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Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.

Galatians 6:7

[image: images/fm-dingbat.jpg]



  
    
Acknowledgments

Many thanks to all who made this book possible: Beau Egert, Louise Gouge, Mona Hodgson, Maryanne Keeling, Roberta Morgan, Tom Morrisey, and David Staton.

[image: images/fm-dingbat.jpg]



  
    

Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

A Note from the Author

About the Author

Discussion Questions



  
    

Chapter 1

Librarian Paige Rogers had survived more exciting days dodging bullets to protect her country. Given a choice, she’d rather be battling assassins than collecting overdue fines. For that matter, running down terrorists had a lot more appeal than running down lost books. Oh, the regrets of life—woven with guilt, get-over-its, and move-ons. But do-overs were impossible, and the adventures of her life were now shelved alphabetically under fiction.

Time to reel in my pitiful attitude and get to work. Paige stepped onto her front porch with what she needed for a full workday at the library. Already, perspiration dotted her face, a reminder of the rising temperatures. Before locking the door behind her, she scanned the front yard and surveyed the opposite side of the dusty road, where chestnut-colored quarter horses grazed on sparse grass. Torrid heat and no rain, as though she stood on African soil. But here, nothing out of the ordinary drew her attention. Just the way she liked it. Needed it.

Sliding into her sporty yet fuel-efficient car, she felt for the Beretta Px4 under the seat. The past could rear its ugly head without warning. Boy Scouts might be prepared; Girl Scouts were trained. The radio blared out the twang of a guitar and the misery of a man who’d lost his sweetheart to a rodeo star. Paige laughed at the irony of it all.

She zipped down the road, her tires crunching the grasshoppers that littered the way before her. In the rearview mirror, she saw birds perched on a barbed wire fence and a few defiant wildflowers. They held on to their roots in the sun-baked dirt the way she clutched hope. The radio continued to croon out one tune after another all the way into the small town of Split Creek, Oklahoma, ten klicks from nowhere.

After parking her car in the designated spot in front of the library, Paige hoisted her tote bag onto her shoulder and grabbed a book about Oklahoma history and another by C. S. Lewis. The latter had kept her up all night, helping her make some sense out of the sordid events of her past. She scraped the grasshoppers from her shoes and onto the curb. The pests were everywhere this time of year. Reminded her of a few gadflies she’d been forced to trust overseas. She’d swept the crusty hoppers off her porch at home and the entrance to the library as she’d done with the shadow makers of the past. But nothing could wipe the nightmares from her internal hard drive.

Her gaze swept the quiet business district with an awareness of how life could change in the blink of an eye. A small landscaping of yellow marigolds and sapphire petunias stretched toward the sky in front of the newly renovated, one-hundred-year-old courthouse. Its high pillars supported a piece of local history . . . and the secrets of the best of families. Business owners unlocked their stores and exchanged morning greetings. Paige recognized most of the dated cars and dusty pickups, but a black Town Car with tinted glass and an Oklahoma license plate parked on the right side of the courthouse caught her attention.

Why would someone sporting a luxury car want to venture into Split Creek, population 1,500? The lazy little town didn’t offer much more than a few antique stores, a small library, a beauty shop, Dixie’s Donuts, a Piggly Wiggly, four churches—including one First Baptist and one South First Baptist, each at opposite ends of town, one First Methodist, and a holiness tabernacle right beside Denim’s Restaurant. She wanted to believe it was an early visitor to the courthouse. Maybe someone lost. But those thoughts soon gave way to curiosity and a twist of suspicion.

With a smile intended to be more appealing than a Fourth of July storefront, she crossed the street to subtly investigate the out-of-place vehicle. Some habits never changed.

Junior Shafer, who owned and operated a nearby antique store, stooped to arrange his outside treasures. Actually, Paige rarely saw an antique on display, just junk and old Avon bottles. “Mornin’, Mr. Shafer. Looks like another scorcher.”

“Mornin’. Yep, this heat keeps the customers away.” The balding man slowly stood and massaged his back. “Maybe I’ll advertise free air-conditioning and folks will stop in.”

“Whatever works.” She stole a quick glance at the Town Car and memorized the license plate number. No driver. “Looks like you have a visitor.” She pointed to the car.

Mr. Shafer narrowed his eyes and squinted. “Nah, that’s probably Eleanor’s son from Tulsa. He’s helping her paint the beauty shop. She said he had a new car. The boy must be doing fine in the insurance business.”

“Now that’s a good son.”

Mr. Shafer lifted his chin, then rubbed it. “Uh, you know, Paige . . . he ain’t married.”

“And I’m not looking.” She’d never be in the market for a husband. Life had grown too complicated to consider such an undertaking, even if it did sound enticing.

“A pretty little lady like you should be tending to babies, not books.”

“Ah, but books don’t grow up or talk back.”

He shook his head and unlocked his store.

“I have a slice of peach pie for you.” Paige reached inside her tote bag and carefully brought out a plastic container. “I baked it around six this morning. It’s fresh.”

He turned back around. A slow grin spread from one generous ear to the other. “You’re right. You don’t need to go off and get married. I might not get my pies.” He did his familiar shoulder jig. “Thank you, sweet girl.” He reached for the pie with both hands as though it were the most precious thing he’d ever been offered.

The door squeaked open at Shear Perfection.

“Mornin’, Eleanor,” Mr. Shafer said. “I see your son’s car. Glad he’s helping you with the paintin’.”

“That’s not my son’s.” Miss Eleanor crossed the street, shielding her eyes from the steadily rising sun. “He isn’t coming till the weekend.”

Paige’s nerve endings registered alert. “Won’t that be wonderful for you?” She took another passing glance at the vehicle. “I wonder who’s driving that fancy car? Too early for courthouse business.”

“Somebody with money.” Mr. Shafer lifted the plastic lid off the freshly baked pie and inhaled deeply. “Can’t wait till lunch.”

“Mercy, old man, you’re already rounder than my dear-departed mama’s potbelly stove.” Eleanor’s blue hair sparkled in the sunlight as though she’d added glitter to her hairspray.

“You’re just jealous. If you weren’t a diabetic, you’d be stealing my pie. Paige here knows how to keep a man happy.”

One block down, a man carrying a camera emerged from between one of Mr. Shafer’s many antique competitors and the barbershop. He lifted it as if to snap a picture of the barbershop. Paige swung her attention back to her friends. He could be the real thing. She hoped so and forced down any precursors of fear.

“What’s he taking pictures of?” Eleanor paused. “I’m going to ask.” Determination etched her wrinkled face. She squared her shoulders and marched toward the stranger as though she represented the whole town.

Good, Eleanor. I’ll head back and let you do the recon work.

Eleanor and the stranger stood too far away for Paige to read their lips, but at least while the two talked, the man couldn’t take pictures. A few moments later, the stranger laughed much too loud. Eleanor reached out and shook his hand, then walked back.

Paige focused on Mr. Shafer. She picked up a watering can leaning precariously against a rotted-bottom chair. “Is this a new addition?”

“Nah. It was inside. I just brought it out yesterday.”

From the corner of her eye, she saw the stranger stare at them. Medium height. Narrow shoulders. Italian-cut clothes. Couldn’t see the type of camera. The stranger walked their way, shoulders arched and rigid. Unless he was a pro, she’d have him sized up in thirty seconds, and then she’d go about her day—relieved.

Mr. Shafer lifted his gaze toward Eleanor. “Who’s your friend?”

“Jason Stevens, a photographer looking for some homespun pictures about small towns in Oklahoma.”

The way he’s dressed? Paige’s heart pounded. She replaced the watering can. “Did he say for what magazine?”

“Didn’t ask. Why don’t you? He wants to take a few shots of us standing in front of our businesses.” Eleanor beckoned to Stevens. “Come on over and meet my friends. Paige here wonders what magazine you work for.”

The man continued to smile—perfect teeth, perfect smile. “It’s for a newspaper, the Oklahoman.” He stuck out his hand. “Mornin’, folks. I bet you’d like your picture in the magazine insert.” His camera rested in the crook of his right hand, a new Nikon with fast lenses, perhaps a D90 or D200. No dents or sign of use. Who was this guy? He wasn’t any more a photographer than Eleanor or Mr. Shafer.

Have you used that piece of equipment before today?

“Welcome to Split Creek,” Paige said. “I’ll pass on the picture, though. I’m not photogenic, but you have a beautiful day to photograph our town.” She turned and started across the street to the library.

“Of course you’re photogenic,” Eleanor called. “No one wants to see a couple of old fuddy-duddies like us, but you’d make front-page news.”

“You two are the center of attention. I’m the dull librarian.” Paige continued to move rapidly across the street.

“Wait a minute,” Stevens said.

“Sorry. I need to open the library.”

“Come on back, sweet girl. There’s no one waiting to get in,” Mr. Shafer said.

She lifted her hand and waved backward. Guilt nipped at her heels for leaving them with Stevens, but she had more at stake than they did. “See you two later. Nice meeting you, Mr. Stevens.”

She unlocked the old building that had once been a bank but now served as the town library. It oozed with character—beige and black marble floors, rich oaken walls, tall ceilings with intricately carved stone, and a huge crystal chandelier the size of a wagon wheel. The areas where tellers once met with customers now served as cozy reading nooks, and a huge, round, brass-trimmed vault—minus the door—held children’s books. The windows still even had a few iron bars. If only the town had high-speed Internet access. They’d been promised that modernization for months.

For a precious moment, she relaxed and breathed in the sights and smells. Bless dear Andrew Carnegie for his vision to establish public libraries. Because of his philanthropy, Paige had a sanctuary. From the creaking sounds of antiquity to the timeworn smell of books and yellowed magazines, she had quiet companions that took her to the edge of experience but not the horror of reality.

In a small converted kitchen behind a vaulted door in the rear corner, Paige placed a peanut butter, bacon, and mayo sandwich in the fridge. Reaching down farther into her tote, she wrapped her fingers around a package of Reese’s Pieces. Those she’d stash in her desk drawer. The rest of the peach pie sat on the backseat of her car. She’d retrieve it once Stevens moved down the street, preferably out of town.

If he worked for Daniel Keary, her life was about to change—and not for the better. She shook off the chills racing up her arms. I can handle whatever it is. Snatching up her tote bag, she closed the kitchen door behind her. With the election nearly three months away, Stevens could be one of Keary’s men sent to make sure she still understood her boundaries. Regret took a stab at her heart, but there was nothing she could do about Keary’s popularity. She’d tried and failed against a force too powerful for her at the time. But her prayers for truth continued.

Her sensible shoes clicked against the floor en route to the front window. Standing to the side, she peered out through the blinds to the sun-laden street for a glimpse of Stevens. He continued to take pictures. Mr. Shafer would most likely give him a tour of the town, beginning with his store and the history of every item strewn across it. The so-called photographer from the Oklahoman entered the antique shop.

That’ll bore him to tears and chase him out of town.

Paige went through the morning ritual of checking the drop box for returned books, of which there were six. She changed the dates on the date-due stamps and stacked the books to be shelved in her arms. The seasoned citizens of Split Creek representing the local book club would arrive any minute, as regular as their morning’s constitutional. For an hour and a half they’d discuss the merits of their current novel, everything from the characters to the plot. Today they couldn’t storm the shores of the library too soon for Paige.

As if on cue, Miss Alma bustled through the door—her purse slung loosely from her shoulder, her foil-wrapped banana nut bread in one hand and two books in the other.

“Good morning, Miss Alma,” Paige said. “Do you need some help?”

“No thanks. If I loosen my hold on one thing, everything else will fall.”

A picture of PoliGrip hit Paige’s mind. “Well, you’re the first today.”

Miss Betty sashayed in, a true Southern belle dressed in her Sunday best, complete with a pillbox hat. “Miss Paige, may I brew a pot of decaf coffee?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am. It’s waiting for you.” Oh, how she loved these precious people.

Within moments the rest of Split Creek’s Senior Book Club arrived. Paige waved at Reverend Bateson, and as usual, Miss Eleanor and Mr. Shafer were bickering about something.

“At least we agree that Daniel Keary should be our next governor,” Miss Eleanor said.

At the mention of that name, Paige thought she’d be physically ill. Keary was running on an Independent ticket, and she didn’t care if a Democrat or a Republican pulled in the votes. Anyone but Keary.

“I have banana bread,” Miss Alma said. “But don’t be picking up a book with crumbs on your fingers.”

“We know,” several echoed.

Paige appreciated the comic relief. The rest of the members placed chairs in a circle beneath the massive chandelier while Paige checked in their books.

The library door opened again, and Jason Stevens walked in with his camera. The sight of him erased the pleasantries she’d been enjoying with the book club members. He made his way to the circulation desk and stood at the swinging door, trapping her inside.

Hadn’t she just swept the bugs off the steps of the library?

“Since you won’t let me take your picture outside, I thought I’d snap a few in here. Wow—” his gaze took in the expanse of the building—“this was a bank.” His brilliant whites would have melted most women’s resolve.

Paige approached the swinging door. “No pictures, please. They always turn out looking really bad.”

“How about lunch?”

“Are you coming on to me?” Disgust curdled her insides.

He waved his free hand in front of his face. The man knew just when to utilize a dimple on his left cheek. “I’m simply looking for a story to go along with my photos. This library is charming, fascinating, and so are you.”

Revulsion for the dimple-faced city boy had now moved into the fast lane. “Miss Alma, I’ll help you arrange the chairs.”

“Nonsense.” Miss Alma shook her blue-gray head. “You help this young man. Those old people can do something besides stand around and complain about their gout and bursitis.”

Any other time, Paige would have laughed at the remark. But not today.

“Looks like they have everything under control.” The low, seductive tone of Stevens’s voice invited a slap in the face.

“I suggest you visit with a few other business owners for your newspaper’s needs,” she said.

“I’m very disappointed.”

“You’ll get over it.”

“Can’t we talk?” He leaned over the swinging door.

“You can leave, or I can call the sheriff. Your choice.” She picked up the phone on her desk and met his gaze with a stare down.

“So much for sweet, small-town girls.” He tossed her his best dejected look. Obviously he wasn’t accustomed to the word no.

Her reflexes remained catlike thanks to tai chi workouts still done at home behind drawn curtains. With minimal effort, she could dislocate a shoulder or crash the kneecap of an opponent twice her weight. Such skills were not a part of the job description for most small-town USA librarians, but then again most of them didn’t have a working knowledge of Korean, Angolan Portuguese, Swahili, and Russian. The ability to decipher codes, a mastery of disguise, and a knack for using a paper clip to open locks . . . not to mention a past that needed to stay buried. She had to resist the urge to toss Stevens out on his ear. Calm down.

“I’m sorry we don’t have the book you wanted. I’m sure one of the branches in Oklahoma City can help you.”

A silent challenge crested in his gray eyes, and she met it with her own defiance.

Stevens walked to the door and turned, carrying his camera the way patrons carried books. “Know what? This town would be a great place to hide out a CIA operative.”



  
    

Chapter 2

Paige watched the Town Car pull away from the curb and head west to where she hoped Stevens would meet up with I-35 and drive north to Oklahoma City and never return. So Keary had sent him. Why? She hadn’t interfered in his campaign for Oklahoma’s governorship. Neither did she intend to get involved in any of his political aspirations. An ache rose and swirled inside her, helpless in a deadly storm.

“What a strange comment.” Miss Alma shifted her banana bread to the other arm. “A mite early in the morning for someone to be drinking or doing any of those other things that boggle a person’s mind. Imagine CIA people living here.”

Paige had hoped no one had heard Stevens’s final remark. “He’s supposed to be a photographer from Oklahoma City. Said he was taking pictures of our town for a magazine. Frankly I didn’t like the way he looked or talked. In fact—” Paige still had the phone in her hand. The incessant beeping reminded her she hadn’t disconnected it—“I’m calling Sheriff George to have him run a license plate check on him.”

“Smart girl.” Miss Alma turned her good ear to Paige. “He could be some crook. Or worse yet, he could be one of those real estate developers who wants to turn our town into a mall or build a fancy subdivision. My goodness, he could have been at the courthouse for that very reason. I sure would like to know. We could petition and stop him. Ever seen that movie Chinatown with Jack Nicholson?”

Paige lifted a brow and hid her amusement. “I think that was about water rights between two states.”

“Don’t think it couldn’t happen here,” Miss Alma said. “Outsiders. Nothing but trouble. Make that call to the sheriff. Good thinking.”

“I’ll find out and get back with you.” Paige dialed the sheriff’s number and waited for Lucy to get George on the line. “Mornin’, George. Had a little incident as I got to the library this morning.”

“Anything I need to get involved in?”

“A guy was here taking pictures up and down the street. Claimed to work for the Oklahoman, but I have yet to see a newspaper photographer who could afford a Town Car and a hand-tailored suit. I didn’t care for his attitude either. Anyway, I jotted down his license plate number.”

“Might be a land speculator,” George said. “Ever see that movie Chinatown with Charlton Heston?”

“Jack Nicholson.” Paige willed her body to relax and gave him the plate number. “I’ll be here the rest of the morning.”

“I’ll call you back as soon as I have something.” She envisioned the tall, lean sheriff squinting as he scribbled the plate number. His friendship offered a benefit that came only from small-town living, but she feared what he could learn about her.

“Thanks, George. It’s probably nothing, but his obnoxious behavior bothered me.”

“No problem, little lady.”

She replaced the receiver on the cradle. Some things she missed, like technology. She could still hack into systems with the best of them. For now, however, it would be best if she made the book club members comfortable and waited for George’s call.

After the book club cleaned up and a grand total of two patrons returned and checked out books, the clock inched toward noon. Her peanut butter sandwich had begun to call her name, but she waited. A few moments later, the Split Creek High School football coach pushed his way through the double doors of the library.

“Goodness, Miles, you must be knee-deep in two-a-day practices.”

“How can you tell?”

“Sunburned face, dirt streaks on your Eskimo Joe T-shirt, and the smell.”

Miles grimaced. “I own up to it all.”

She allowed herself one moment to appreciate the man who, under different circumstances, might have captured her heart. “How’s the team looking this year?”

“Good. They’re working hard. First scrimmage is a week from tomorrow on our field. That’ll give us an idea of how we’re shaping up before our first game after Labor Day.”

“I’ll be there.”

“It’ll be sold out.”

“Scrimmages are free.”

“But we’re good.” His sun-bleached hair, highlighted in a way many women paid big bucks for, caught her attention. No man should be that good-looking—inside and out.

“What’s on your mind?”

“It’s Thursday.” His gold and brown eyes held the mischievousness of a little boy. “I just wondered what flavor of pie today.”

“Peach. I think there are two pieces left. A couple of the book club folks discovered my Thursday pie-baking ritual and actually retrieved the container from my car.”

“What will I do when school starts?” Miles asked.

The way he looked at her made her dizzy, and she turned to straighten the papers on her desk. The phone had not rung all morning. “Don’t know. I suppose I could hide a slice or two until after school.”

“Perfect. Can I request some of those chocolate chip cookies, the ones with peanut butter?”

“Oh, you can request anything you want. Not sure if you’ll get them or not.”

“What about that white cake you make with the coconut?”

“Italian cream cake? That’s reserved for when you win a game.”

“And what about the carrot cake?”

She pointed her finger at him. “That’s for those poor boys when they lose a game.” Watch it. You’re flirting too much.

He stretched his hands to the ceiling. “It’s all good! When are you going to let me take you for a ride on my Harley?”

“Thanks, Miles, but I have a theory that people have only so much luck in life, and I’ve already stretched mine to the limit. Keep your Harley. I’ll stick with my sensible, economic car . . . and seat belts.”

He wrinkled his forehead. “Stretched your luck how?”

“I’ll get your pie.” She walked toward the kitchen, and with each step, she pushed his presence into the no-feel arena.

His culinary requests amused her when she considered her real skills—the ones she couldn’t use.

“Dinner?” His voice called after her.

Paige shook her head. “No, Miles. Just friends.”

When she returned with the pie, he gave her a look of mock defeat. “I don’t bite except during a full moon.”

“I know who you are and not a finer man walks this earth. I’m simply not interested in a relationship.”

“I’m not giving up.”

“Maybe baking for you is all I can ever do.”

He moistened his lips. “I’ll take whatever you can give.”

Resolve, commitment, and an obligation bannered across her mind. The shrill ring of the phone helped her to back away from him.

“Hey, Paige,” George said. “I ran the license plate number.”

Her pulse sped past the safety zone. “And did I overreact?”

He chuckled, a deep rumble that resembled the man’s good humor. “Most likely so. His name’s Jason Stevens. I’m sure he meant no harm.”

“I see, but what about his taking pictures for the Oklahoman?”

“I have no idea. He could’ve seen a pretty girl and wanted to impress her. I think you can toss your concern.”

But she couldn’t. She knew too much. “But he is from Oklahoma City?”

“You sure make my job hard.” George paused. Knowing him, he was contemplating protocol. “Yes, he’s from Oklahoma City, but you didn’t hear it from me.”

So Keary wanted her to know he still held the reins. “Thanks. I appreciate this. The next Stephen Bly Western that comes in will be put on hold until you can check it out.”

“Thanks, and don’t hesitate to call me if this guy shows up again.”

She hung up the phone. Later at home, she’d look into Jason Stevens when she had computer access and no one around to interrupt her.

“Everything okay?” Miles lifted his face to the fan to cool off.

“Sure. Better finish your pie.”

He twisted his head and quirked a brow, but she ignored him. He had tweaked her emotions on more than one occasion. She had to distance herself from involvement with him, possibly include a round of rudeness. Not a road she wanted to take, but she didn’t have much choice. At the moment, Stevens held more importance than a high school football coach who pursued her like winning the state finals.

“Did you see me in the back row of church last week?” he asked.

“Since when did you stop attending First Methodist? I thought you loved the worship there.”

“Oh, I do, but this certain librarian belongs to First Baptist North, and I’m trying to get her to notice me.”

“When she’s in church, she tries to keep her focus on God.”

“I know. Realized that last Sunday morning. And I didn’t mean to sound like Sunday mornings were a social hour.”

“No problem.”

He lifted the pie from her arms. “I’m outta here.”

After Miles left and she was alone except for a mother and three small children who were amazingly quiet, she loaded a cart with new books to shelve.

Paige—what a name for a librarian. Split Creek, Oklahoma, had become her home with its single zip code, dial-up Internet, and enough fried catfish to feed a Kenyan refugee camp. It was where she had to be.

If only Miles didn’t tug at her heartstrings, the ones she’d vowed over seven years ago never again to tangle around anyone.

The afternoon dragged on with a trickle of patrons. She couldn’t seem to shake the unsettling encounter with Stevens. Keary wanted something, but what?

As soon as the clock reached six, Savannah arrived. She attended college part-time, studying library science, and pulled the evening shift as her semester internship arrangement. Paige drove home, the 103-degree heat fueling the turmoil that simmered inside her. She felt under her seat and touched her Beretta.

Paige’s little house on the edge of town usually gave her a sense of warmth and security. The quaint bungalow glistened with fresh white paint, and yellow lantanas bordered the sidewalk. Between the plague of grasshoppers and the drought, she’d had to replace the plants twice. Normally she stooped to admire a flower or snatch up a weed here and there before walking inside. Not today. This evening, her home’s charm had been swallowed up by derelicts from the past. She unlocked the door and paused in the shadowed doorway to complete a visual check. The earth-colored pillows were in place, and the pen on her antique desk still balanced precariously on the corner. She took a quick glance at her favorite painting above the redbrick fireplace—a pastoral scene with a farmer separating the sheep from the goats.

With urgency racing through her veins, she took long strides to her bedroom. No quick change into running clothes or rummaging through her sparse pieces of mail until she laid her suspicions to rest.

She powered on her PC and slowly connected to the Internet. I hate dial-up. Her search would take several hours. While waiting for connectivity, she fluffed up the beige and turquoise pillows on her bed and tugged on the uneven bed skirt. She threw a load of towels into the washer and poured a glass of iced green tea.

Finally she was able to google Jason Stevens in Oklahoma City. Ah, an attorney who works for Hughes and Sullivan, the same firm as Daniel Keary. Might as well check out the entire site again. She clicked the link and read the blurb about the large law firm established in 1910. H&S employed more than one hundred attorneys. They specialized in meeting the needs of the business community in a diversity of legal expertise. Lots of prestigious honors, nationwide respect and recognition. Gave back to the community and offered free seminars to keep the public informed of legal matters. The site looked impressive, and visitors could even sign up for a newsletter. A good place to work for either the rising or established attorney. Hughes and Sullivan looked so good that she expected an evangelistic statement to pop up. Keary would likely hide a pitchfork in the source code.

With a deep breath, she clicked on the list of attorneys. While she waited for the link to download, her bare foot tapped against the hardwood floor. One of her big toes had a huge missing chip of hot pink polish. She grabbed the bottle of polish to the right of her computer and whisked color over the sad-looking toenail.

Finally the screen listed the firm’s attorneys in alphabetical order, and Jason Stevens’s name and photo appeared. She clicked on his name. He’d been with the firm five years and graduated from an Ivy League school. She went back to the alphabetized list of attorneys and read through each name to see if she recognized any others. She didn’t have a clue as to why Keary had sent Stevens to approach her today. Did he think she’d cause trouble this close to the election? If the good people of Oklahoma wanted Daniel Keary as their next governor, that was fine with her.

No, it’s not fine at all. I gave up on bringing him to justice.

Her eyes fixed on Keary’s name. She clicked on the link and saw his picture. A deadly smile with a blue hole of memories stared back at her. Phone, fax, and e-mail were listed below his impressive list of qualifications. She’d previously read the information, but she reviewed it again to jog her memory. Keary’s bio highlighted his legal expertise, Cornell education, various awards and recognition, professional affiliations, former work as a CIA operative, and even community work. The site did everything but establish his sainthood.

Paige shivered. She thought of calling him and demanding to know the meaning of Stevens’s visit. But the thought of hearing his voice made her skin crawl—and the problems that call could evoke . . .

A vivid nightmare forced its way into her thoughts—the explosion, the screams. The threats. Reality.

She stood back from the computer and looked around. Through the open window she smelled the dry grass and heard birds call out to the early evening. The clock on the mantel in the living room clicked in rhythm to time passing. She walked into the living room and out onto the front porch to stare at the neighbor’s horses grazing near the fence. Here in the quiet of the country, she should feel contentment instead of the old restlessness. She’d hoped her new identity would root her in the traditions of small-town living. She’d changed the way she talked and lived. But only God promised security and protection for those she loved. I’d hoped I was a forgotten number in a deleted file.

Once seated back in front of her PC, she checked out the links that led to more information about Keary. The professional Web sites—the ones that used the latest technology to display his credentials—revealed how the man had retired from a distinguished career with the CIA and joined the law firm of H&S seven years ago. He served on a hospital board and advocated faith-based initiatives. He supported many charities and worthy causes.

From still another site, Paige learned of his political aspirations that had now become dialogue for Oklahoma media. His conservative views would split those who supported the Republican party and possibly appeal to some of the more conservative Democrats as well. It didn’t help that scandals had erupted in both parties. Keary promised to heal the state’s distrust in political leaders and work to improve education. He also advocated tax incentives to attract more oil companies to base their headquarters in Oklahoma since they’d lost some huge companies to the Houston area.

Satan in bodily form planned to rule the state Paige had come to love as her own. And she couldn’t do a thing to stop the political travesty.

What do you want from me now?

Picking up her cell phone, she punched in the old yet familiar number. At the sound of the recorded message, she gave her code. Instantly she was connected.

“I need to talk to Greg Palmer.”

As expected, the phone went dead. Continuous moments of wondering and remembering slid into the present. Every horror was as graphic as yesterday.

Angola 2002. The happenings crept over her: the coup, the botched mission, her apparent death along with four others.

Her cell phone rang, yanking her from the heat of the African sun and the fire of a country swimming in unrest and oil. Caller ID registered Unavailable.

“Paige Rogers.”

“Mikaela, this is Palmer.”

Hearing his voice evoked a mixture of fulfillment and failure. “Any new developments on Daniel Keary?”

“You’re living in Oklahoma, and he’s running for governor. You probably have more information about him than I do.”

Her hopes plummeted. “You know what I mean.”

“Keary is a conscientious man. I wish you’d take a look at his accomplishments and where he stands today on crucial issues.”

“Nothing’s changed. You can spit and buff his name all you want, but he’s a murderer.”

“Look, Mikaela, put this vendetta against Keary behind you and come back on board. We can use you.”

“Not likely. The only ‘company’ I need now is my books and magazines.” She disconnected the call, then slipped into her running clothes. Physically working off the pressure and the zillion questions racing through her mind always helped to sort it all out. Pray through the turmoil. . . . Forgive. . . . Give it all to God. She’d been trying to do that for more than seven years.

After all, Mikaela Olsson had died in a desperate effort to protect those she loved. And Paige Rogers was a marionette who supposedly danced under Keary’s strings. She slammed the front door and broke into a full run, hoping to distance herself from her worries, her past, and her day’s worth of pent-up stress. But somehow she knew it wouldn’t happen.



  
    

Chapter 3

THE EPITOME OF SUCCESS is power, not a bank account or a feature in Forbes—those are side benefits. Success is measured by how many people snap to attention when power walks onto the stage. I should know. I’ve spent most of my life making sure nothing gets in my way. And each step has been worth the price.

“Daddy, I can’t sleep.”

I shift my gaze from the computer screen and blink at my pajama-clad son in the doorway. The spreadsheet made me dizzy, and I’d drifted off into analyzing the last few months of my campaign. “Hey, bud. What seems to be the problem?”

His bare feet clap against the hardwood floor, and he snuggles against me. I shove aside my irritation and pull him onto my lap.

“If I could watch the new VeggieTales movie one more time, I could fall asleep.”

“Before Mommy gets home?” I ask.

He nods.

Where is his mother when I need her? My love for her has long since died, but her usefulness hasn’t.

“Let’s get that movie going again.”

“Thanks, Daddy. I love you.”

I ruffle his black hair and smile into his slanted eyes. A good kid, likeable, despite the fact that nothing about him resembles me. “And I love you.”



  
    

Chapter 4

Miles Laird sped his Harley over the country road, kicking up dirt and stones the way a tornado tossed buildings and trees. The engine’s rumble pounded out sweet music while the feel of the powerful machine drumming against his thighs offered a sense of control over the stress of the day. This machine was his baby. He’d taken an older model and worked on it in his spare time, always anticipating the next piece of chrome.

The wind cooled his face, and the approaching sunset in brilliant gold and orange radiated a beauty that most folks took for granted. Not Miles. Every day was a bonus. He swerved to miss a coiled copperhead—breathtaking but deadly, reminding him of life.

He shook his head at the grasshopper remains littered across the road. The lack of green on both sides indicated they’d eaten well this summer before meeting their demise. Random summer fires had raged over the countryside, scorching the pastures and leaving the woodlands charred black. Soon they’d have rain. At least that’s what the weather forecasters were saying. Miles forecast more hope than rain.

“Paige Rogers, sometimes I wish I’d never met you.” He shouted his words to no one but the dead grasshoppers and the copperhead in his rearview mirror. He refused to admit to frustration, so he coated his emotions with a “try harder” approach. But why? The woman clearly wasn’t interested, or so she said.

Depending on his mood, Miles rode either his Appaloosa gelding or his Harley to unwind. Tonight, he’d needed both, and he still couldn’t get Paige Rogers off his mind. He needed to compartmentalize her into a section of his heart that said, “Let it be,” but something about her continually drew him to the library and Paige’s private world of books. Every time he’d thought he’d made progress toward more than a casual friendship, she would slide back into her emotional fortress. There she stood guard over her post like a marine sentry.

The same questions always probed his mind. What had happened to cause her to run at the mention of a relationship? No, she didn’t just run; she grabbed the tail of a twister. Paige had said her parents were deceased, that she had no family. Okay, then why settle down in the middle of nowhere, unless she had something to fear—or hide? God knew why Paige kept her distance. Sure would be nice if He’d pass on a few clues.

Miles remembered when the Aubreys had learned their little girl had leukemia, and the family didn’t have insurance. The area churches all rallied to raise money—everything from donations to an auction and bake sale. Paige had jumped in with two spoons and must have spent an entire weekend baking her specialties for the event.

Miles nodded at a farmer who whizzed by in his pickup, tossing bigger stones and gathering more dirt. Evening was approaching and he needed to go over football plays for next week. With the two-a-days and in-service, he’d eaten microwave meals until he could peel back the wrappers in his sleep. Oh, the affection for the game that kept him alive and restless. The district had assigned him an American history class to teach this year in addition to his regular civics classes, plus he was feeling a mountain of pressure to take the football team to play-offs and bring home the state trophy.

Praise God for Harleys and horses and the two-story farmhouse on a bit of heavenly acreage. But what about Paige? He was of a mind to ride over there and tell her he loved her and demand an explanation as to why she refused to go out with him. A moment later he admitted his impulsiveness would accomplish nothing more than further alienation. Maybe he should avoid her until his shattered heart recovered. Right. As if that were possible.

At the crest of a hill where spotted cattle and horses nibbled at burnt grass, Miles reversed direction and narrowed his sights on Split Creek and the elusive librarian. He rehearsed his speech as he slowed his speed about a half mile from the outskirts of town. He’d make up something to talk about, maybe this dreaded history class.

Miles crept through town. The sheriff had a vendetta against motorcycles, and Miles wasn’t in the mood to get a ticket or a lecture. He’d never been to Paige’s house before, but he’d passed it a hundred times. With the flowers and rocking chairs on the front porch, it looked like a little old lady lived there. But in no way did Paige resemble a seasoned citizen. Her figure, tanned skin, and huge light brown eyes that missed nothing denied any hint of aging.

He reached for a handful of courage like a sophomore’s dream of varsity first-string. A visit unannounced might push the odds against him. Too late now, for he’d already stopped in front of her house. He flipped off the Harley’s engine and hung his helmet on the handlebars. Glancing about, he expected to see a dog. A single, defenseless woman should have one to keep her company and let her know when someone arrived . . . like an uninvited football coach who had a crush on her.

On the left side of the porch a fern sat in the corner and a white rocker held a copy of Time magazine. To the right, an old milk can painted red, white, and blue rested beside an oak rocker.

When Paige didn’t answer the door, he walked around back. Her parked car in front told him she couldn’t have gone far, but she was nowhere in sight. Maybe she didn’t want to be bothered. A mixture of disappointment and relief swept over him. He felt too much like a love-struck kid.

He wished he had a way to leave her a note but resigned himself to the fact that she didn’t want to talk to him. As soon as his feet moved toward his Harley, he spotted the sheriff’s car. It slowed and pulled up beside him. Here it comes.

“Where’s your truck?” George’s long face reminded Miles of a horse.

“Sittin’ at home full of football equipment.”

“Sure is safer than that deluxe lawn mower there.”

Miles fought a moan. “Now, George, if you want to ride my bike, just say so and I’ll let you.”

“No thanks. I have a personal campaign to get them things off the road.” He pointed to the house. “I need to talk to Paige.”

“Don’t think she’s home.” Miles shrugged. “She might be in the shower or taking a nap.”

The sheriff grinned. “You sweet on her?”

Normally he liked George, but not when he probed like he was going after a festering splinter. “This is about lining up newspapers and periodicals for my students.”

“Hmm. I’ll swing by later after Naomi and I finish with a church meetin’. Paige’s probably taking her nightly run.”

George knows more about her habits than I do. Miles bade the sheriff good night and watched him head back into town. Once his Harley sang out its own rendition of freedom, he headed out a different road toward home. His mind played with the next day’s football plays and the problems with his star quarterback who had barely passed ninth grade.

Nearly two miles from Paige’s house, he spotted a thin woman in dark pants and a white T-shirt standing next to a man who was leaning against a black Town Car. Even in the darkening shadows, he could tell the woman was Paige. She pointed a finger at the man’s chest, and he grabbed it.

That’s when Miles pulled out the stops on chivalry and pulled over to save his lady.

The man, dressed like he owned a half-dozen Town Cars, released his hold and moved back.

“Hi, Miles.” She strode toward him with a smile that he hadn’t seen this side of his dreams. Her walk made him sweat. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him hard. “When you didn’t show, I decided to run alone.”

He nearly fell off his he-man Harley, but he’d waited a long time for that moment. “Sorry about being late.” Miles swung a glance at the stranger. “Is this guy bothering you?”

“No, he simply wanted directions.” She turned back to the stranger. “Do you understand which way you’re headed?” She still spoke more sweetly than Miles had ever heard. “Losing your way can cause you to wander for hours, maybe days.”

The man stiffened. “I know where I’m going.”

Miles had never considered himself a fool, and this conversation held more meaning than a rooster strolling into a henhouse.

Paige patted Miles’s shoulder. She swung her long leg over the bike behind him and reached around his waist. He was glad he’d been lifting weights with the boys. “It’s getting too dark for me to be running. How about a ride home?”

“My thoughts exactly. I have steaks marinating for dinner.”

“Wonderful.”

“Paige,” the stranger called, “I’d like a word with you alone.”

He knows her name? Is this an old boyfriend? “Whatever you have to say to her can be said right here.”

“That’s right,” she said.

“The word is out,” the man said. “I’ve done my job.”

Anger suddenly raced through Miles’s veins. “Are you threatening her?”

“Listen, hayseed. Take your one-time girlfriend and your tricycle back into Hicksville.” The man rounded his car and vanished behind tinted windows.

“Let’s get you home.” Miles memorized the car’s license plate. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

He wished he could see her face. “I take it you know him, but I do have the guy’s license plate.”

“I had George look it up earlier. Besides, I could have handled him.”

He watched the car speed away with more questions rolling around in his head than football plays. “Independence is a trait, not a means of self-defense.”

“Good one. Thanks for coming by when you did.”

He started the engine and turned the bike around. “Can I have another one of those special hello kisses?”

She jabbed him in the side. “Probably not, but I’ll consider it for the future.” She paused. “Nice bike. A 1450 engine. Every time I see you, you’ve added something to the trim package.”

“I thought you didn’t know anything about bikes. What else are you hiding inside that pretty head of yours? If George sees you’re not wearing a helmet, he’s going to shoot us both.”

“What would Split Creek do without its football coach?” She leaned in a bit closer to him.

“And what would the town do without its librarian?” Miles had never had this much fun with Paige. “By the way, our good sheriff stopped by your house.”

“How do you know?” She raised her voice to be heard above the engine’s noise.

“I was there looking for you. He said he’d be back later.” There, he’d said it.

“Two of the town’s most important men looking for me? Whatever for?”

His heart pounded out a stronger beat than the engine. “I have no clue about George. Me, I wanted to ask a favor.”

“What kind?”

“I’m not planning to camp on your porch until you go out with me, if that’s what you’re thinking. I need a library favor.”

“Help all the jocks pass your classes?”

Sure would be nice if we could always talk like this. “Nice thought. I wondered if you’d stock the Wall Street Journal and the New York Times. A lot of the kids don’t have computers to access them online.”

“Sure. As soon as we get DSL, I’ll subscribe to them online. If we could come up with at least one more computer, the kids could work on projects there. Until then, I’ll order hard copies.”

“The high school doesn’t have enough of them to go around either,” he said. “When do you think the library will get another computer?”

“When folks donate their used ones. Maybe around Christmas.”

Miles slowed to avoid a couple of potholes. In the lull of the engine’s song, he turned to catch a quick glimpse of her face and take advantage of not having to yell. “I have another request. Could you help me compile a suggested reading list for my American history class? I have a few books in mind, but I want to expose them to a wide range of information.”

“Will I receive any free football tickets for my hard work?”

He pretended annoyance and turned into her driveway. “I’ll scrounge up a few.”

She swung off the bike. “Thanks, Miles. All kidding aside, you were just where you needed to be this evening.”

“Are you going to tell me what happened back there?”

“Wasn’t important.”

“The man called you by name.”

“He could have heard it anywhere.”

“I could help.”

“You already have. In fact, I don’t think that guy will ever show his face here again.” Her seriousness replaced the lighthearted tone of less than a minute before.

“Don’t you know by now I want to be your number one hero?”

She glanced beyond her home to the empty field beside it. “Don’t you think if it were possible, I’d have planted myself on your doorstep a long time ago?”

“What’s holding you back?”

“I can’t go into it. Complications, many complications.”

“Like that fellow back there?” How could he convince her that he could be trusted?

“Maybe.”

Miles ventured closer to the edge, knowing he was risking their friendship. “My past stinks. I’ve done a lot of things that make me want to crawl into a hole,” he said. “But life goes on, and all things are new in Christ. We can create the future we want.”

She reached out and touched his face. “I can’t.” Her words were soft, tender, spoken with enough caring for him to understand that whatever held her back couldn’t be altered.

“I’ll wait,” he said.

She removed her hand. “Don’t. Nothing’s going to change.” Paige turned and walked up the steps to her door. “I’ll work on that book list for you,” she said, then disappeared.



  
    

Chapter 5

Paige closed the door and fought the urge to watch Miles ride away on his Harley. No point in encouraging him any more than she’d already done. No future in it either.

Leaning against the door, she listened to the motorcycle’s perfectly tuned engine fade into the distance. With a sigh deep enough to sink a battleship, she flipped on the lamp on her desk and took in every detail of the living room. The plush rug beneath her feet contained no footprints. The blinds against the windows facing the road were in the precise position in which she’d left them. Sofa pillows held a set angle, and the mail that lay deliberately heaped onto the oak trunk in front of the sofa had not been touched. No debris from the fallen leaves was littered across the wooden floors.

In the kitchen, the white ruffled curtain that blew to the left when someone entered the back door still hung vertically. The rug strategically placed at the back door was angled just the way she’d left it. Inhaling deeply, she detected no other scents than the familiar ones that marked her home.

Fury kept the adrenaline pumping, as though she needed to run another five miles. Jason Stevens had all the credentials of a dressed-up weasel. Most likely Keary had hand-selected Stevens’s image coach to instruct him in voice lessons with appropriate delivery. And that included rehearsals for the precise moment to smile, according to the gender of his target. All paid for by a murderer . . . a man whose ambitions had led to carnage.

“Keary wants to meet with you. He’d like for you to work with him on the last few months of his campaign for governor.”

The request was an abomination. Obviously Keary was afraid she’d learned something new—something to slander his excellent reputation. Why had he made the request now, with the campaign near the finish line? That question had dogged her for the past several minutes.

“Tell Keary to leave me alone,” she’d said. “I don’t waste my time with lowlifes. He’s the type who gives lawyers and politicians a slide downhill.”

“He’ll be very disappointed.”

“I’m sure he’ll be very successful without my participation. Ethics is not one of his specialties.”

Not a muscle moved on Stevens’s face. Not even a blink. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but he said you’d be willing to help.”

“Tell him I said no.” That’s when Miles had ridden up on his iron steed. She could have said a lot more. And now she wondered how Keary would respond to her refusal. That might not have been a clever move.

I blew my cover. Miles knows I’m not who I claim to be. Paige had gone to a lot of work to dissolve her identity. For what she hadn’t been able to do on her own, she knew who to call. She’d secured a new Social Security number, a high school alma mater and college sorority, a Visa card, checking and savings accounts, 4-H blue ribbons, and a MySpace presence to usher in the fresh world of Paige Rogers. All trails of her previous life now led to a death certificate.

But apparently she’d grown rusty, and that was dangerous. Later she’d phone Miles and smooth things over.

Paige walked through her small two-bedroom bungalow and continued to look for anything out of place. But a pro knew how to cover his tracks. For the next two hours, she looked for bugs in all of the usual spots—and a few unusual ones. She began by taking her landline phone apart and ended up in the garage, even scooting under her car. The idea of being blown to bits in the morning when she headed for work didn’t sit well either. Everything appeared fine, but her hyperalert state lingered.

George had suggested a German shepherd to keep the predators away and as good company, but she had no desire to sacrifice a good animal in the event of trouble. If professionals wanted to get to her badly enough, no fancy alarms, dead bolts, or watchdogs would stop them.

Hunger had assaulted her in the form of a headache and eventually led her to the refrigerator. She’d made a pot of chicken and corn chowder two nights ago, and she was almost hungry enough to eat it cold. While it warmed in the microwave, she wrapped her fingers around a fresh tomato and a cucumber on the windowsill and turned on the water to wash them. Taking a deep breath, she resumed the conversation she’d begun with her heavenly Father before Stevens had stopped his car in front of her earlier this evening.

The doorbell interrupted her before she got past “Holy Father, I’m in a mess, and I blew my cover.” Caution ruled her senses. Her gaze moved to the top shelf of her pantry. Within seconds, she’d reached behind the extra bag of unbleached flour and the virgin olive oil and tucked her Beretta into the back of her running pants. She pulled her one-size-fits-all T-shirt over the heavy weapon.

The doorbell rang again.

“Coming.” Paige knew better than to take a look through the peephole. Many an unsuspecting victim had lost an entire face that way. She slipped to the side window where she kept the blind at the perfect angle to view anyone at her doorstep.

Relieved, she snapped on the porch light and watched the mosquitoes dance around the bulb before opening the door. “Evening, George. Miles said you’d stopped by.”

“Sorry about the hour. I wanted to take care of an important matter before the morning.”

“Do you want to come in?” What else had Keary or Stevens done? Her heart thumped louder than the hunger pangs knocking against her stomach.

“No thanks. Naomi’s in the car, and we need to get home.”

Paige glanced at the car and waved. “I understand. So does Georgie need help with his homework?”

“He’d better have his homework done and be getting ready for bed.” He leaned against the doorframe. “What haven’t you told me about yourself?”

Her senses whipped into attention, while she focused on paralyzing her emotions. She shook her head with a smile. “I’m not following you.”

“UPS truck pulled up to the library after you left. The driver wanted to leave his delivery with me like he always does with after-hours orders. He had six fancy computers all addressed to your attention.”

“Me?”

George reached inside his shirt pocket and pulled out a delivery slip. “See? Split Creek Library to the attention of Paige Rogers.”

“Wonderful. We must have a generous benefactor.”

“But look who they’re from.” George handed her the papers.

Paige scrutinized the address of the sender. Daniel Keary. Now he thought she could be bought for six computers? Reminded her of thirty pieces of silver. Appreciation for the new computers dissolved into guarded control.

“That’s the fella who’s runnin’ for governor,” George said, as if she didn’t know. “Independent ticket.”

“I’ve heard about him.” “Seen him at his worst” fit better.

“Which brings me back to my original question. Are you holding out on us? related to a rich lawyer-turned-politician? I read the man used to work for the CIA. Do you have connections with Daniel Keary that the rest of us don’t know about?” George grinned like it was all a big joke. Maybe it was, to him.

“Me? Split Creek’s librarian?”

“Doesn’t hurt to ask. He’s going to be the next governor. You watch and see. Keary’s a good man. Look at what he’s done for Split Creek today.”

George clearly thought it was all quite amusing. But Keary’s deceit dipped in goodwill left Paige feeling helpless. She clinched her fists. “The library really needs the computers. But I admit I thought I had an outstanding speeding ticket or something.”

“Aw, Naomi thought it would be fun to tease you about knowing Keary. Almost had you going there, didn’t I? But I’m glad for the library, and I wanted to tell you myself.”

“I’m glad you did. The patrons will love this.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “And just in time for school.”

“Yeah.” He glanced about. “I’ll get them computers carted to you in the morning. Sure am curious as to how Keary found out about us, but I can’t imagine it has anything to do with you, little lady. Anyway, there are twelve boxes in all, what with the computers and monitors.” He straightened. “Guess you can go on back to whatever you were doing before I interrupted your evening.” He turned to leave, and she lingered in the doorway.

“Thanks for stopping by, George. Your visit made my whole day.” Or rather added more silt to the mud.

“Naomi suggested having the kids from the library write Keary a thank-you note. It might get printed and stick Split Creek on the map.”

Oh, George, if only you knew . . . The town had been on Keary’s radar for the past seven years. “Good thought. I’ll have the children work on it. Give Naomi my best.” She closed the door and double-bolted it.

Thank goodness the day was nearly over. Her head pounded, and she still hadn’t eaten.

The computer delivery frustrated every inch of her. Keary knew her well enough to know she’d never relinquish her disgust for him for six computers. She had no plans to move out of her safety zone to attempt to destroy his campaign. But why ease his conscience by assuring himself his secrets were safe? Her stomach knotted. Someday the truth would surface, but it wouldn’t be she who’d expose him. She’d tried that once and failed.
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Miles munched on a fried bologna sandwich and some stale chips. He couldn’t bring himself to eat one more microwave he-man meal. He lifted the carton of milk and downed it. What exactly had happened tonight? The whole scene replayed in his mind. If he’d been under the influence, he’d swear the entire event with Paige and the guy on the road had been an illusion.

Paige had a few secrets, and he’d tripped onto one of them. Or maybe more than one. Obviously the guy tonight knew more about her than the whole town of Split Creek did.

Miles shook his head and glanced down at the football plays in his notebook. The Xs and Os all ran together. Bad pun. He needed to focus on important matters, not on a woman who insisted friendship was all she could offer.

During the summer he’d added a few new plays, and he was anxious to try them at the scrimmage. His team needed a winning season—every coach’s dream. They might make it this season. The returning players were above average, and he had his eyes on a sophomore, Walt Greywolf, a Chickasaw boy who ran like the wind. When that kid wrapped his massive hands around a football, nobody could take it away. Problem was, the boy needed to take the game and his grades more seriously. One of the questions was leadership. A quarterback led the team, and it had to be a guy who wouldn’t crack under pressure. A little motivation and a whole lot of work could mean a full scholarship for Walt. A talk with him and his parents was in order.

His cell phone rang with the school’s fight song blaring around the kitchen. Miles glanced at the caller ID.

“Hey, Paige. Need a bodyguard?”

“Not now. The fort is tied down securely. Just wanted to thank you for coming to my rescue tonight.”

“No problem. It’s what we cowboys do best.” With the window raised in his kitchen, a chorus of katydids blended with the incessant pounding of his heart, as if he needed a drumroll to accompany her voice. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“A little.”

“I’m listening.” Hope had taken root once again.

“The jerk on the road tonight? Well, he’s supposed to be a photographer from Oklahoma City doing a spread on small towns. He came into the library this morning and wanted to take my picture. I refused, and I guess he couldn’t take no for an answer.”

“I see.”

“I’m really embarrassed about the way I acted. Can’t believe the things I said to you and—”

“No reason to apologize. I’m just glad I could help.”

“That wasn’t me. And I’m still shaking from the motorcycle ride.”

She’d ridden his bike like a pro, and the lie caused the pedestal he’d put her on to wobble a bit. “We could fix that by taking a few more. I even have an extra helmet to keep good old Sheriff George happy.”

“Not a chance. Oh, he stopped by tonight.”

“You’ve been a busy girl.”

“Actually those computers for the library came sooner than we thought. We now have six more. I’ll make a few calls in the morning and see if the process for high-speed Internet access can be sped up.”

“Thanks. The students will appreciate an extra source for their research.”

“They deserve all the help they can get. Anyway, you must be worn-out with football practice and getting ready for the new school year, so I’ll let you go.”

“Anything else I can help you with?”

“You could promise not to tell anyone I made a fool of myself tonight.”

“Oh, I could be persuaded.”

“What will it take?”

Another wobble. “Nothing, Paige. Your secret’s safe with me. Sleep easy. You might want to talk to George about some pepper spray.”

“Good idea.”

Miles disconnected the call. What was Paige hiding? He’d spent years hiding a previous drug addiction—tap-dancing around the truth, making needless phone calls to ease relationships, and working on his skills as a people pleaser so no one would detect trouble. He didn’t want to suspect Paige of leading a double life, but he had seen a woman tonight different from the librarian he’d known for the past two years. The woman tonight was in control and confident. She hadn’t played a role to chase off a wannabe stalker. She was the role. Where did that leave him?

Get a grip. He’d been watching too many movies and reading too many books. This was small-town Oklahoma. Nothing exciting happened here beyond high school sports and an occasional twister.
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