jaw with a right jab. Knocked off his feet, the man pitched backward, his tumble to the concrete broken only by the other newsmen who had pressed in behind him.

Ignoring the pain of barked knuckles, Joe turned and grabbed his child to thrust him inside the Audi. The keys. He bit back a curse as he bent to search the gutter. In a frenzy, Zachary clung to his neck, flinging his head and blocking Joes vision. Finally Joe spotted the remote control keypad lying near a drainage grate.

As Joe bent to retrieve the keys, Zachary shrieked and cried, Hurry, Daddy! I wanna go home! I wanna go home!

As he opened the car door, Joe hugged his son more tightly. Home. Myriad images swept through his mindof quiet tree-lined streets; of the city park on summer nights; of his mom in a floral-print housedress and apron, busily rolling out pie dough in her cheerful but dated kitchen. Home. The word meant far more to him than a second-floor apartment in the city, that was for sure.

Please, Daddy? I wanna go! Zachary cried. Theyre gonna get us. Hurry! Please, Daddy? I wanna go. I wanna go!

There was nowhere to go, no place to run. As long as they lived in San Milagros, occasional encounters with the press would be unavoidable.

Keeping his arms locked around his child, Joe slid in under the wheel, slammed and locked the doors, and then twisted onto his knees to put Zachary in safety restraints. The child refused to turn loose of Joes neck. Both of them were shaking, Joe with anger, Zachary with terror.


Its all right, sprout, he said, in as calm a voice as he could manage while he pried the child loose and buckled him in. Youre fine. Im fine. Its going to be all right now. After turning back around, Joe jabbed the key into the ignition. Were going home, he said, as the engine roared to life. See? Were safe. The doors are locked. They cant hurt you.

A blinding light flared inside the car. Zachary flinched, his pale little face losing even more color as he stared at the reporter who had pressed close to the side of the Audi to take his picture through the glass.

Hurry, Daddy! Hurry!

Furious, Joe pulled the car out from the curb with a squeal of tires, refusing to brake for the reporters who leaped into his path. If the assholes got run over, that was their problem.

He was getting his kid out of this stinking hole of a town. Away from the madness. Away from all of it

Home. Yearning hit Joe, fast and hard. Of all the places Joe could think of where he might take his son, Laurel Creek shone in his mind like a beacon in a storm. They could go there and be safe. Images filled his mindof the slow, lazy pace; of the friendly, smiling faces. One person in particular stood out in his memory. Marilee, his one true love, the only woman hed never been able to forget
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MONDAY, JULY 17

LAUREL CREEK, OREGON

It had been nearly a year since Marilee Nelsons last panic attack, and she honestly believed shed never have another one.

Until she saw the football helmet.

As football helmets went, it was ordinary enough, gray and striped with crimson, the team colors of Laurel Creek High, her alma mater. Nothing very frightening about that. No, what struck terror into her was that the helmet lay in the back window of an unknown blue Honda with California plates that was parked in front of her garage.

That was enough to send Marilee straight past panic into full-blown hysteria.

After her car had rocked to a stop, she cut the engine and stared at that California plate until her eyes burned. JOE, it read. A very ordinary name. It was undoubtedly pure coincidence that some guy named Joe from California had parked his vehicle in her driveway. A kid working his way through college by selling magazine subscriptions, maybe. Or a census taker whod wandered into the wrong state.


She might have convinced herself, only there was that helmet. Only one Joe from California would have Laurel Creek High football gear in his car. Her Joe. Six feet plus of muscular, lethal-edged male.

Oh, God.

At the sound of her voice, her bloodhound Boo stirred awake from his nap on the passenger seat. Casting her a disgruntled, droopy-eyed look, he yawned and licked his nose.

Dont look at me as if Im a coward. Youre the one who needs a Valium to get through an appointment with the vet.

Marilee dragged in a shaky breath, gulped, and tried to relax her body. Slow, even breaths. Center your thoughts. The routine came second nature to her now, and though sometimes ineffective, it worked this time to decelerate her heartbeat. Thank heaven. Having a panic attack at the mere sight of his car would be a dead giveaway.

This is silly. I meanwhy be upset? Hes moved home after ten years. So? We used to have a thing going. Big deal. After being back for almost two months, hes suddenly decided to drop by and say hello. Why, I have no idea. To make me miserable, maybe? Yeah, that works.

Boo whined, rested his massive head on his paws again, and closed his saggy red-rimmed eyes.

Exactly. Boring. Like I care anymore. She dropped her keys in her purse. I mean, really. Im a self-sufficient twenty-eight-year-old in the dawn of an enlightened century. No matter how sticky the situation, I can handle it.

Gathering her courage, Marilee stepped from the car. All she had to do was take control and think up a really good lie to get rid of him.

Oh, God, why is he here?

Her hands shook as she walked around the car, opened the door, and rousted Boo from his nap. The hound groaned when she patted his broad, bony head. Come on, you big chicken. For once, put that nose God gave you to good use. Sniff him out. Act vicious. Chase him away, and Ill feed you juicy top sirloin for dinner.

Boo grunted as he slid off the seat. Closing the door, Marilee turned to follow him, determined not to let this throw her. Everything had been going so well for her this last year. Shed be damned if she would let Joe waltz back into her life now and turn her world topsy-turvy.

No way. She had important things on her agenda for this afternoon. It mattered not a whit that it was only a huge pot of beef stew simmering on the stove. At precisely four-thirty, she had to put in the potatoes. That qualified as a pressing engagement, right? Shed simply act glad to see him againha, haand regretfully explain that hed caught her at a bad time.

Situation handled.

Boo lumbered along in front of her, taking up most of the walkway with his rawboned frame, his loose skin rolling just above his protruding shoulder blades. At the Y in the concrete, he hung a left, taking the path that cut between the garage and house. Following on the canines heels, she brushed nervously at the brown fur that clung to her white slacks and sleeveless pink cotton shell.

Oh, God. What was she doing? As if she cared how she looked. She absolutely would not suck it in. She puffed at her bangs to get the frizzy blond-streaked brown curls out of her eyes. Joe Lakota was the last man on earth she wanted to impress. He was dangerous to her well-being, and if she forgot that, even for a second, shed find herself nose to nose with more trouble than she could handle, about two hundred twenty pounds of it.

Halfway to the house, Boo stumbled to a stop, his stance wary as he snuffled the air. Marilee saw Joe sitting on the side porch. Leaning forward at the waist with one leg bent and the other extended, he was massaging his knee.

Even from a distance, he was gorgeousif you went for bronze skin, tousled sable hair, and lots of muscle. He wore gray sweatpants and a matching athletic T-shirt with Laurel Creek High School printed in red block letters across the chest.

When he spotted her, he straightened. Like many canines, Boo was slightly myopic and evidently couldnt see Joe until he moved. Marilee might have laughed at the dogs reaction if she hadnt been so dismayed by their unexpected visitor herself. Boos demeanor said, Holy smokes! An intruder? Almost instantly, long strings of white drool began to stream from the hounds floppy jowls.

Hi there! Joe called, his tone friendly and not at all threatening. Unfortunately, he looked dangerously capable of leaping to his feet at any given moment to twist a slightly overweight bloodhound into pretzel shapes.

Boos big body snapped taut, all four paws parted company with the concrete, and he gave a soft Whoof! He failed to be a creature of dauntless courage, a trait made more obvious when he went into reverse and his rump collided with Marilees leg.

Marilee had a good notion to run herself. That silky baritone had haunted her dreams for a decade. The blood rushed from her head, and little black spots danced before her eyes.

It was a ridiculous reaction. As long as she kept her distance, Joe Lakota posed no threat. As potent as his dark good looks might be, they no longer had any effect on her.

Well, maybe some effect. She wasnt dead, after all. His searing gaze made her skin tingle.

Barking nonstop, Boo shifted his get-along into attack mode, which for him was somewhere between a slow walk and a series of sudden stops, designed, Marilee felt sure, to be certain she was still behind him.

Its all right, Boo, she said, bending forward as she walked to keep a comforting hand first on the dogs haunch, then on his spine, then on his shoulder, and last on his head as he fell farther and farther back to let her take the lead. Dratted dog.

Let me guess. You got him for protection, right?

Marilee forced a smileone of those awful stiff ones that made her face feel as if it were smeared with egg white. Sothis was how it would go. Both of them pretending that seeing each other again was the most natural thing in the world. Well, two could play that game.

No insults, please. Hes already had an upsetting afternoon at the vets, and hes doped to the gills with Valium.

Valium? Is that whats wrong with him? Joe leaned forward, peered at the hounds droopy face, and then extended a hand that looked nearly as big as a dinner plate. Come here, Boo. Why do I have a feeling the name suits you?

Boo nearly knocked Marilee over, trying to escape being touched.

Joe chuckled. Come on, he encouraged. I like dogs. Ah, there, see? he said as Boo sniffed his fingers. Im a good guy.

He doesnt seem to realize the world is full of strangers. Except for visits from my family, we dont get a lot of company.

Boo inched forward to get another whiff of Joes hand. Evidently the scent reassured him. He relaxed marginally and stepped closer to let their visitor scratch his ears. Traitorous, worthless mutt.

Marilee wondered yet again why on earth Joe had come over to her house. She only knew she wished he hadnt.

When he looked up at her, she pasted on another smile. This is a nice surprise.

I can tell youre thrilled. He stood up. I hope you dont mind that I waited for you here. Its hotter than blazes out front.

Her memories and the newspaper photos hadnt done him justice. Why that surprised her, she couldnt say. Joe had always been so handsome he almost hurt the eyes, and the years had only enhanced his looks, lending character and definition to an already striking countenance.

Aside from the barely noticeable way he favored his right leg, his big, powerful body moved with easy grace, the play of his shoulder muscles visible under the gray cotton, the flex of his thighs stretching the legs of his sweatpants taut. Patches of shade and sunlight dappled his face, the flickering illumination accentuating the bladelike bridge of his nose and the muscular line of his square jaw. He looked alert andaggressive.

Stop it, Marilee. Just stop it. Joe was one of the nicest people shed ever known. On the tail of that thought, she found herself remembering the newspaper story shed read about him back in March, claiming hed struck a reporter and broken his jaw. She hadnt seen Joe in ten years. Since then hed made it to the top in a brutal professional sport. He had been sweet and gentle once, but what was to say that he still was?

She frantically tried to remember the excuse shed fabricated to get him out of here. One word hung in her brain, agenda. Boo plopped down on the cool cement, releasing a sigh of unmistakable relief that he hadnt been called upon to protect her.

Joe shook his head. I can see why you didnt name him Killer.

He settled his hands at his hips and cocked his right knee, the athletic stance displaying his rock-hard muscle. On another individual, the pose might have been for macho effect, but she suspected Joe was simply shifting his weight onto his good leg. Three years ago, a sack on the twenty-yard line had injured his right knee. According to her brother-in-law, Ron Palmer, who was also Joes lifelong friend, two surgeries and months of rehab had failed to repair all the damage. Joe wasnt crippled, but a man with less grit and determination might have been.

He plucked at his shirt. Sorry about the threads. I didnt go home to change before I came over.


She realized shed been staring. Oh, no! I wasntyou look fine, honestly. I, umits justIm surprised to see you. Pleasantly surprised, of course.

His dark gaze twinkled as it came to rest on her face. They stared at each other. For the intervening seconds, the years fell away, and she felt eighteen again. Just looking at him made old feelings surface from someplace deep within her and ripple outward to suffuse her whole body. Gladness, sorrow, wistful yearningand a wariness that clenched her stomach.

He finally broke eye contact by glancing at Boo again. The lowdown. How on earth did you tie up with a hound?

The dog had already settled down for a nap and looked so silly that he did make for a great ice breaker. I rescued him from death row. She decided he would think it strange if she remained standing such a distance away, so she moved closer to the steps. He belonged to a man who raises and trains hunting dogs. Poor Boo didnt take a shine to tracking.

Poor Boo was probably afraid he might tree something dangerouslike a squirrel. Is he always so aggressive?

Sliding the strap from her shoulder, Marilee set her purse on the edge of the deck and bent to stroke Boos ear. The drugs lend him a little courage, actually. Poor baby. Cowardice was a terrible cross to bear. He would have been put to sleep if I hadnt adopted him. Not everyone cares for hounds. Aesthetically speaking, theyre ratherunique.

You think theyre gorgeous, of course.

Marilee forced another stiff smile. I think hes so homely hes cute.

Responding to her touch, Boo stretched his spine, let loose with a rumbling snore, sighed in contentment, and farted. Marilee quickly straightened to avoid the blast.

I think you went overboard with the Valium. Hes one notch up from comatose. He arched a dark brow, stepped up onto her deck to avoid the odor, and turned to thrust out a hand. Get on up here before you get asphyxiated.

She ignored his outstretched palm and climbed the steps, bending as she gained high ground to retrieve her bag. Youve just been treated to the reason we went to the vet. Diagnosis, nervous stomach. She patted her bulging handbag. I got some drops to cure the problem.

He rubbed beside his nose. We can hope.

Soto what do I owe the honor of this visit?

Just wanted to stop by. Say hello. Do some catching up.

She glanced at her watch, thankful that her brain had finally kicked into gear. Gosh, I feel so bad about this, Joe, but youve caught me at a bad time. I wish youd called to let me know you were coming.

Why? So you could conveniently be gone?

He had her number. Dont be silly. Id dearly love to chat with you. Its simply that I have a pressing engagement.

Come on, Mari. For old times sake. Do you think it was easy for me to come over here? The least you can do is offer an old friend something cold to drink. I wont stay all that long.

He made her feel small. If hed been dreading this encounter as much as she had, it probably hadnt been easy for him to come. I, um She grabbed for a calming breath. I suppose I can spare a couple of minutes. How about some iced tea?

Id love some.

Grab a seat. She gestured toward the sturdy white deck chairs. Ill only be a minute.

She unlocked the French doors. As she entered the kitchen, Joe trailed in behind her. Shed meant for him to remain outside. Striving to hide her uneasiness, she set her purse on the oval oak table.

Wheres your little boy? She wiped her clammy palms on her slacks. My sister called last night after having you over for dinner. Gerry says hes the spitting image of you.

Nah. Hes much better looking.

Zachary, isnt it? As if she didnt know. The childs name was one she would never forget, for reasons she didnt care to remember. Gerry says hes four?

Four and a half. Forget to tack that on, and hes deeply offended. Hes still over at my moms. I swung by here before going to pick him up.

Oh. Next time, Id love for you to bring him along. Not that there would be a next time if she had anything to say about it. Id enjoy meeting him.

Hes pretty shy with strangers.

Marilee had heard as much from her sister. I understand hes been through a rough time?

You could say that. His moms a mess.

She knew about that as well. Im sorry.

Yeah, well, marriage on the rebound. I had my head up my He broke off and cleared his throat. Valerie just isnt cut out for motherhood.

She avoided looking at him. Some women arent, I guess. Gerry says you moved back because of your son?

Small-town atmosphere, no reporters or fans to hound me. I couldnt stand life in the limelight anymore. Here in Laurel Creek, Im just Joe, a homegrown boy who had a knack for throwing a spiral. He shrugged. That makes it easier for Zachary.

Well, I hope it works out for you here. Liar, liar, pants on fire.

She fetched two glasses from the cupboard, then poured and served the iced tea. Her big, country kitchen didnt seem all that roomy with him standing in it. Even worse, he leaned a shoulder against the end cupboard, boxing her into the U-shaped work area. His dark gaze swept over the gleaming oak, then took in the crisp blue Priscilla curtains, her collection of ceramic farm animals that brightened every available spot on the ivory-tile counter, and the hand-braided rag rugs that shed made last winter.

Still an incurable animal lover, I see, he observed dryly.

Dyed-in-the-wool. You know exactly where you stand with animals.

He chuckled. Which, with certain species, means youre the entre.

True, but at least theyre up front about it. With man, its a guessing game, isnt it?

Speaking from experience?

What did he mean? Sweat beaded on the nape of her neck. That had always been the way of it with Joe. He knew her too well and made her feel as easy to read as block print. All the more reason for her to stay away from him.

I like your place. It has a homey, welcoming feeling.

Thank you. Ive been very happy here. Do you take sugar?

No, thanks. Just stick your finger in it.

Startled by his reply, she glanced over her shoulder to find him watching her. His firm mouth twitched with suppressed humor, his eyes gleaming with appreciation as they moved lazily to her face.

Youre looking great. I was praying youd be fat and ugly by now, with a couple of big warts tossed in for good measure. There is no God in heaven.

Fat and ugly? Why on earth had he been hoping that? Because he still had feelings for her. The thought scared her half to death.

Youre looking pretty good yourself. And she hated him for it. At thirty-one, the least he might have done was develop a bit of a paunch. Perhaps she could suggest he come back in another ten years. Give them both a chance to deteriorate physically just a little more.

Her throat burned. He pushed away from the wall and sauntered toward her, his gaze never leaving hers. With every step he took, her legs felt a little weaker. She couldnt handle it if he touched her, and she feared that was exactly what he meant to do.

When he drew to a stop, she felt as if he were standing almost on top of her and hogging most of the available oxygen. The scent of him surrounded hera not unpleasant blend of sun-dried cotton, spicy aftershave, freshly cut field grass, and clean, male sweat that filled her mind with chilling memories. The heat radiating from his big frame penetrated her knit top and linen slacks, warming her skin, making her head reel, and causing her breath to hitch.

Even breaths. In and out. Concentrate on the conversation. Dont let yourself think about anything else.

The twitch of humor at the corners of his mouth slowly became a full-fledged grin. That was another thing about him she remembered with painful clarity, the lazy way he smiled. His eyes always started to twinkle first. Then his dimple winked as that devastating grin took hold. It had never failed to make her knees feel weak, and it didnt now. The only differences she could detect were that his mouth had grown firmer, the twist of his lips had become a little cynical, and the dimple had chiseled a permanent crease.

Seeing the changes in him hurt, for each represented the thousands of days and nights since theyd seen each other last. They had both once believed that nothing on earth could keep them apart. Unfortunately, Marilee had learned the hard way that a whole life could turn in the blink of an eye, changing everything and every plan.

He reached past her to pick up one of the glasses, his arm lightly grazing hers. Then, with her still trapped between him and the counter, he took a long drink. She stared at his throat, watching his larynx bob and the muscles work. The tea was nearly gone when he came up for air.

Ah, he said softly as he licked his lips, that hits the spot.

More?


A gentleman wouldnt show up uninvited and drink all your tea. He held out the glass. But, then, when did I ever claim to be a gentleman?

It only takes a second to make more. She lifted the pitcher to refill his glass. Her hand was shaking so badly that she slopped some of the liquid. Oops. Sorry about that.

No problem. He switched the glass to his other hand and wiped his wet fingers on his pants. Its so hot out there today, you could dump the whole works on me, and I wouldnt complain.

To her relief he moved to the table, where he leafed through the rough sketches shed been working on for a childrens book she was writing. A posy with a face and long eyelashes? he said with a chuckle.

Its supposed to be a pansy.

Dont be offended. The closest I come to flowers is when I call in an order.

For one of his many lady friends, no doubt.

Whos the little guy with the sad face?

His name is Blue. Hes the only pansy of that color in the garden, and hes an outcast, the moral of the story being that our color isnt important. In the end, scorned by the others though he has been, he saves the entire flower garden from destruction because hes a rare subspecies.

He smiled thoughtfully, then went to stand before her curio, bending to study the framed photographs and snapshots that took up two of the glass shelves. Ah, I remember that day. The whitewater races at the city park.

If shed known he was coming, she would have hidden all the pictures of him. She remembered every detail of that afternoon, and theyd spent very little time watching boat races. Joe had taken her under the bridge, spread a blanket, and tutored her in the fine art of French kissing, which shed found utterly disgustingfor all of about three seconds.


The races are still an annual event here the last part of August, she told him.

Really? He sent her a mischievous glance. Maybe we should take a stroll down memory lane and go together this year.

I have to help Gerry corral kids these days. Youd be bored to tears.

I seriously doubt that. Not with seven kids running every which way. Seeing Ron again made me almost glad I never married you and became a Catholic.

She carried her tea out to the deck and went to stand at the railing, one arm hugging her waist, her glass clasped in her other hand. When he joined her, he stood so close the fine hair on her bare arm tingled. She inched away to give herself the buffer zone she needed and then tried to block him out, to concentrate on the birds singing, on Boos snoring, on the ice chinking in their glasses. Joe Lakota was difficult to ignore.

She soothed her throat with a sip of tea. He turned his dark head, bringing his face so close she could see the pores of his burnished skin, the strands of his long, sable lashes, and the flecks of gold in his brown eyes. Her gaze shifted to his mouth, and she resisted an urge to move farther away.

Im sorry for barging in on you like this, but I needed to get this first meeting over with. Living in the same small town, were bound to bump into each other. I dont know about you, but Ive been dreading it.

Flattery will get you nowhere.

You know what I mean. We didnt part company under the best of terms. A sheepish expression came over his dark features. Im ashamed to admit it, but I hid out at first, hoping to avoid you. That seemed ridiculous after a while. It got so I was paranoid every time I saw a blonde. When I almost hunkered down at the supermarket to hide behind the oranges, I knew I had to come face you.

Marilee couldnt help but giggle at the image his words conjured. Joe Lakota, cowering behind the oranges? It helped somehow, knowing he felt nervous, too. I nearly rammed a parked car the other day when I thought I saw you crossing the street. I know the feeling.

He sighed and glanced at her hair. The color has changed. Thats scary. I was watching for pure blond, and youve got streaks. We wouldve been nose to nose before I recognized you.

She fingered a frizzy curl at her temple. It started to turn brown as I grew older, and Mother Nature went on hiatus before completing the job. I wound up with the present mess.

Same old Marilee, putting yourself down. Some women pay a fortune to streak their hair with blond like that. Its beautiful.

Yeah?

Yeah, he assured her warmly. You really dont realize, do you?

Realize what?

The breeze picked up, and he pushed at a lock of hair that trailed across his forehead. How pretty you are.

Oh, please.

Hey, youve got to know I wouldnt pay you a compliment just to make you feel good.

She laughed again, aware as she did that some of the tension had eased from her shoulders. Thank you. I think.

Hey, Im being brutally honest here. I resent the hell out of you, honey, but that doesnt mean Im stone blind.

Thank you, she said again.

Some people just have a special glow, he went on. You look at them, and they justI dont know how to describe it, but you feel the sweetness in them. Its almost like a hug. Have you ever experienced that?

Yes, with Aunt Luce.

Aunt Luce? He threw back his head and barked with laughter. When his mirth subsided, he wiped under one eye and said, Oh, God, Im sorry. Shes a sweetheart, really. Its just He gave in to laughter again. Shes such a corker! Does she still tint her hair outlandish colors?

Pink, last count. And shes into earrings that twinkle now. Little lights powered by watch batteries. She looks like an alien that just landed. A very sweet one, though. Whenever I need someone to love me no matter what, I go to Aunt Luce. She doesnt pass judgment, you know?

What have you ever doneaside from breaking my heart, of coursethat anyone could pass judgment on?

If only he knew. We all mess up, Joe.

Like I said, I resent the hell out of you, honey. But I still think youre as close to perfect as anyone can get.

Dont be absurd. More of her tension eased away. Why that surprised her, she didnt know. That was the most treacherous thing about Joe, his ability to work past her defenses. Im the girl who split your head open. Remember? Got mad and pushed you off the high dive.

It was my own fault I hit the cement.

She gave a startled laugh. Good grief! You always did make excuses for me.

Well, its true. I twisted in midair to catch myself. Besides, I untied your swimsuit top and had it coming.

I was a brat. Eleven years old and flat as a board. If Id been older, with something to hide, it mightve been understandable.

He swirled his glass, making the ice chatter. Girls that age are painfully modest. I was the brat. Somehow, I just couldnt resist teasing you.

Marilee smiled nostalgically as the sweet memories curled around her. You did go through an ornery stage.

I was flirting with you. You were still too nave to appreciate my efforts.

Oh, go on. Not way back then. I was way too young.

And what was I, Methuselah? He shook his head. I always loved you. You know that. Just last night, I was lying awake, trying to remember when I first caught the fatal disease. I think you were about five and I was eight.

Somehow they had ventured onto dangerous ground. But, then, wasnt all ground dangerous with Joe? Nevertheless, she couldnt resist saying, As I recall, you had a hot thing going with Jane Ellen Rawls when I was eleven. And what about Beth Patterson and Suzy Fischer?

I never messed with Suzy Fischer, and the other two were just test runs.

You sure did a lot of testing.

He winked at her as he took another sip of tea. I had to get my technique perfected so I wouldnt blow it with you.

Definitely dangerous ground. Hed never gotten to try his technique on her. If only. She might have been okay then, better able to cope and put things into perspective. Ah, but there was the heartbreak. Life had thrown them a curve ball.

Marilee took a quick drink of tea, her movements so jerky she spilled some down her front. It was ice cold and made her gasp. She grabbed the neckline of her top to hold the wetness away from her skin. Joes gaze dropped like a rock. She flattened her hand over her chest. They stared at each other.

She looked away first. So whyyou just came by to talk?

Yeah, just to talk. Mainly to clear the air. His expression grew thoughtful. I cant hate you anymore, Mari. Its time to turn loose of it, put the hurt behind me. I said some terrible things to you that night. I didnt mean any of them. I just wanted to hurt you as badly as you were hurting me.

A searing sensation washed over her eyes. She really didnt want to get into this. On the other hand, perhaps he was right. Maybe theyd both feel better if they buried their ghosts together. Im so sorry, Joe. Youre the last person on earth I ever wanted to hurt. Please know that.


He nodded, but said nothing. She had a feeling he had a lump in his throat just as she did, and that he couldnt speak. Quiet fell between them. The smells on the air reminded her of lazy summer days long since past.

When he finally broke the silence, he said, Yesterday when I went over to Rons, we did a lot of catching up. He mentioned that you didnt finish college. It seems such a shame you never got your degree. As far back as I can recall, you wanted to be a teacher.

Yes, wellwriting for children is a form of teaching.

The sketches on the table are wonderful. You have an affinity for children and really feel passionate about reaching them, dont you?

Yes. I love my work.

Im glad. It must have been an agonizing decision to quit college.

Her stomach knotted. Dangerous ground again.

He set his nearly empty glass on the railing and rubbed his palms together. How long did it take you to reach the decision?

Gosh, I dont know. A while. That much wasnt a lie. Anything from an hour to a year could be termed a while.

The last time we talked you were still hot to get your credentials.

Yes, well, as time wore on, my enthusiasm waned. The classes bored me. Psychology, and all that. I realized teaching wasnt for me.

It took you a while to realize, then? Did you finish out the year?

Hed left her no room to sidestep this question. She either had to lie or tell him the truth. She hugged her waist more tightly with the one arm, remembering the time theyd slashed their palms, mingled their blood, and made an eternal pact to be best friends forever. Friends didnt lie to each other. She turned her glass to stare pensively at the ice as it caught the sunlight. The girl whod made that vow was dead.

I finally quit during my spring term. I never went back after the break.

He fell silent for an interminable time. Then he said, I took a little psychology myself.

Oh? And did you like it?

I learned a lot. Did you ever study body language?

No.

I didnt think so. Youd know better than to assume a defensive posture so much of the time.

A defensive posture?

Hugging yourself like that. It says, Dont touch me.

She drew her arm from around her waist and clenched both hands on the glass, overlapping her fingers at the far side.

Trying to compose yourself, Marilee? He gestured at the glass. Clasped hands. A subconscious attempt to hold yourself together.

She moved back a bit from the railing.

He turned to watch her and smiled. Now the chin comes up. Classic.

Her pulse picked up speed. She set her glass beside his and wiped her palms on her slacks. Classic what?

Defiance. Youre starting to feel angry, and youd like to tell me where to stuff it. Politenessor possibly good senseor maybe a bit of both, prevents you from going quite that far, so youre saying it with the angle of your head. He studied her for a moment. You dont carry it off very well. That look in your eyes ruins the whole effect. Mixed messages. He smiled again. Never give a man mixed messages, sweetheart. Itll get you in trouble.

I dont care for your tone. Perhaps we should end this discussion.

Not a chance.

Youre not making sense.


Sure I am. And you know it.

A glint appeared in his eyes. Do you really think you can lie to me? Think again. I know you too well.

I havent lied to you.

Marilee didnt like the way he was looking at her. She glanced at her watch. Oh, my gosh, its nearly four-thirty! I need to get the potatoes in the stew. Gerrys feeling under the weather today, and at eight-and-a-half months along, thats a worry. Im taking the stew over to them for dinner.

He chuckled, the sound deep, silky, and dangerous. You arent going to avoid this conversation.

She locked gazes with him. Retreated a step. I dont know where this is coming from, Joe, but I dont like it.

Seeing that fear in your eyes is no picnic for me, either. He looked coiled and ready to spring. Can you explain that to me, Marilee? Name me one thing Ive ever done to make you feel afraid of me.

Dont be absurd. Im not afraid of you. Youve implied that Im lying to you, and I dont appreciate it! She hugged her waist again, this time with both arms. And I am not afraid of you. Ive known you since I was little. II would trust you with my life!

Prove it, he said with a smile that looked nearly as lethal as his laugh had sounded. Step over here and kiss me.

What?

Its not like you never have before. Weve kissed each other dozenshell, probably hundreds of times. Back when we were dating, kissing was as far as we could go, remember? We got so creative, I cant think why you look appalled now. He crooked a finger at her. Come on.

II think its about time for you to leave.

Like I did ten years ago? Sorry, honey. Im not reeling with shock this time around. Im thinking with my head, not my heart, and Ive got the blinders off.


He continued to advance on her, his movements slow and measured.

Remember when we were kids, he said softly, and they told us honesty is always the best policy? It definitely would be in this case. The truth, Marilee. So simple and easy. You owe me that much. Dont you think?

Dont threaten me.

He advanced another step. I never make empty threats. You know that.

Dont do this, she whispered. We were making a nice fresh start. I was even hoping that maybe we could be friends again. Now youre acting ugly. Why cant you just accept and turn loose of it?

Accept what? That you stopped loving me?

Yes!

And how long did you agonize over that decision? Was it like your decision to drop out of school? A revelation that came to you overnight?

I didnt decide about school overnight. I told you, it was something I realized over time, that

Youre lying. He advanced another step. Her feet felt as if theyd become glued to the deck. He lashed out a hand and caught her by the wrist. Yesterday, Ron told me how it really went, Marilee. That you quit school abruptly. Came home. Stayed in your room. Wouldnt eat. Wouldnt talk. Lost so much weight your folks were worried sick. Everyone believed it was my fault, that I was the worlds biggest jerk and had dumped you. And you let them believe that. Never said a word to set anyone straight, not once in all these years. Why?

She tried to speak, couldnt. Oh, God, oh, Godshe gulped for breath.

I wouldnt mind so much if it theyd been people I didnt like. But Ron is my best friend, Gerry like a sister to me. And you knew how much I respected your folks. He laughed bitterly. Ron acted strange forGod, it must have been three or four years. I thought he felt bad because you dumped me. But the truth is, he was pissed at me for jilting you. You almost ruined a lifelong friendship. Can you explain that to me? Or justify it? Name me one reason I deserved that?

Tears sprang to her eyes, and she shook her head.

Me neither, he said, his voice pitched barely above a whisper. And you know what else? Its out of character for you to be that cruel. In fact, out of all the people I know, youre the last person Id ever expect to do me dirty. The very last person Id suspect of lying, thats for sure. You simply dont have it in you. Yet, by your silence, you allowed people I loved to think the worst of me, and you stood there just now and told me a bald-faced, out-and-out lie. Why? Something tells me that when I learn the answer to that question, everything else will fall into place as well.

I never meant for anyone to think badly of you! she finally managed to say. I swear it, Joe. No one ever said a word about it to me. I didnt know Ron was mad at you. Honestly, I didnt.

I believe you, he assured her. You know why? I think you were so focused on something else that you never really stopped to think what your silence might lead people to think about me. All that matteredall that was on your mindwas keeping them from guessing the truth about youthe real reason you quit school and came home to hide. Isnt that right?

Marilee felt as if she might faint.

I think thats the same reason you just lied to me, because if you tell me too much, I might start putting things together and guess the truth.

II dont know what you mean. And besides, what earthly business is it of yours?

He just kept talking as though he hadnt heard her. So, you quit school. Whats the big deal? Lots of people quit school. Why would you want to keep me in the dark about when? What would knowing tell me?

She felt the blood drain from her head. He knew. The knowledge was written all over his face. She didnt know how, but somehow he knew.
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