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FOR MY PARENTS, JIM AND MARY GOUDGE,  
who never stopped holding hands






The life of every man is a diary in which he means to write one story, and writes another . . .

—JAMES M. BARRIE






 AUTHOR’S NOTE

This novel was inspired by a true story from my parents’ lives. The details shall remain under wraps so as not to spoil the ending. Here’s what I can tell you: My father served in World War II. He and my mother met shortly after the war. She spotted him at a dance hall called the Coconut Grove and told her brother-in-law to go over and introduce himself—and, by the way, to be sure to mention that he had an attractive sister-in-law. My father took the bait, and they danced all night, by their own account. They went on to marry and have six children.

Before we came along, my father made a living doing caricatures at county fairs. He earned enough that way to make a down payment on their first home. But the realities of supporting such a large brood eventually forced him to take a more mundane route: After a brief stint selling Fuller brushes door to door, he became an insurance agent for State Farm. His creative side was fulfilled by buying  and renovating old houses, which he turned into rental properties.

Their love story didn’t become fully known to me and my siblings until later in our lives. We saw them only as Mom and Dad. My mom took care of the house and baked her own bread. My father arrived home from work each day carrying a briefcase. Through a secret cache of old photos and stories from friends and relatives, and even a few selected ones from my mother as she grew older and felt we could handle some of the less sanitized aspects of their marriage, we learned more about them as real people: their hopes and dreams, their disappointments, and most of all their undying passion for each other. When my father passed away, my mother told us she wasn’t going to mourn him because she knew she would be joining him before long. Ten years later, she did just that. Today they’re buried side by side in a cemetery in the seaside town they called home.

The story of Elizabeth and AJ is dedicated to my parents.






 CHAPTER ONE

The diary was bound in maroon leather dulled with age, its gilt tooling worn away in spots. Sewn into the binding was a satin bookmarker, once red, now faded to the ashy pink of a dried, pressed rose. The diary seemed to carry the scent of dried roses as well, the merest hint, like the long-forgotten bundles of sachet the two daughters had been finding tucked in the backs of drawers throughout the house all this past week.

As Emily withdrew it from the cardboard carton she’d been rooting through, the small key inserted in its metal clasp fell to the dusty floorboards with a soft plink, disappearing into the gloaming of an attic crammed to the rafters and lit only by the errant rays of sunlight that had managed to slip in under the eaves. The clasp gave easily when she pried at it with her thumbnail, the worn cover falling back with a creak of arthritic spine to reveal an entry  penned in handwriting so neatly rounded and girlish, it was a moment before she recognized it as their mother’s.

She idly remarked to her sister, “I didn’t know Mom kept a diary.”

“A diary? Hmmm,” Sarah murmured distractedly. She was kneeling on the floor beside Emily, her rear end resting on her sneakered heels, absorbed in sorting through another carton filled with odds and ends. “God, can you believe all this stuff? She must’ve saved every single card and letter, not to mention all our school report cards.” She plucked one from a crumpled manila envelope marked “Sarah.” “Oh, Lord. There’s that D-plus I got in Mr. Grimaldi’s class. All As and Bs except that one stupid D. Remember how mad Mom was? Not at me but at my teacher. She marched straight down there and told him that if a smart girl like me had practically flunked his class, it was because he didn’t know how to teach. I was so embarrassed!” She smiled at the memory, eyes gleaming with unshed tears.

“How could I forget?” It hadn’t been just that one incident. Their mother had been a tigress when it came to her children, questioning and sometimes berating anyone who dared criticize them when she viewed the criticism as unjust; making sure they got the best education; gently nudging Emily, the shier of the two, into the forefront whenever she appeared in danger of being overshadowed by her more outgoing sister. For Elizabeth, husband and children had always come first.

“I wonder if the old man ever recovered,” said Sarah, chuckling softly as she shook her head.

Emily’s attention was drawn back to the diary, which had fallen open to about the midway point. She struggled to make out their mother’s neat schoolgirl’s handwriting in the dim light. Her pulse quickened as a passage jumped out at her. She called urgently to her sister, “Sarah, come quick. You have to see this!”

Sarah crab-walked over to have a look, pushing a scrap of blond hair behind one ear as she leaned to peer over Emily’s shoulder. After a moment, she exclaimed softly, “Wow. Looks like this diary wasn’t the only secret she kept.” She looked up at her sister, her eyes wide and her normally animated face slack with puzzlement. “What do you make of it?”

Sarah was the rounder of the two, anchored to the earth in a way that made her seem sensible and dependable, which she was. Emily, the more excitable one, was built like a rocket poised for lift-off. Sarah had their father’s fair hair and blue eyes, while Emily favored their mother: tall and slim-hipped, with dark hair that grew to a widow’s peak on her forehead like the point on one of the heart-shaped construction-paper cutouts she’d been unearthing from cardboard cartons all day—various Valentine’s Day projects made by her and her sister through the years.

Emily shook her head, equally bewildered. Then a new, troubling thought occurred to her. “Do you think Dad knew?”

Their father had passed away the year before. His ashes were in an urn on the fireplace mantel downstairs, where their mother had been keeping them while purportedly trying to decide where they ought to be scattered.

“Maybe it was before they were a couple,” said Sarah.

“No. Look at the date.” Emily flipped back to the first entry, where the date was clearly marked: July 3, 1951.

“The year she married Dad.” Sarah’s voice emerged as a cracked whisper.

Their mother had been twenty-one when she and Bob Marshall had wed in December of 1951, just before he’d shipped out to Korea. Sarah had been born five years later, Emily three years after that.

Emily, seated cross-legged on the floor, stared sightlessly at the jumbled pile she’d unearthed from her box: an old clock missing one of its hands, a manila envelope stuffed full of yellowing receipts, back issues of magazines, tattered paperbacks, a JFK campaign button, and an old sombrero with a hole in its brim—a souvenir from a family trip to Acapulco. “You know how she was always telling us Dad was the only man she ever loved?” she mused aloud before bringing her head sharply round to face Sarah. “Do you think that’s just what she wanted us to believe?”

The two sisters sat in silence for a moment.

Finally Sarah replied staunchly, “No. She loved him.”

Emily nodded thoughtfully. No one who’d ever seen their parents together could have doubted that. Still . . . “According to this, he wasn’t the only man she loved.” She peered at the diary, frowning.

“If that’s the case, it must’ve been before she and Dad were serious about each other.” Sarah found it impossible to envision their churchgoing, pie-baking, S&H Green Stamp-collecting mother involved in something as tawdry as sneaking around behind their father’s back, even if it had been before they were married.

“No. Look.” Emily brought her sister’s attention back to the first entry, where their mother had written that she was expecting a proposal from Bob soon—proof that they’d been deeply involved at the time. Then Emily flipped to the earlier passage she’d bookmarked, dated August 12, 1951, just five weeks later.

“I don’t see how it’s possible for a human heart to hold all that I feel for AJ. Can a heart burst from too much love? How can it be that Bob hasn’t noticed? Whenever I’m with him, I’m sure it’s written all over my face.”

Sarah shook her head slowly, still struggling to digest it. “What I want to know is who is this AJ character? How come we never heard of him before?” she demanded huffily.

They both knew the answer. Who had there been to tell such tales? Both Bob and Bets had been only children, so there were no aunts or uncles to fill the girls in on family lore. Their parents hadn’t been much for telling stories about the past, either. Now Emily thought she understood why: When keeping secrets, it was best to keep the past tucked away.

“I don’t know, but I intend to find out.” Emily rose with a decisive upward thrust, clutching the diary in one hand.

Sarah struggled to her feet with a bit more difficulty, wincing as her cramped joints popped in release. The days when she’d been head cheerleader in high school seemed distant from the vantage point of her forty-nine years, with the twenty pounds she’d packed onto her small frame with each of her boys. Despite her best efforts, she’d been unable to shed the extra weight.

“Maybe we should wait until we can ask Mom,” she said, placing a hand on Emily’s arm.

“You’re kidding, right?” Emily gave her an incredulous look. “You know what the doctor said. We shouldn’t expect a miracle.”

“Still . . . ” Sarah remained troubled.

It was true that their mother’s prognosis wasn’t encouraging—six months earlier she’d suffered a massive stroke that had left her unable to speak or move, even to feed herself. But Sarah, and to a lesser degree Emily, continued to hold out hope nonetheless. At her bedside, they searched for glimmers of the woman they’d known, just as, when they were children, they’d once searched in vain for arrowheads in the vacant lot behind their house. Meanwhile, the white-haired old lady with the blank eyes and frozen rictus of a mouth who’d once been the vibrant, outspoken Elizabeth Marshall remained suspended in this twilight state, tended to around the clock by the nurses at the Miriam Hastings McDonald extended care facility. The sisters took turns visiting her there, the facility being conveniently located midway between Sarah, who lived with her husband and two sons, and Emily, with her three cats and newly issued divorce decree.

Some of Emily’s resolution fled. As she stood in the close atmosphere of the attic, motes of dust dancing in a beam of sunlight angling across the floor at her feet, she felt small and lost. Her narrow shoulders sagged with the weight of all the decisions she and her sister had had to make in a short span of time: where to place their mother after her release from the hospital, whether or not to sell her house—the pink, gabled Victorian they’d grown up in—and what sort of advance funeral arrangements were  to be made. Their mother had been the soul of organization in most respects, but about that she’d been maddeningly vague. Whenever one of them would broach the topic, she’d smile and say, “You girls will know what to do when the time comes.”

“I know. I hate it, too.” Emily sighed. In some ways, it was as though their mother were already gone—all that was left a body of no use to her or anyone, an empty shell washed ashore by the tide. “But I can’t just sit on this. I have to know.”

Sarah looked unconvinced, and Emily thought she understood why: Reading other people’s diaries was what you did after they were dead.

There was also the matter of their father not having been their mother’s one and only. This was what Emily found most troubling. Their dad hadn’t been one to wear his emotions on his sleeve—a reserve their mother had chalked up to psychological scars sustained in combat—but she didn’t doubt that he’d loved them. Emily was certain that after their marriage, he’d never even looked at a woman other than his wife. This was the same man, after all, who’d been deacon of their church, past president of his Masonic Lodge, and a dedicated employee of the same firm for more than forty years. The term “one-woman man” had been invented for Bob Marshall, and for him, that woman had been Elizabeth. How awful, Emily thought, to find out that theirs hadn’t been the storybook romance she’d always thought was a given!

But her desire to know the truth was greater than any fear that she’d be opening a Pandora’s Box. Her sister, she  could see, was leaning in that direction as well. Sarah had a habit of tugging on her lower lip when in the throes of making a decision, and right now it was pulled down so far that Emily could see the bridge where she’d lost a tooth after being hit by a runaway croquet ball as a teenager.

Finally Sarah came to a decision. “All right. I’ll phone Jeff and tell him not to wait on me for supper.”

“While you do that, I’ll go see if there’s still some of that wine left in the fridge,” said Emily as she headed for the stairs, the diary clutched firmly to her breast. “I have a feeling we’re going to need it.”






 CHAPTER TWO

JULY 3, 1951

Dear Diary,

Bob asked me to marry him today. Well, he didn’t come right out and ask. That’s not his style. He asked what I wanted for my birthday in September, and I told him to surprise me. So he says, with this little twinkle in his eye, “Oh, I already have something picked out. I just hope it’s what you want.” When I asked for a hint, he said, “All I can tell you is that it comes in a small box.” Now, what could that mean other than what I think it means? And wouldn’t that be just like Bob, wanting it to be a surprise but not wanting to take any chances, either? As if there could be any doubt, given that we’ve been together almost four years. Besides, everyone has been talking about it for so long, it feels like we’re already engaged. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out that Mother has been secretly planning the wedding this whole time.

But nothing’s been settled just yet. I have the whole rest of the summer to be Elizabeth Harvey, single girl extraordinaire. Who knows? I may just decide to run away and join the circus. Can’t you see me as  a trapeze artist, swinging through the air in my itty-bitty costume? Wouldn’t Mother have a fit? Which reminds me, the county fair is tomorrow. Afterward there’s to be the usual picnic and fireworks. Bob and I are riding over with Mother in her car. At last year’s fair, Gunther Willis’s prize Brahman bull escaped from its pen and caused quite the ruckus when it tried to mount Missy Carruther’s pony. I wonder what excitement is in store this year.
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“Go on. Don’t be shy.”

Elizabeth Harvey cast an imperious eye on the young man who was now motioning for her to have a seat. AJ sat perched on a stool before an easel on which a large sketch pad was propped, surrounded by other artisans hawking their wares—weavers, potters, wood-carvers, and the like. Displayed on another easel beside him was a caricature in pastels of a freckle-faced little girl—quite a skilled one, she noted. He was smiling up at her, knees spread in a pose as impudent as his pitch, fair hair luffing in the welcome breeze that blew through the fairgrounds, carrying the smell of hot dogs and kettle corn and the more fecund waft from the 4-H barn. His fingers were rainbow-hued from the pastels scattered over the easel’s tray. His eyes, the color of the faded blue jeans he wore, seemed to mock her in some way.

“I’m not here to get my picture drawn. I only stopped to say hello,” she informed him, all at once regretting the impulse that had made her pause at the sight of a familiar face in this unfamiliar setting.

Undeterred, he asked, “What’s your hurry?”

“I have to—” She started to reply that she was on her way to the main pavilion to meet her boyfriend, but AJ didn’t let her finish.

“Think of it as a souvenir,” he went on in the same cocky vein. “One day when you look back on this, you’ll remember it as the county fair where you had your caricature done by your old pal AJ.”

Her cheeks warmed at the seemingly ironic reference to their childhood friendship, and she felt a twinge of guilt for having allowed that friendship to fade—though was she really to blame? He was the one, after all, who’d spurned every overture since then. And after the incident in high school that had resulted in his being sent away, he’d dropped out of her life altogether. This was the first time she’d seen him in more than three years. “I suppose this is what you call making an honest living?” She injected just the right note of playfulness into her voice so he wouldn’t take offense but at the same time would know that she didn’t think making eyes at young women and having them pay for the privilege fell into the category of an honest living. Even if he was someone she’d known since kindergarten.

His shoulders rolled in an indolent shrug. “Beats cutting hay.”

He had a point. This time of year, nearly every able-bodied man in the county who didn’t have a crop of his own to bring in was recruited to work in the neighboring fields. She took a mincing step in his direction, one hand on her straw hat to keep it anchored in place, though the breeze was a mild one, just enough to flutter its ribbons. “How much are you charging?” she inquired.

“Five bucks a pop.”

“Isn’t that kind of steep?”

He flashed her a lazy grin, somehow all the more appealing because of a crooked eyetooth that had never benefited from orthodontia. Under the snugly fitting white T-shirt he wore with his jeans, the muscles in his arms and chest were clearly defined. He reminded her of a mountain lion, lithe and sinewy and built for speed; he seemed coiled to spring even while sitting perfectly still. “You can always frame it and hang it on your wall,” he told her. “Can’t put a price on that.”

“You seem to have a high opinion of your artistic talent,” she observed coolly.

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” he demurred with what she might have deemed modesty if she hadn’t known him to be proud to the point of arrogance. “It’s just a little parlor trick I picked up along the way.”

A reminder that while she was going to football games and dances, he was spending the second semester of their senior year at the Silas Kingston Youth Detention Facility in Riverton. AJ, for reasons known only to him, had set his uncle’s car on fire. The act had sent shock waves through their small community and catapulted him overnight from an aloof and somewhat disreputable figure on the fringes of the sock-hop/pep-rally world Elizabeth inhabited to the most-talked-about kid in school. Yet despite all the talk, nobody seemed to have a handle on AJ. Although gossip swirled around him, mostly having to do with girls with whom he was rumored to have had his way, he was a mystery even to classmates who’d known him as long as she had.

Elizabeth knew him better than most, she supposed. They’d been playmates as children. He’d been just another kid back then, if a bit more free-spirited than most. But the tragedy that left him orphaned at the age of nine altered him in other ways. After he went to live with his grandparents, he became withdrawn to the point of being antisocial. His only friends, if you could call them that, were class troublemakers Gunnar Nielson and Del Hannigan. With Elizabeth, who’d once ridden on the back of his bike and with whom he’d shared Orange Crushes and played kick-the-can, he grew more and more distant with each passing year. In class he seldom acknowledged her presence, and if their eyes happened to meet when they passed each other in the halls, he never greeted her with anything more than a half-cocked smile or ironic arch of the brow. During their junior year, when they were briefly thrown together as lab partners in biology, she made an attempt to rekindle their old friendship, but it was met with a coolness that bordered on disdain. Convinced that he found her silly and frivolous, not worthy of his time or attention, she decided he wasn’t worthy of hers, either. Still, she remained curious about him, and at times that curiosity drove her to distraction. Why, she wondered, was he the only boy immune to her charms? She’d see him with other girls not half as pretty as she and feel oddly rejected. Then she’d tell herself it was silly to feel that way when she already had a boyfriend—one who was sweet and caring—and she had no romantic interest in AJ in any event.

It was the same curiosity that kept her rooted to the spot now, any thoughts of the boyfriend she’d been on her  way to meet far from her mind. “Are you any good at it?” she asked, edging a step closer.

AJ cocked his head, studying her with a keen, professional eye. The canvas tarp shielding him from the sun was torn in spots, and with each new gust of wind, little wavelets of sunlight found their way through the rips to shimmy over his face. Not an especially handsome face, she thought, but certainly an arresting one: narrow and sharp-featured as if honed by hard, clean strokes of an ax, with high, planed cheekbones and tanned skin the dusky gold of just-pressed cider. His heavy brows, the color of the charcoal pencil his fingers were loosely curled about, stood out in marked contrast to his fair hair. His eyes were so blue they seemed to crackle.

“Tell you what,” he said. “Let me have a go at you, and if you don’t like it, it’s on the house.”

Elizabeth felt herself prickle with unaccustomed heat. She was glad her mother wasn’t here, for she would have railed at the mere thought of any boy “having a go” at her daughter, however innocent his intentions. (Mildred Harvey was at that moment sequestered in the main pavilion with the panel judging pickles and preserves, a job she took as seriously as a high government office.) The fact that it was “the Keener boy”—as AJ had been known ever since his parents had died in that auto wreck and he’d gone to live with his mother’s folks, Joe and Sally Keener—would have rendered her positively apoplectic.

For her part, Elizabeth wouldn’t have minded if he had  made a pass. Oh, she’d have made a show of minding, but only because it was expected. Among her kind, the only acceptable response to such crude behavior (not that any man in Emory would’ve dared make a pass at the daughter of Mildred Harvey) was to either turn a blind eye or fell the would-be Lothario with a withering glance. Should the fellow persist, a sharp scolding, or in extreme instances a slap across the face, might be in order. That a good girl might fall prey to such a seduction was unthinkable. Elizabeth, at twenty, was educated in the ways of the birds and the bees—it was the modern age, after all—but for unmarried ladies of her class, the region of the female anatomy discreetly referred to as the “flower of womanhood” was strictly off-limits to members of the opposite sex and even, for the most part—aside from basic hygiene—to oneself. There had been some progress since the corseted era of her mother’s youth, but for a young lady to be known as “easy,” even in the year 1951, was about as ruinous as having a reputation for setting cars on fire.

But while Elizabeth had her standards, she often wondered what it would be like. She’d only gone so far as to let Bob remove her blouse and, once, her bra (they were practically engaged, which made it permissible) while they’d been steaming up the windows of his Buick coupe. She wouldn’t have described it as unexciting, but there hadn’t been any of the unexpurgated thrills of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, a contraband copy of which had recently fallen into her hands via her friend Dot, who’d obtained it from a cousin in England. Elizabeth had breathlessly devoured the novel in a single night behind the locked door of her bedroom, yet whenever she tried to imagine herself in similar throes of passion with Bob, it struck her as a bit silly.  However much she looked forward to their wedding day, she could never quite envision him weaving wildflowers through her pubic hair or assigning nicknames to their private parts.

Now, squirming a bit under AJ’s scrutiny, she thought, I bet nothing would embarrass him. The thought sent a fresh surge of blood to her cheeks. If her hat hadn’t been partially hiding her face, it would have been apparent to anyone looking on that AJ was having a decidedly bracing effect on her. But, amazingly, even that wasn’t enough to make her walk away.

“All right, it’s a deal,” she told him. “Just don’t make me look bad, that’s all I ask.”

Another man might have insisted that no artist could possibly make her look bad. Elizabeth was well aware that she was exceptionally pretty. Even if she hadn’t known it from looking in the mirror, the steady flow of compliments she’d been receiving all her life would have confirmed it. When she’d been a baby in her carriage, it had been common, according to Mildred, for people to stop on the street to admire her. Nowadays, with her dark hair and classic features, her slim hips and shapely bosom, she frequently drew comparisons to her namesake, Elizabeth Taylor. The only difference between her and the star of  National Velvet, it was often said, was that Elizabeth Harvey’s eyes were hazel instead of violet, the color of greenstone shot through with veins of ore.

But if AJ found her attractive, he didn’t remark on it. “Have a seat,” he said, motioning once more toward the wooden folding chair opposite his easel. She gingerly lowered herself into it, glancing nervously about as she did. But though there were people milling about, on their way to the food stalls or the dime-toss or the Tilt-a-Whirl grinding away to its tinkling refrain, she saw no one she recognized who would be likely to report back to her mother. The fairgrounds were located in the neighboring township of Shaw Creek, twenty miles east of Emory, and thus drew crowds from two counties. It wasn’t difficult to get lost in the crowd.

AJ squinted slightly as if to set her in his sights, then began to sketch with quick, sure strokes. Observing him out of the corner of her eye as she held her pose, Elizabeth was surprised and impressed. Had he been this good at drawing in school? If so, he’d kept it under wraps because she couldn’t recall having seen a single piece of artwork. In those days, when he wasn’t prowling the halls like a lone wolf, he sat in class without contributing much. (Despite which, his grades never seemed to suffer—another mystery about AJ.) She found herself remembering other things as well, like how she occasionally used to catch him eyeing her and her friends, wearing an expression of bemused disdain as if he found the whole scene, with its pom-poms and letter jackets and class rings, vaguely pathetic. Which was odd, she reflected, since most people would have thought it was AJ’s life that was pathetic.

From the age of nine he’d lived with his grandparents just outside town, along one of the county roads in an area called Cement Town, so dubbed because of the cement factory that dominated the landscape. Unfortunately, jobs weren’t the only thing the factory provided: Its belching  stacks deposited a gritty dust, like a gray pall, over everything within a one-mile radius. It was said by those who lived in Cement Town that no amount of hosing or sweeping could remove that dust. It was embedded in the weave of carpets and curtains and upholstery. It clung to shelves, and to the books and knickknacks that lined those shelves. It ran like a line drawn in gray chalk along baseboards and ceiling moldings. It worked its way into hair and clothing and the treads of shoes. At times it could even be felt gritting like graphite between one’s back teeth.

Dead center in all that grayness sat Joe and Sally Keener’s small grocery store. How they eked out a living was anyone’s guess, given the modest means of their customers. Everyone, including the Keeners themselves, must have wondered how they managed to stay afloat year after year, peddling jarred and boxed goods with more dust on them than on the pavement outside, shrunken heads of lettuce, gray-tinted lunch meats of indeterminate origin, and crackers and loaves of bread long past their expiration dates. The likeliest reason was that they were the only grocers for miles around and many of the people who lived in Cement Town didn’t own cars.

Once, on her way to visit a friend at one of the outlying farms, she stopped at the Keeners’ store, where AJ worked after school and on weekends. She wasn’t quite sure what prompted her to do so, other than vague curiosity about AJ’s life outside school, but when she encountered him stocking shelves in back, the blank look he gave her was enough to drive away any warm words of greeting she’d  been about to utter. Flustered, she muttered a quick hello and asked if they had any Dr. Pepper.

He shook his head, replying, just shy of rudely, “Just Coke and Pepsi,” before getting back to work.

She went away feeling rebuffed, though she told herself there was no reason it should matter one way or the other what AJ thought of her. After all, it wasn’t as though she cared about him.

Nonetheless, she puzzled over the mystery of the boy who appeared entirely self-contained in a world that crowded him on all sides and who was proud in a way that bore no relation either to his station in life or his achievements. A pride that certainly didn’t derive from being the apple of his grandparents’ eye: Joe and Sally Keener weren’t the warmest of people, and their attitude toward their grandson, the few times Elizabeth had seen them at school functions, was one of grim duty. She could see them now in her mind’s eye: two absolutely colorless people, as stark and gray as everything else in Cement Town.

She was struck by the marked contrast with AJ. It was as if God had determined that all the life leached from Joe and Sally Keener should go to their grandson. Even the air around him seemed charged. Watching him was like watching a blade held to a grindstone as it whirred; she could almost see the sparks shooting off him.

At last he tore the finished caricature from his pad, extending it toward her without comment.

She gazed at it with interest that quickly gave way to dismay. It wasn’t an exact likeness, nor was it meant to be,  but he’d captured her to a T: a large cartoon head dominated by sultry eyes and pouty lips, capped by an old-fashioned bonnet, which sat atop a miniature cartoon body in a hoop skirt and ruffled pantaloons. In one hand was a staff, like Little Bo Peep’s. In place of sheep, a herd of love-struck swains trailed after her.

“Is that really how you see me?” she managed to choke out.

AJ shrugged, tossing a stub of pastel into the box of supplies at his feet. “The trick is to sketch the first thing that comes to mind,” he told her. “That’s what I thought of when I was drawing you.”

“That I’m a tease?” She rose to her feet, glaring at him. “For your information, I’ve had the same boyfriend for the past four years!”

AJ smiled flatly, and some unreadable emotion flickered in the depths of his blue-denim eyes. “Yeah, I know. I ran into Bob the other day. He mentioned that you two were still an item. Congratulations.” He made it sound as though it were a bull-riding event in a rodeo and he was congratulating her for having stayed in the saddle longer than any of her competitors.

Annoyed, she blurted, “We’re going to be married.”

Elizabeth regretted the words as soon as they were out. What on earth had possessed her to say that? Bob hadn’t even asked her yet. Though it was generally considered a foregone conclusion, it would be highly embarrassing should word get out about their “engagement” before he actually popped the question. And if for some reason Bob didn’t propose? She would never live it down.

“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention it to anyone,” she added, her cheeks warming. “We’re keeping it a secret for the time being.”

AJ shot her a puzzled look, as if he found the need for secrecy a bit odd, given the fact that she and Bob had been going together practically forever. But his only comment, delivered in his patented arch tone that verged on condescending, was, “Don’t tell me you’re planning to elope?”

“No, of course not. It’s just . . . it’s complicated.” The fire in her cheeks spread to engulf her entire face. Nervously she toyed with the top button of her blouse, where a pulse throbbed at the base of her throat, her gaze fixed on AJ’s muscular forearms streaked with Easter-egg-colored dust.

“Really? I would have thought just the opposite.”

She bristled. “Are you saying I’m predictable?”

“No. Just that I’m sure you two will be very happy together.” Again that half-mocking tone.

“Thank you,” she said stiffly. “Now, I’m afraid I must be going.” She handed back the drawing and dug into her handbag, extracting a five-dollar bill from her wallet.

But AJ refused her money. “It’s on me,” he said. “A deal’s a deal.”

“I never said it wasn’t good,” she allowed grudgingly. “It’s just . . . well, it’s not very flattering is all.” Hearing the words come out of her mouth, she felt that his opinion of her was justified.

He smiled. “Caricatures aren’t supposed to be flattering. That’s actually the point.”

“All right. I get it.” She glowered at him, tucking the money back into her wallet. To hell with him, she thought.  There was no rule that said you had to pay someone to insult you.

AJ took hold of her arm as she was turning to go. “No, I don’t think you do,” he said in a low voice that shocked her—it was that of someone bound to her by something far more intimate than any of the exchanges they’d had thus far. “But if you’d care to stick around, I’d be happy to explain.”

Elizabeth knew, she absolutely knew, that there was no possible reason for her to stay and listen to his explanation. But somehow she remained rooted to the spot. There was something about AJ that was making her act in ways contrary to her nature, and she didn’t like it one bit. Why did she even care what he thought of her? Soon she’d be married to a man who thought the sun rose and set with her.

Despite all that, she found herself rearing back, hands on hips, to reply, “All right, but this better be good.”
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AJ didn’t know what had possessed him. It wasn’t as if he’d set out to insult Elizabeth. And he certainly hadn’t intended for it to lead to a confession. But damn if the woman didn’t have that effect on him. Wasn’t that what had gotten him into trouble in the first place?

“Not here,” he said. “Can we go somewhere?”

She hesitated just long enough for him to get the message that she wasn’t too keen on the idea before answering, “All right, but I don’t have much time. I’m supposed to meet someone.” Her boyfriend, no doubt. Fiancé, rather,  he corrected himself. The unspoken word was like a piece of gristle lodged between his back teeth.

“It won’t take long. Come on, this way,” he said, beckoning to her as he turned on his heel.

He didn’t bother to pack up his easel and supplies, knowing they wouldn’t be disturbed. Nor was he concerned with any potential loss of business. He’d made fifty dollars so far today, with the rest of the long weekend still ahead of him, so he was in good shape. And next week was the county fair in Seneca, and after that the one in Tilden.

He’d been working the circuit for the past two years or so, traveling from one county fair to the next, living out of the beat-up old Studebaker that had become his home and occasionally his bed on those nights when he couldn’t afford to spring for a boardinghouse or motel. He made good money, but the work was seasonal. The rest of the year he relied on his savings and the odd jobs he picked up here and there. It was enough to get by.

This was his second summer doing the Shaw Creek fair. But he had yet to take the short trip down the road to Emory to see his grandparents. It wasn’t that he hadn’t forgiven them—he’d become inured to their coldness long before they’d turned him in for a crime that, in his view, had been nothing more than a case of delayed justice—but he didn’t think it likely that they’d forgiven him. They still held him responsible, he suspected, for the unfathomable loss that had delivered him into their care. Not that he’d had anything to do with his mother’s death; he hadn’t even been with his parents at the time. But logic seldom played a part in the hardening of hearts. The simple fact was that  he was alive and she wasn’t. For Joe and Sally, there was no getting around that.

He’d had no further run-ins with his uncle, although he’d heard that Cole was gunning for him, that he planned to take a tire iron to AJ’s car in retaliation for AJ’s having torched his. AJ gave little credence to the rumor. Like most bullies, Cole was a coward at heart—he wouldn’t risk picking a fight with someone his own size. He was more interested in getting drunk than in getting even. Recently AJ had read in the paper that his uncle had spent a night in jail on a drunk-driving charge, which meant he must have been royally plastered; usually the sheriff let offenders off with a slap on the wrist. The only thing that surprised AJ was that it hadn’t happened sooner.

In all honesty, AJ wouldn’t have spared half a brain cell’s worth of worry over his uncle if it hadn’t been for Elizabeth Harvey. Seeing her today had stirred up all those old feelings again. And now he knew there would be no peace for him until he’d gotten it off his chest.

He skirted the fairgrounds, finding the footpath at the southernmost end, where the beaten earth gave way to a pasture carpeted in knee-high timothy grass. On the other side of the pasture lay the creek where, last summer, he’d cooled off with a dip at the end of each day’s work. Some instinct led him in that direction now. He hadn’t intended to take her this far—farther than he knew she wanted to go—and each time he glanced back over his shoulder, he was a bit surprised to find her gamely trudging along behind him. She still looked a little ticked off, but mostly puzzled and maybe a bit intrigued. Beautiful women, he  knew, had little experience with men who kept them guessing, so she had to be curious as to where all this was leading.

When they finally reached the creek, he was surprised to see how high it was—no doubt a result of the previous week’s wet spell. This time last year, he’d been able to wade across to the opposite bank without getting his rolled-up pant legs wet. Now water tumbled over rocks with a sound like pouring rain, gnawing greedily at the banks where they hadn’t already been devoured. More faintly came the sounds of children splashing and calling out to each other from the swimming hole upstream. Near it, he recalled, was the shallow cove, hemmed in by rocks and tree roots, where last year at this time he’d stumbled across the stash of watermelons being kept cool for the fair’s annual barbecue and fireworks display. He could see them in his mind’s eye, bobbing like so many legless turtles, and remembered how sweet the one he’d snitched had tasted.

He found a shady spot under a weeping willow where they would be shielded from view. Elizabeth glanced at him skeptically before carefully lowering herself to the ground, tucking her full skirt under her as she did. The skirt was gold with a pattern of red cherries. It made him think of a dress she’d worn often in the fourth grade, a yellow checked smock that tied in back, with strawberries embroidered on its crisp white bodice. Back then, whenever he closed his eyes at night, it was those strawberries he saw as he drifted off to sleep.

But if she had any misgivings about following him here, she seemed to have set them aside for the time being.

“What a lovely spot!” she remarked, gazing out at the water chasing itself over the rocks. She stretched her legs out in front of her, smoothing her skirt over her knees.

“Last summer, this was where I came every day to cool off,” he told her.

She nodded, seeming all at once awkward in his presence, as though they’d only just met. Which, in a way, was true: This was the most they’d interacted in the fifteen years he’d known her.

“It must get awfully hot, sitting outside all day long,” she said.

“You don’t notice it so much when you’re concentrating on what you’re doing.”

She turned to eye him curiously. “Funny. I don’t recall you being much of an artist in school.”

“That’s because I never showed my stuff to anyone.” He gave a small, pained smile. “It wasn’t until my grandma happened to come across my sketch pad one day that she knew what I’d been doing all those hours holed up in my room. That’s when my grandparents decided I had too much time on my hands and put me to work in the store. I didn’t pick it up again until I was at Silas. They had us do crafts there—occupational therapy, they called it.” He paused briefly to register the effect of his words, the way Elizabeth started slightly at his mention of his time in juvenile detention before she quickly rearranged her features into a neutral mask. “I used to kill time doing caricatures of the other guys. I got to be pretty good at it after a while.”

“Good at making fun of other people,” she said in the huffy tone she’d used earlier.

“Only the thin-skinned ones saw it that way.”

“Oh, so now you’re saying I’m thin-skinned?” She still sounded mad, but he saw the twinkle in her eye under her raised brow.

“No,” he said. “I admit you have a point. I took a cheap shot, and I’m sorry for that.”

He hadn’t meant to hurt her feelings. Seeing her again, it had all come bubbling up. It was as though his hand had taken on a life of its own while sketching her. It hadn’t helped, either, that she was more beautiful than the last time he’d seen her, if such a thing were possible. He’d left behind the memory of a pretty girl and returned to find a woman so lovely it broke his heart just to look at her. Like right now, the way the light reflecting off the water shimmered on her face, accentuating the curve of a cheekbone and painting the tips of her eyelashes gold, showing the down on her cheek that was normally invisible. Her eyes were the green of the water swirling amid the rocks, and the emotions they stirred in him were just as turbulent. It was all he could do to maintain a polite distance when he ached to take her in his arms.

“It would help if I had an explanation.” She leveled her gaze at him, arms crossed over her chest.

“All right. I owe you that much, I suppose.” He aimed for a lighthearted tone, though the muscles in his chest were tight from holding his emotions in check. It was an effort just to breathe. He hadn’t expected it to be so hard after all this time; he’d thought he’d put it all behind him. He stared down at the ground, plucking at a blade of grass as he began the painful process of dredging up the past.  “Do you remember that day you stopped by the store?” However long ago, the memory was etched in his mind. Clearly Elizabeth hadn’t forgotten either.

“How could I not? You practically ignored me.”

He sighed, feeling as though he were standing at the brink of a gulf that he must now attempt to bridge. “If it seemed like I was ignoring you, it was only because I . . . ” He paused, frowning in thought, before summoning the word. “Poleaxed. That’s what I was, poleaxed. I couldn’t think what you were doing there, in my grandparents’ store of all places. My next thought, crazy as it might sound, was that you’d come to see me. It would have been the happiest day of my life if that had been the case. But then you—”

“I asked if you had any Dr. Pepper.”

He looked up to find her staring at him with wide eyes.

“That’s right,” he said, nodding slowly at this new revelation: She didn’t just recall the incident, she remembered it in detail. Why would it have stuck with her, unless—?

He didn’t get a chance to finish the thought. “I did come to see you,” she rushed ahead. “But you . . . I thought . . . well, I don’t know what I thought. That I was bothering you or something. You acted so . . . ” Her hands fluttered up like a pair of wing-shot birds before falling helplessly back into her lap.

“Rude?” he supplied with a little snort of laughter.

She smiled at him. “That’s one way of putting it.”

“The truth is, I was crazy about you,” he confessed, adopting the tone of a man much older and wiser shaking his head over the antics of a foolish boy. He didn’t tell her that he’d been in love with her for as long as he could remember; that probably would have been more than she could handle. “I had it so bad, I was all bottled up inside. I couldn’t even talk to you; I was too scared you’d guess. I know I must’ve seemed like a real jerk, but honestly, I didn’t think you cared.”

“I don’t know what I could’ve done to make you think that. I always tried so hard to be nice,” she said, frowning in confusion.

“I thought it was only because you were looking to make another conquest.” Even as he watched her frown deepen into a scowl, he felt compelled to add, “In all fairness, can you blame me? All those guys hanging around you, doing handsprings to get your attention—don’t tell me there wasn’t a part of you that didn’t enjoy it.” If the caricature he’d done had rubbed her the wrong way, he suspected it was because she’d recognized some truth in it.

Her face relaxed in a small, grudging smile. “Maybe. A small part,” she acknowledged.

“I also thought maybe the reason you were being so nice was because you felt sorry for me.” At her puzzled look, he added with a dry, self-effacing laugh, “I suppose that sounds as if I’m flattering myself. The truth is, half the time I didn’t think you even noticed me.”

“Oh, I noticed you all right,” she said. “It would’ve been hard not to.”

“Why do you say that?” he asked guardedly.

“I don’t know. You had a certain . . . quality. You always seemed to go your own way.”

He smiled at the irony. “Me? I was wandering around lost most of the time. All I knew to do was to keep moving. Sitting still was a recipe for trouble in my house.” He  thought once more of Uncle Cole, and a shiver of loathing went through him. “Most people don’t know this,” he went on in the purposely casual tone he adopted whenever he discussed his family, “but you can get used to practically anything if you’re forced to put up with it long enough.”

“Then I guess I’m not most people.” She looked him directly in the eye as she spoke. A veiled reference to her mother? he wondered. Practically everyone he knew had a story about having run up against the formidable Mildred Harvey at one time or another. It was said that Aldous Harvey, Elizabeth’s father, had died purely in self-defense; it was easier than having to stand up to his wife.

AJ recalled his one, never-to-be-forgotten encounter with Mrs. Harvey, the night of his and Elizabeth’s second grade play. After the curtain had gone down, while the other children were being fussed over by family members, he’d been standing off to the side, as usual, his grandparents nowhere in sight. He looked up at one point to find a large, imposing woman looming over him. “Where are your parents, little boy?” she demanded. He shrugged, suddenly tongue-tied, and she bustled off as if thoroughly disgusted by this sad state of affairs—or perhaps by AJ himself. In hindsight, he supposed she’d only been looking out for him, but at the time it left him feeling deeply ashamed and even more conscious of the fact that he was alone.

“No, you’re not,” he said, meeting Elizabeth’s gaze. It was God’s honest truth. She was like no woman he’d ever met.

She smiled, her gaze as compassionate as it was direct. “I don’t mean to speak ill of your grandparents. I barely  know them,” she said. “It’s just that they always seemed so . . . well, like raising their grandson wasn’t the life they would have chosen if it had been left up to them.”

“You’re right, they wouldn’t have. But that was only the half of it,” he said, the old bitterness beginning to throb deep inside him like a rotten tooth he’d been doing his best to ignore until now. “You see, they never got over my mom’s death. All they had left was me and my uncle. And God knows he was a disappointment to them. They tried in their own way, I suppose. I’ll give them that. But with my uncle Cole, all they did was turn a blind eye. Whenever he got into trouble, they either didn’t want to know about it or they made excuses for him.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Petty stuff mostly—drinking and carousing, that kind of thing. And women, there was plenty of that, too. Let’s just say it wouldn’t surprise me if I found out I wasn’t the only grandchild.” He gave in to a bitter laugh. “I’m just the one they had the rotten luck to get stuck with. Maybe that’s why they didn’t do anything to stop it when my uncle started beating on me.”

“He beat you?” Elizabeth looked aghast. “Oh, AJ, I had no idea!”

“How could you? I never let on to anyone. Who would I have told? All it would’ve done was earn me another beating.”

“How long did this go on?”

“Years. Until I was big enough to fight back.”

“So that’s why you—” She broke off, clearly not wishing to stir up any more bad memories.

“Why I set fire to his car?” he finished for her. “Yeah. But it’s a little more complicated than that. Part of it had to do with you.”

“Me?” Her eyes widened further.

“Cole saw some sketches I’d done of you from memory. He put two and two together, and from that day on he wouldn’t stop pestering me. He’d go on and on about you having a boyfriend and how I didn’t have a prayer of ever getting to first—” AJ broke off, continuing in a tight voice, “That, and other stuff. Things I can’t repeat.” He dropped his gaze, looking back down at the ground, at the bald patch where he’d plucked out every last living blade of grass. “I tried to ignore it, but it got so bad that finally I just snapped.”

“Oh, AJ. I’m so sorry.” He looked up to find her regarding him with an odd mixture of tenderness and outrage. “It should have been your uncle they locked up, not you.”

“It could’ve been worse.” AJ tried to make light of it. “At least it got me out of the house.”

“Still . . . ”

“Listen, that’s not why I brought you here. I wanted to explain about why I acted the way I did. You see, somehow I got you mixed in my mind with all that other stuff, even though I know it wasn’t your fault. In a funny way, I might even have blamed you. Because I don’t think I’d ever have gone so far as to set fire to his car if it hadn’t been for those things he said about you.”

She nodded in understanding. “And when you saw me today, it brought it all back.”

“Not at first. It wasn’t until I was sketching you . . . ” He shook his head slowly, trying to make sense of it himself. “I guess there’s a part of me that wanted to get back at you for what happened. Not that I hold you responsible in any way. Please don’t think that.” He cast her a worried look.

“I don’t.” Her reply was as direct and straightforward as Elizabeth herself.

He remembered that she’d never been one to shy from the truth. He thought back to the time when their fifth grade teacher, Miss Jewell, had left suddenly in the middle of the school year. When their principal, Mr. Willett, had made the announcement to the class that Miss Jewell wouldn’t be coming back, he’d been vague about the reason for her abrupt departure. All he would say was that it was “of a personal nature.” That was when Elizabeth, age ten, had raised her hand to volunteer, “My mother says that Miss Jewell is going to have a baby. I don’t see why she had to leave because of that. There’s nothing wrong with having a baby, is there?”

“So you forgive me?” he asked, a smile teasing a corner of his mouth.

“There’s nothing to forgive.” She touched his arm, a feather-light brush of fingertips that acted on him like a jolt of electricity. “I just wish you’d told me sooner. I don’t know what I would’ve done, but I wouldn’t have sat back and kept my mouth shut, I can assure you.”

“I don’t doubt it.” His smile widened. He found himself liking this side of her. She was as fearless as she was  forthright, not at all the shallow temptress he’d shown in his caricature.

Right now AJ wished more than anything that he could take her in his arms. It was wrong, he knew; she belonged to another. But his emotions had always guided his course with Elizabeth, and they were doing so now, bumpy though the course might be. He stared at the water tumbling over the rocks as he fought to regain control. He’d learned the hard way that a single rash act can have long-lasting consequences, and he didn’t want that to happen with her.

There was a brief moment, though, when he could have sworn she wanted him to kiss her. She was looking at him intently, her head tilted back a bit so that her throat was exposed where the top button of her blouse was undone, a pale column flickering with reflected light. A dragonfly stitched its way through the air over her head, iridescent wings flashing. The only sounds were the playful shouts of children in the distance, the cricking of insects, and the rushing of the creek.

AJ was kept from acting on his impulses by a deep voice booming, “Bets! Is that you?” He recognized it at once as Bob’s. Bobby M, they’d called him in school, because he’d been one of several boys in their class named Bobby. The same Bob who was now engaged to Elizabeth. A sour taste rose in AJ’s throat. He knew he should hate Bob. Through the years, he’d certainly tried hard enough. The trouble was, it was impossible to dislike the guy, even when he was poking his handsome head between the fronds of the willow that partially screened AJ and Elizabeth from view.  “There you are.” Bob broke into a grin as his gaze fell on Elizabeth. “Say, I thought that was you I saw heading off in this direction. I said to myself, ‘That fellow she’s with looks a lot like AJ.’ And darn if I wasn’t right. Hello, my man. How the heck have you been?” Bob stepped forward, pushing the fronds aside and stooping to offer AJ a hearty handshake.

“Fine. I’m fine,” said AJ, extracting his hand as soon as he could from Bob’s enthusiastic grip.

“I ran into AJ at the fair, and we got to talking,” Elizabeth explained, color blooming in her cheeks. “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting, dear. We took a stroll, and I . . . I guess I lost track of time.”

AJ doubted whether another man would readily buy such an explanation after coming upon his fiancée and a potential rival by themselves in a secluded spot. But Bob wasn’t like other men. He appeared not to have a jealous bone in his body, a quality that arose not from stupidity or obtuseness but from supreme and, in Bob’s case, well-founded confidence. Bob knew he had nothing to fear from other men. No one could touch him in terms of looks, charm, or athletic ability. He was not without ambition, either. Unlike many of their classmates who’d chosen farming over furthering their education, he’d gone on to college; he was at the University of Nebraska at Lincoln, AJ had learned when they’d run into each other downtown. Worst of all, Bob was nice. “A swell fellow” were the words most often used to describe him. In school he’d gone out of his way to be kind to those less well-equipped socially than he, and as captain of the football team, he’d always  made time for those of his teammates in need of extra coaching. Even his attitude toward the boys with crushes on his girlfriend had been one of pitying bemusement, as though he’d found it perfectly understandable that they would be in love with Elizabeth.

“Haven’t seen you around in a while,” Bob remarked, dropping onto the ground beside AJ. “What have you been up to, my man?”

“Oh, this and that,” said AJ with a shrug.

“AJ’s just being modest,” Elizabeth put in. “He’s been making good money doing caricatures at county fairs. He’s quite good at it. You should see the one he did of me. It was amazing how he captured my likeness.” She flashed AJ a sly glance.

“That so? Why, you’ve been holding out on us, AJ.” Bob gave him a comradely slap on the back, looking genuinely pleased to hear of his success. “We never knew you had a hidden talent.”

That’s not all you didn’t know, thought AJ. “What about you, Bob?” he asked, eager to change the subject. “Looking to follow in your old man’s footsteps?” Bob’s father was an engineer. The reason AJ knew this was because his dad had worked at the same firm.

“If I don’t sign on with Uncle Sam first.” Bob leaned forward, elbows resting on his bent knees as he gazed out at the creek, momentarily lost in thought. He turned to AJ. “You hear about old Ricky Danforth?” Ricky was a boy they’d gone to school with. “Lost a leg at Inchon. Damn shame. I’d sure hate for it to have been for nothing. Let’s face it, they need men like us over there.”

“We need men like you here, too,” said Elizabeth, her lips pinched in disapproval.

“My dad fought in the big one,” said Bob, “and I’m not going to shirk my duty, either.”

Bob would cut as fine a figure on the battlefield as he had on the football field, AJ knew. Looking into Bob’s big, open, friendly face, with its eyes as blue and blameless as a baby’s, AJ felt an odd affection well up in him. Affection tempered by a strong dose of envy.

“Even if it means leaving your girl behind?” he found himself saying.

Bob darted Elizabeth a sheepish look, his broad brow rumpled in consternation beneath the lock of golden hair that had fallen over it. “Of course that’s a consideration.” He gazed at her with devotion. “But you’d wait for me, wouldn’t you, darling?” he said with the air of a man who had no doubts when it came to his bride-to-be.

“Of course I would. That’s not the point.” She addressed Bob in an affectionately scolding tone. “The point is that men like you always think—” She broke off to cry, “What in the world is that?” She pointed at a large, bulbous green object bobbing and rolling its way downstream.

“Looks like somebody’s supper,” said AJ, reminded once more of the stash of watermelons upstream.

“Too late for it now,” remarked Bob amiably.

“Maybe not.” Before either of them could stop her, Elizabeth was kicking off her shoes and wading into the stream, her skirt held high. The renegade watermelon was now snagged between a pair of boulders within fairly easy reach. But she hadn’t counted on the strength of the current. She  was in only slightly over her knees when it snatched her footing out from under her and sent her plunging, with a cry of distress, into a pocket of deeper water midstream.

AJ watched it all happen in the blink of an eye, and a split second later he was on his feet, shoes off, scrambling to reach her. He went plowing into the creek, mindless of the sharp rocks biting at his bare soles. He hadn’t gone more than half-a-dozen feet when he felt the pebbled bottom drop out from under him. He might have been swept downstream along with Elizabeth, who was clinging to a rock a short distance away, if he hadn’t managed to grab hold of a low branch jutting from the embankment. He called out to Elizabeth, who looked more startled than panicked. Behind him, he could hear Bob splashing after her, sending up spray that licked at the back of AJ’s neck.

But if Bob was larger and more powerful, AJ was quicker and more nimble. He’d had to be in order to stay one step ahead of his uncle. Hanging on to the branch, he maneuvered his way over to a wide, flat boulder. He climbed onto it, then, using other rocks that were either protruding from the water or shallowly submerged, he cut a zigzagging, leapfrogging path toward Elizabeth. Many of the rocks were slick with moss and, should he have slipped and fallen, he’d have split his head open like a . . . well, like a ripe watermelon . . . but somehow he managed to stay upright, wobbling precariously here and there but never losing his balance altogether.

“Hang on, darling! I’m coming!” he heard Bob call in that booming voice that, if all else failed, was sure to bring the Shaw Creek volunteer fire brigade to the rescue. AJ  darted a glance over his shoulder to find Bob half sloshing, half swimming his way toward Elizabeth.

AJ was the first to reach her. With a strength he hadn’t known he possessed, he seized her under the arms and hauled her onto the boulder upon which he stood. For a moment they swayed in unison, locked in each other’s arms, their bodies as tightly pressed together as pages in a book as they struggled to hold their balance on their precarious perch. Through her sodden clothing he could feel the soft pliancy of her flesh and the pounding of her heart against his rib cage. A wet strand of her hair clung to his cheek. However chilled she might have been, she felt warm to him. Warm and pulsing and alive after so many years merely dreaming of this moment.

If AJ hadn’t been on a rock in the middle of a stream he’d have thrown his head back and roared with laughter at the irony of it: In all his fevered imaginings, he’d never pictured their first embrace quite like this.

The next thing he knew, Bob was upon them and Elizabeth was being scooped up in his brawny arms as though she weighed no more than a half-drowned kitten. “My goodness, what a fuss over nothing!” she cried when all three of them were once more safely on dry land, shaking themselves off and wringing out their clothes. She was putting on a good show, trying to pretend she hadn’t been in any real danger, but AJ could see how pale and shaken she was. He also knew, from the look she shot him, that the only reason she was making light of it was to spare Bob, so he wouldn’t feel bad about not having been the one to save her from a possible drowning. Another man might  have taken credit for it nonetheless, but not Bob. He was too honest.

So it was AJ who set aside his pride and said, “Maybe so, but we’d have both been in for it if it hadn’t been for Bob here.” He clapped the bigger man on the shoulder. “Good work, man.”

Bob’s furrowed brow smoothed, and he broke into a grin. “You were pretty quick on your feet yourself. I’ll tell you what, if we both end up in uniform, I’ll want you watching my back over there.”

“You think I’d risk my neck to save your leather hide?” ribbed AJ.

Elizabeth flashed AJ a grateful look, and he knew she wasn’t thanking him just for rescuing her. “As for me, I promise not to go chasing after any more stray watermelons,” she said as she shook out her wet hair. “Speaking of which, I guess we know now where they got their name.”

They all laughed, AJ most heartily of all.

“Now, what do you say we head back and get into some dry clothes?” she suggested. “Mama will have a fit if she sees me like this.”

To AJ, she’d never looked more beautiful. Her damp hair curled in inky tangles about her face and neck, and the warm sun had brought color back into her cheeks. Through the wet blouse pasted to her skin he could see the outline of her brassiere and her breasts swelling like ripe fruit over the top. It was an effort to tear his gaze away. To tear his mind, too, from the image of Bob touching those breasts, his large, square hands laying claim to her on their wedding night.

“Sounds like a fine idea,” said Bob, slipping an arm around her waist as they started back up the path.

“In fact, I want you both to be my guests at the barbecue tonight. It’s the least I can do after you saved me from practically drowning.” She tossed a glance over her shoulder to make sure AJ knew he was included in the invitation.

But he’d already slipped away.
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