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  One


  By the time July’s heat settled over the Appalachians, Jade Benson was getting a little bit stronger. As she unlocked the front door of her riverfront Chattanooga shop, the Blue Two, she knew what she had to do.


  The hollow sound of her footsteps in the empty shop echoed in her soul and back again.


  Jade dropped her keys on the sales counter, a lovely antique case once belonging to Woolworth’s, and peered in the Walmart bag swinging from her fingertips.


  For Sale.


  If she’d learned anything from the spring, it was that sometimes a girl had to let things go—the past, fears, hurts, dreams—and start over.


  You are here. Chart a new course.


  Jade wadded up the plastic bag as she pulled out the For Sale sign and considered her options.


  Should she sell? Surveying the shop, she considered the remodeled walls, the new windows and door. The fragrance of lumber and fresh paint lingered in the air.


  When a racing F350 had crashed through the Blue Two in the wee hours of a March morning, she never dreamed it would symbolize her life.


  But, ho boy, and boy howdy. Jade tapped the sign against her palm. Yeah, sell. She never wanted a second vintage shop anyway. The venture had been her mother-in-law’s brainchild. Not for herself, of course, but for Jade.


  She’d resisted until the second miscarriage. But then busyness proved to be the drug she’d needed to get through the days.


  A lot had changed since she opened this store over a year ago. She wasn’t just Jade Benson, business owner and Maxwell Benson’s wife. She was a mother. At least that’s what her heart told her every morning when she woke up with Max’s son sleeping down the hall.


  Asa. The twenty-two-month-old with expressive brown eyes and bow lips called her Mama. He was the beautiful silver lining amid Max’s betrayal and Jade’s mama’s death. The mama who forced her to take command of her life and stop being led where she didn’t want to go.


  All this time she thought she was in control. But fear had ruled her from her core out.


  Asa was a complete and utter wonder. Jade never tired of him and each time his pulpy little hand slipped into hers, she changed. It was the most magical feeling on earth. Possibly in heaven.


  Oh Max, you broke my heart, then healed it with your son.


  Except things with the little charmer’s father weren’t settled. Their Saturday calls were charged with feelings waiting to be spoken face-to-face. Jade expected Max home any day now, but when she asked for a specific date, he’d answered with a vague, “Next week.”


  Believe it or not, she understood him. He was nervous. Not quite ready to face his mess. Neither was she.


  Jade leaned against the window and stared toward the Tennessee River and the downtown park. She missed springtime—the festivals and the flow of vintagehunting customers. She missed the bloom of the magnolias. With the remodel, this shop could—no, would—take off. But her heart belonged somewhere else.


  Do it.


  Why did doing the right thing prove challenging? Jade crossed the barren shop with a determined thump of her heels and snatched the Scotch tape off the top of her desk.


  Tearing off two strips, she returned to the front pane and stuck the sign to the glass.


  For Sale.


  She stepped back, testing her decision. The Blue Two was for sale. Closing. Going away. This part of her life would be over.


  Jade exhaled. Relief. The shop had served its purpose. Now it was time to move on.


  She didn’t have time to linger—she needed to pick up Asa from school. Jade had him in Ritterhouse Academy from eleven to two every day. While he played, she ran errands and took care of shop business.


  She might be selling the Blue Two, but she still had the Blue Umbrella up the mountain in Whisper Hollow. That shop would never go away.


  Jade tossed the tape onto the sales counter and snatched up her keys and the Walmart bag. Tomorrow, she’d call a Realtor. Make it official.


  It felt good to decide. She was getting a little bit stronger every day.


  As Jade headed for the door, a woman—a svelte and toned brunette in designer clothes and sun-kissed hair—walked in.


  “Can I help you?”


  The woman returned Jade’s query with brilliant blue eyes. “Are you Jade Benson?” Her voice was low and unsure.


  “Who would like to know?” Jade rattled her keys, crunching the Walmart bag with her fingers.


  “Taylor Branch.” She approached Jade with her hand outstretched. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”


  “Actually, I’m on my way out.” Jade matched Taylor’s firm grip. “I need to pick up my son.”


  “Asa?”


  Jade stepped back. How’d she know? “Is there something specific I can help you—”


  “I’m a friend of Rice McClure’s. I’m a paralegal at the law firm where she worked. I was in Nashville visiting family and decided to drive over to see you.”


  “How did you know where to find me?”


  “I called your other shop. The girl there said you were here.”


  Lillabeth. Trustworthy girl Friday. Always faithful—but a bit loose-lipped.


  “Rice was more my husband’s friend.” Jade tugged her phone from her pocket and checked the time, making a point. “If you want to talk about her, you might want to drive up the mountain to Whisper Hollow and see her parents. I don’t believe they’ve left for Europe just yet.”


  “I came to see you.”


  “Me? Why?” A warm rush under Jade’s skin. A familiar sensation, one stirred by her heart when she braced for unexpected news. But how many more surprises could this year bring?


  The warm air of the shop hovered close. Jade wished for a cool drink and a river breeze.


  “Selfish reasons, I assure you.” Taylor inched farther inside the shop, confident and poised. “Rice talked about you. She respected you even though she never regretted what happened with your husband.”


  “Max said she did. They both did.”


  Taylor smiled. “Rice knows how to say the right things to the right people.”


  “Why are you telling me this?” For claiming to be Rice’s friend, this Taylor painted a darker picture of the woman Jade knew. A childhood friend of her husband’s. His former fiancée. The mother of Asa. “What are your selfish reasons for being here?”


  “Rice left Whisper Hollow because she felt bad for you, yes, but once she had the baby, she hoped Max would follow her to California.” Taylor peered at the floor, skipping the toe of her leather shoe over the painted cement. “She was a brilliant lawyer, but a bit of a dreamer when it came to everyday life.”


  “Manipulative would be a good word.”


  “It’s what made her a great lawyer. In the courtroom she was solid, grounded, levelheaded. In her personal life, she was more of a romantic with her head in the clouds.”


  “So . . . you drove from Nashville to tell me Rice loved my husband?” After this spring, such a confession merely bounced off Jade. Worse had happened.


  “Not exactly.” Taylor shifted her stance. “Holding out for Max was the one thing I never got about Rice. I mean, the man of her dreams was married. And from what I could tell, he wasn’t giving up his marriage to you for Rice. Even after Asa was born. He came to see him, but—”


  “He flew to California?” Jade fielded the small confession, then tossed it from her heart. She wasn’t really surprised. Max did try to do right by his son, even if he had betrayed Jade by not confessing his bachelor-weekend encounter with Rice.


  “He came to see him for a day, signed the birth certificate, and held him for a while. Then flew home. His company has a jet, I guess?”


  “Yes, Benson Law has a jet.” Pieces of Max’s confession surfaced. “Max said Rice wanted to raise Asa alone. She didn’t want him in her life.”


  “Bluffing. Another thing she was really good at. Did you ever play poker with her?” Taylor closed her eyes, shaking her head. “Anyway, Rice figured Max couldn’t resist the lure of a son. After all, he is a third or fourth generation lawyer, heir to a big legal dynasty. What prince doesn’t want an heir? A son? I told Rice to move on, you know? California is a bastion for good-looking, savvy, smart, wealthy men. She could’ve had anyone she wanted. But she had her mind set on Max. He was the one that got away. Maybe convincing herself one day she’d get him back, especially since they were bonded by a son, was her way of coping.”


  “Coping with the fact that Max was married to me or that she seduced a man before his wedding?” Jade checked the time on her phone again. “I’m sorry, but I need to go pick Asa up from school. We have a playdate in the park with some friends.” Jade took an affirming step toward the door but Taylor didn’t move. Jade sighed. “Is there anything else?”


  “Rice wanted what she couldn’t have and the more she couldn’t have it, the more she wanted it. That woman loved a challenge. I drilled her a hundred different ways. Why Max? Of all the men in the world, why some old boyfriend from high school? Why the man she could’ve married but didn’t? For crying out loud, if she really wanted him, why didn’t she marry him when she had the chance? I swear she only wanted him because you had him.”


  “Wouldn’t surprise me. So, Taylor, do you have a point somewhere in this story?” Jade kept a slight irritation in her tone, hoping to prod Taylor along.


  “I’m getting to it. This is where it gets sticky. Where Rice went too far and why I’m standing here.”


  Now she had Jade’s attention. Her heart waited. Wide open. The mood between them shifted. Friendly fire fixing to hit.


  “Asa was Rice’s ultimate coup. It’s how she figured to keep Max in her life forever.” Taylor paced to the sales counter and propped against it, her confidence fading. “She created an unbreakable bond by having his child.”


  “His first, I know. And a son.” Those two facts visited Jade at night and demanded her attention. Max had a son. But she was not his mother. She’d cried out for peace and wisdom from her Lord in those times.


  “Right, right, of course, you’ve thought of that.” Taylor fell silent.


  “Is that all?”


  Taylor shook her head. When she peered at Jade, her eyes glistened. “I thought this would be easier.” She exhaled, pinching the bridge of her nose, squeezing her eyes shut. “It just makes no sense, but—?” She tossed her hair over her shoulder. The blue light of her eyes dimmed. “Rice lied, Jade.”


  “She lied? About what?”


  “She lied about Asa. Max is not his father.”


  Two


  Under a blaze of Texas sun, Max rolled left, arm cocked for the pass, looking for his receiver. A teen named Calvin Blue.


  When the kid broke through a pack of defenders and slanted across the meadow, Max spiraled the football toward him, hitting the young would-be tailback in the hands. Calvin tucked the ball away and raced for the orange pylons.


  Touchdown. Calvin juked and jived in the makeshift end zone. “Can’t touch this. Can’t touch this.” He spiked the ball into the mowed grass, then strutted past his opponents, taunting, “Sorry to make y’all eat my dirt.”


  “All right, Calvin, bring it back. Nice play. We’re all amazed.” Max had been around football his whole life. It was his passion next to Jesus, Jade, and the law, and he’d never seen a sixteen-year-old cut and run the ball like Calvin.


  The boys gulped water from the cooler. Max reached for his shirt tossed on the ground. Today was a shirts and skins game. The last.


  Taking a long drink from his own water bottle, Max dumped the rest over his sweaty head. The cool wetness ran down his hot face and into the collar of the T-shirt that swung loose about his waist. Between fasting before the Lord, ranch work, and afternoon football, Max’s lawyer physique had been whittled down and chiseled.


  He whistled for them to huddle up. Calvin arrived first and propped his arm on Max’s shoulder, sweating and panting, his dark skin glistening.


  “Good job today, everyone. I’m proud of you. Dale, nice crab block on Sam here.” Max jutted his elbow into big Sam’s ribs. He was what, fifteen, sixteen, and twice Dale’s size. “And Tucker? You created the hole for Calvin’s touchdown.” The shy sandy-blond boy kicked at a clump of grass. He was lean and built, with undisciplined athletic prowess because he lacked the confidence to develop his skill.


  “And you.” Max turned to the cocky star player leaning on his shoulder, then bounced the ball against his head. “Remember, every great player needs a team.”


  “Coach.” Calvin clapped his hand to his chest. “You think I don’t appreciate my homeboys?”


  “Just keep it in mind.” Max took a few more minutes to encourage the rest of the players in the huddle. He’d practiced what he wanted to say next—his good-bye speech—but emotion gummed up his words. “This is the last day of camp because it’s my last day at the ranch.”


  He exhaled, fighting the tears behind his eyes. Why was this moment so hard? Something had happened in his heart when he started working with these Colby, Texas, teens. They were good kids, but adrift, looking for a safe place to land.


  “I’m going to miss y’all. Thanks for coming. You’ve . . . you’ve impacted me.” Max patted his hand over his heart.


  Every afternoon for six weeks, a Randall County rec center bus drove the kids to the ranch. Forty minutes out, forty minutes back. Not one boy ever missed a day.


  The bus driver said he’d never seen kids stay so committed to a program.


  Maybe, Max decided, it was because he needed them as much as they needed him.


  Axel Crowder, the man who ran the Outpost Rehab Ranch, suggested the camp one evening after he and Max had talked football, and since Max had hours in his day to fill, he agreed. Besides, it was football. Say no more.


  He watched his team file onto the bus, a missing-them sensation traveling across his chest. When the last one got on, Calvin hopped off.


  “Got something on your mind, Calvin?” Max started gathering the gear.


  “So, no more ball, Coach?” Calvin said. “They’re letting you out of this nut farm?”


  “It’s risky, but they have to cut me from the herd.” After three months and a lot of face-to-the-ground time, Max knew he had to face Jade and the dirge he’d left playing in her heart. “I miss my wife and my son.” He stuffed footballs into a duffel bag.


  “You got a kid? No fooling.” Calvin picked up a ball and tossed it between his hands. The bus driver tooted the horn, but he waved it off.


  “He’s almost two.” Max didn’t admit he’d only held his son once in his young life before March rolled around. Then all the buried lies surfaced when Rice McClure died.


  “Think he’ll play football?”


  “If he has any talent. If he wants to play.”


  “I got talent for it.”


  Max tossed the duffel into the bed of the Outpost pickup. “About as much as any kid I’ve ever seen.”


  “Really? Who’ve you seen? Ain’t you a lawyer or something?”


  “Yeah, I’m a lawyer, but I played in high school, a year in college. Used to coach youth league, sort of what we did here this summer.”


  “I thought so, I thought so. Seemed you knew what you was doing.”


  The bus beeped. “Calvin, the bus is leaving.” The driver inched forward.


  Calvin gazed over his shoulder but didn’t flinch. “Our football here stinks. Can’t keep a coach. Five in six years.”


  “Yeah, I know.” The Outpost was just on the edge of Colby, Texas, a panhandle city that once reveled in state football championships. But in the last decade, something fierce went wrong with Colby High football and no one knew how to fix it. “I hear the coaches quit or get fired.”


  “Yep. The more we lose, Coach, the worse the coaches. Who wants a job with the Colby Warriors? It’ll kill a guy’s career.” Calvin squinted at Max. “My brother got recruited to Texas from here. Got his college paid for, but there ain’t no chance for me.”


  “I’m sorry, Calvin. What about academics?”


  He laughed, pressing his fist to his lips. “I can run. That’s what I do. Run and catch footballs. I got grades that’ll get me in, but nothing so high and mighty as a academic scholarship.” At sixteen, the muscled, quick Calvin stood eye to eye with Max, caught somewhere between boyhood and the man he was to become. “Scouts don’t even bother coming our way these days. Why should they? All the good players transfer to Amarillo or Canyon.”


  “Why don’t you?” Max crossed his arms and leaned against the side of the truck. From his position he could see the rec center bus inching down the winding Outpost driveway.


  “Don’t got no kin or ‘cousin’ in those districts whose address I can use.” Calvin air-quoted “cousin” and backed away. “Best go catch my bus.”


  Calvin cut across the field, sprinting low, using his arms and legs to pump up speed. He caught the bus just as it turned onto the highway toward town. Max grinned, shaking his head. Incredible.


  Then he gathered the pylons and flags, broke down the water table, and loaded up the truck. He’d come to love this place—the space, the miles of blue sky unfurling overhead, the fragrance of a storm rolling in off the prairie.


  Fifteen men had started the program the first of April with Max. Men like him with wealth and privilege. Athletes, lawyers, CEOs, entertainment professionals, and one senator. A month later, ten remained. By the end of May, Max was one of six.


  Climbing in behind the Dodge’s wheel, Max fired up the old beast, as Axel called it, and followed a rutted path to the Big House—a high and wide twostory ranch nestled between barns and bunkhouses.


  He arrived at the Outpost pain-pill addicted, gritted up, ready to work, primed to face his weaknesses. He wanted to understand why he used and why he slept with another woman a week before marrying the love of his life.


  He’d prepared for anything and everything Axel Crowder might throw at him. Except one. The love and mercy of Jesus.


  Max gunned the gas, firing the truck across the pasture. Yeah, how did a man respond to mercy and grace when he knew in his deepest parts he deserved none of it?


  Parking alongside the house, he unloaded the gear into the shed, a fresh gust of manure hitting his nose. He was going to miss that smell.


  He locked the shed and started for the house, his heart fixed on a shower before dinner, when he spotted Axel riding the corral rails. The lanky ponytailed cowboy-counselor waved him over.


  That’s how Axel did most of his counseling—sitting on the rail. Listening was his specialty, next to pulling scripture to combat a man’s sorrows.


  Max hopped up next to him, hooking his heels on the middle rung, gazing toward the meadow where the cattle roamed.


  “Last night,” Axel said.


  “Last night.” Max looked east when a truck rumbled up the driveway, gravel crunching beneath the tires. A blue Suburban floating on a cloud of white dust. “But I’m ready.”


  “Sure you are. Never seen a fellow work so hard. You got a lot of Texas sun on your Tennessee shoulders, Max. I’m proud. You cowboyed up. God’s got good things for you.” Axel jutted out his chin, watching the Suburban, waving when the driver and another man hopped out. “Go on inside,” Axel called to them. “I’ll be along. See what Cook’s set out.”


  Speaking of Cook, and dinner, Max’s stomach rolled with a bass rumble.


  “You’ll do all right if you lean into Him.”


  “He can have it all.”


  “How you think Jade’s doing in all of this?”


  Max couldn’t calculate the hours he and Axel had sat on the rail talking about Jade, marriage, and the responsibilities of love.


  “She’s been doing a lot of her own counseling and praying. She sounds good. Dubious. Don’t blame her but I think—” What? What did he think? That he’d go home tomorrow and be welcomed in her heart and in her bed?


  No, the Outpost was prep. The real work would begin when he went home and started winning back his wife after knifing her with his finely honed selfishness.


  “Carry on the way you have been. Ain’t nothing special about the ranch other than outside distractions. Prayer works here. Prayer works at home. Deal with your marriage and your mistakes like you done all spring. Humble, facedown, bathed in prayer.”


  Axel was devoted to prayer, and Max was confident that’s why the ground shook beneath the man’s feet. Prayer, he said, fueled the Big Ls. The Lord, love, and life.


  “I’m sure you’re looking forward to lawyering again.”


  Max peeked at his mentor. He was fishing. “You want to ask me a question?”


  Axel made a face, meshing his lips toward his lean nose. “Just checking in with you. I’m your counselor, you know. How are those back pains?”


  “Not a one since that one night. Two months now. Pain-free, med-free.” When the wind blew east, Max stared toward the dimming horizon. He’d be winging toward that thin black line tomorrow. “I’m going to miss this place, the boys, and our talks, but I have a gorgeous, kind, patient wife at home and a son to raise. God help us glue all the broken pieces together.”


  “He didn’t bring you this far without a plan, Max. He’ll not let you down. Just keep that ‘Yes’ in your heart.”


  “Question is, yes to what?” Max said. “Taking over the family’s seventy-five-year-old firm? Benson Law is a great tradition. One of the best firms in the country. But, I don’t know, doesn’t feel like me anymore. It doesn’t feel as important.”


  “The ranch has a way of fixing a man’s priorities.” Axel hopped off the rail, his boots rustling up a bit of dust. “Come on.” He started for the house. “I got a couple of fellas from town waiting to talk to you.”


  “Talk to me?” Max hopped down, suspicious now of the blue Suburban. Who’d want to talk to him? He didn’t know anyone from town. He only went to Colby once a week to check e-mail and call Jade. “Do you want to tell me what this is all about, Ax?”


  “Not particularly.” Axel shoved through the short, white gate. Dirt and pebbles crunched under his feet. He took the porch steps with a long, angular leap. “I’ll let the boys speak for themselves.”


  Three


  “Lillabeth.” Jade exited the Blue Umbrella’s office, scanning her iPad calendar. She couldn’t find the date the reporter and photographer were scheduled to come. “Do you remember when Southern Life is supposed to be here? I’m telling you, these electronic things do not work for me. I need sticky notes. Why fix what’s not broke?”


  “I’ll buy you a case of them.”


  Definitely not Lillabeth’s voice. Jade looked up, bobbling her iPad. “Max.” He stood in the golden circle of sun falling through the shop’s main window.


  “Hey, Jade.”


  “Y-you’re here.” His presence stole her breath. Forever handsome, Max stood before her lean and tan, poured into a pair of jeans. Leather boots replaced his leather loafers. The breadth of his chest filled the white oxford and tapered to his trim waist.


  Locks of his silky dark hair curved down his neck, into his collar, and a light brown beard barely dusted his cheeks.


  “You look good, Jade.” He dropped his duffel to the floor, the sound covering the timidity in his voice.


  “So do you.” Jade cradled her iPad against her chest. “Did you just get here?


  I didn’t realize”


  “I came straight from the airport.” Max motioned the bag by his foot. “I wanted to see you. If you’re busy, we can catch up later.” He bent for his duffel.


  “No, no, I’m not busy. Just trying to remember when Southern Life will be here.”


  “The sixteenth? Didn’t you mention it on our last call?”


  “Right, I did. The sixteenth.” She scanned her iPad calendar. Sure enough.


  “Right in front of me.”


  “Max!” Lillabeth breezed in from the storeroom. “You’re back.” She embraced him freely, openly. The way Jade wanted to but couldn’t because her wounded heart refused to yield. “Great hair. You look like a real cowboy.”


  Great hair, great face, gorgeous cowboy. But liar and betrayer. Don’t forget those, Lillabeth. Jade had trusted before. She’d believed Daddy when he said he’d be there for her.


  “Jade, you called?” Lillabeth said.


  “Iwhat? Oh yeah, right.” Her heart beat so fast. “I couldn’t find the date of the Southern Life shoot.” Why was the shop so hot? Perspiration sprinkled the back of Jade’s neck.


  “July sixteenth?”


  “Yep.” Jade held up her iPad. “Max remembered.”


  Lillabeth slapped him a high five. “And he wasn’t even here when you set it up. Keep him around, Jade. Aaron never remembers dates or details.”


  “Well, he is fighting a war.” Lillabeth’s husband flew F-18s and was deployed to the Middle East.


  The bells on the shop door clanged as a customer entered. Lillabeth moved to assist. “Glad you’re back, Max. We missed you around here,” she said softly.


  “She knows more about this place than I do,” Jade said, eyes on Lillabeth who spoke with two twentysomethings, instantly identifying, directing them to a display of ’70s tops.


  Max angled toward Jade. “I really missed you.” His eyes searched hers.


  “Max” Jade hugged the iPad to her chest, trembling. She felt exposed and raw under his clarion gaze. He’d changed. Not just his hair or his form, but could it be true?his heart.


  He stepped back. “I think we were less awkward on our first date.”


  They met right here in this shop. The beginning of beginnings. In a way, they were there again. Starting overwith an honest marriage or an honest divorce.


  “We didn’t know then what we know now,” she said.


  “No, but this time the truth is on the table. No secrets. Right?” He dipped his head to see her face. “Is there anything you need to tell me? Any hometown, Prairie City, Iowa, lovers capture your heart?”


  “No,” Jade said rapid and low. The customers passed behind her, barely skirting the edge of this private conversation.


  “I guess we can talk later.”


  Yes, later. About so many things. About truth and lies. Secrets. Forget her ex-husband in Iowa. Jade had wrestled two days over Taylor Branch and her news. If she told him, he’d be crushed. Would it send him tumbling back to his old ways of phantom back pains and pain pill addiction?


  Secrets had all but destroyed their marriage. How could she keep this one to herself? She was sitting on a potential time bomb.


  Jade had no proof to corroborate Taylor’s claim. She could be lying for some hideous, bizarre reason.


  Either way, she wasn’t willing to blurt, “Asa’s not your son,” without some evidence. Without giving Max a chance to move home and consider a shave.


  “Jade, are you okay?” Max curved his hand over her shoulder. “You sighed really heavy.”


  “Did I?” She moved behind the sales counter, meeting his eyes for a fleeting second. “Just, you know, taking it all in.” She stacked the disheveled pile of sales flyers, then straightened the business cards. “So . . . here you are.”


  “Yeah, here I am.” Max brushed his hair back so it layered like ripples on the surface of still waters. “How’s Asa?”


  “Brilliant.” Finallysafe, common ground. “Yes, he’s brilliant.”


  Max grinned. “You’ve been watching Hugh Grant movies again.”


  Jade made a wry face. “About a Boy was on last night.”


  “One of your favorites.”


  He remembered. “I love all the imagery and symbolism. I love how Hugh Grant’s character changes.” Jade peered at Max until he started playing her heart with his hazel eyes. “But it’s just a movie.”


  The strange route of their conversation, the bumpy reintroduction, actually calmed her. But they couldn’t stand in the middle of the Blue Umbrella forever or until she could trust him. Love or not, sexy cowboy husband or not, the bridge of trust was blown to smithereens.


  She couldn’t just let him waltz back into her heart and into her bed without some proof of change. Looking fabulous in those stupid Levi’s and speaking to her in tender tones merely skimmed the surface.


  “Listen,” he said. “I came home under the radar so we could have some time together. No one knows I’m home but you and Lillabeth. And those two tourists over there.”


  “Not even your mom?” Jade whispered.


  “Especially not Mom, queen of parties and parades. I wanted time with you and Asa, if that’s all right with you. Uncomplicated and quiet. Dad and Mom and the rest of Whisper Hollow will see me soon enough. You and I need to talk.”


  If he talked, she’d have to talk. Recount how he hurt her and how she wanted to smash her fist into his face when she found out about Rice and the evil night in Vegas. But deep down she dreaded bringing it all up again, rehashing her hurt, his explanation, blah, blah, blah. She wasn’t in the mood to hear what he’d learned at the Outpost. She didn’t want to hear that she’d always be inadequate for him.


  Oh, she just wanted to move on before the cement at her feet hardened and she’d never be free. Could she simply hang a For Sale sign on this past year?


  “Asa’s at school.” Jade motioned toward the back of the shop, moving away from the intimate, uncomfortable tones of the conversation. “I have to pick him up in a few minutes.”


  “Yeah, I guess we don’t have to deal with us right now. I didn’t mean to come in and disrupt your day.”


  Or my heart? My mind? My strength? The longer he stood there, the more he consumed her.


  “We knew this day was coming,” she said, moving away from the register for Lillabeth to ring up the customers’ sale. The twentysomethings chose tunics and bell-bottoms. One of the girls also had a pair of Candie’s platforms Jade loved. “You may be confident and together, Max, but”


  “Confident? Together? I’m a mess.” Max drew Jade back to her office, eased the door closed, then took her hand and pressed it over his heart. “It’s like wild mustangs in there. I can barely breathe. When I walked into the shop, I didn’t know if you were going to welcome me or shoot me.”


  “Shooting might have been appropriate. But not my style.” She pulled her hand away, the vibration of his heart still tingling on her palm.


  “I’d deserve it.” He dropped into the rickety metal chair she kept beside the desk. “I’m sorry, Jade.” He peered at her. “You are the last person in the world I’d ever want to hurt. In fact, I was trying not to hurt you. Instead, I caused the worst kind of damage.”


  “It’s okay.” Jade ran her hands over her jeans. “Believe it or not, I do understand. For what it’s worth, I shouldn’t have run off like I did. I should’ve . . .” She paused to let her emotions clear. “I should’ve stayed. Given you a chance.” Her heart knew he was remorseful. Knew he’d been faithful to her since their wedding. But hiding the existence of Asa cut far deeper than the affair with Rice.


  “Do you think Asa will remember me?”


  “Sure, Max. I show him your pictureevery night.”


  “You show him my picture?” Max rose up, reaching for her, taking hold of her arm and palming the curve of her cheek. “Thank you for taking care of him. For loving him, Jade.”


  “How could I resist? The little booger is all charm and sweetness.” Max’s touch ignited fiery shivers. “I . . . I’m in love with . . . him . . . already.” She couldn’t think. Only feel. If Max didn’t stop stroking his thumb across her cheek she’d collapse into a quivering puddle at any moment.


  He’d told himself the whole flight home to go slow. Gentle his way back into Jade’s heart and mind. Not go all husband on her.


  But alone with her in her office, all bets were off. He pulled her to him and her curvy soft body started a consuming blaze. He ached to kiss her, carry her upstairs to the shop’s loft, and make love.


  He wanted to show her the old Max was dead. The new and improved Max stood before her, a solid and trustworthy man. Faithful as the rising sun. But he couldn’t tell her; he had to show her. Going for sex within thirty minutes of his homecoming wasn’t his best first move.


  Besides, the loft? Too fraternity. And his hands all sweaty from nerves. So, he let go. One thing he’d learned at the ranch was to let go. He backed toward the door.


  “I thought I’d bunk in Beryl’s old room until we work things out. We are going to work things out, aren’t we, Jade?”


  She nodded. “We’d kick ourselves if we didn’t try.” She moved toward him and brushed her hand over his check, her mountain-flower fragrance filling his senses. “Cowboy stubble.”


  “Should I shave?” Max cleared his throat. Nothing like stoking his passion fire just when he’d doused the flame. “Too Marlboro Man?”


  “No, not at all.” She tipped her head to one side. Even the swing of her ponytail was sexy. “Max Benson, the Marlboro Man lawyer.”


  “There you go.” He grinned. “See you at home?” He nearly bent to kiss her cheek, but backed up, opening the door.


  “Sure. Asa will be happy to see you, Max. He will.” Jade led the way back into the shop, passing through the shower of sun drops falling through the back window. “I can order Mario’s. Didn’t you say you missed his pizza?”


  “I did, yeah.” But was he hungry? He was starving. But not for Mario’s. Max hoisted his duffel bag to his shoulder. “See you soon.”


  “Okay.” She exhaled, shyly digging her hands in her pockets. It was her go-to move and it endeared her to Max even more. If possible. “See you at . . . home.”


  He wanted to kiss her, darn it. Lillabeth shuffled around the shop, passing between and around them. Forget it. Max dropped his duffel bag to the hardwood floor and crossed to Jade in a few quick strides, scooping her into his arms. “I’m going to kiss you, Jade.” His pulse thundered in his ears.


  “Who’s stopping you?”


  Max traced his fingertips along the base of her neck, slipping his hand into her hair. Gooseflesh rose on his skin as he whispered a kiss to her lips as if casually saying hello. Then he sank into her fragrance and taste, wrapping her tighter and losing himself in the moment. Jade yielded, molding into him. When she ran her hands over his back they were like hot coals.


  As he released her, she pressed out of his arms, trembling, resting her fingers over her lips. “I’ll”she inhaled“see you at home.”


  “Yeah, see you at home.” What happened? It was the perfect kiss until it ended. Her yes morphed to a no.


  Retrieving his duffel, Max exited the Blue Umbrella, reminding himself again to be cool, go slow.


  He dashed across Main Street, aiming toward Laurel Park and the side roads that led to Begonia Valley Lane.


  Breaking into a light jog, Max cut through the fresh, cool air of the Hollow. The dewy texture was a welcomed contrast to the hot, arid air of Texas. Home. It was good to be home. And close to the arms of his wife again.


  Four


  Sometime after ten, Jade made her way through the house, turning off lights. With Max home, the atmosphere had changed. Felt fuller. Complicated. Maybe balanced was the word. Definitely a combination of joy and sorrow.


  Over pizza, he shared the things God had taught him while at the Outpost. Jade envied his journey a bit. Painful, yes, but glorious. She could see in his eyes and hear in his voice how he’d changed. How encountering Jesus healed his self-inflicted wounds and removed his shame.


  Her heart pulsed for him. The man she fell in love with had returned. Only more so. She felt as if she’d found a polished, gleaming gem.


  But it was all surreal. Too good to be true.


  “Max?” With the last light out, Jade jogged up the stairs. When she hit the second-floor landing, she caught a soft glow coming from Asa’s room.


  “Max?” she whispered, pausing outside the door.


  “Yeah, in here.”


  Jade slipped inside and settled on the floor by Asa’s bed. “What are you doing?”


  Max rested against the opposite wall, in the glow of the night-light, his arms propped on his raised knees. A lock of his glossy, loose hair slipped over his cheek.


  “He’s not moved since I tucked him in.”


  “I’m not surprised. You wore him out tonight.”


  “Me? I’m beat. And I just spent three months on a working ranch and coaching football camp.”


  “He does play hard. Sleeps like a rock too.” Remembering this, Jade raised her voice from a whisper. She straightened Asa’s legs and fixed his covers.


  “He remembered me.”


  “I told you he would.”


  “I owe you, Jade.”


  “Stop. You don’t.”


  “I asked you to raise my secret son while I knocked the kinks out of my life. You embraced the challenge when you could’ve walked.”


  “Asa’s won my heart, Max. I did it for him.” And yes, you. Which was so hard to confess. His humility confronted her. She wanted a defensive, partly broken Max to return to home. Not this . . . cowboy hero.


  Jade stood. “I think I need a Diet Coke.” From the corner of her eyes, she could see Max pushing up off the floor, following.


  A Diet Coke would taste good, but what Jade really wanted was to break away from Max’s steady gaze and gentle confessions.


  But now he was following her downstairs.


  She’d expected to duke out their relationship over months, slowly letting go of her hurt and anger. Gently releasing her hold on the affair and lies. She wanted to punish him. Hadn’t she earned that guilty pleasure?


  But how could she when he readily spoke of his failures and owned his mistakes? Maybe he could handle the news about Rice.


  She’d imagined telling him several times tonight but couldn’t bring herself to do it. She needed proof. Max would ask a hundred questions once she unfurled the news and her answer had to be more than, “Taylor said.”


  If not for Max, then for herself.


  Max’s footsteps tapped on the marble foyer floor in time with hers. In the kitchen, Jade jerked opened the fridge door and reached for a soda can.


  “Do you want one?” She peered back at Max standing on the other side of the island.


  “Yeah, sure.” He took the can from her with the same piercing look he’d worn in Asa’s room.


  Jade leaned against the sink as she popped open her drink. If she wanted more space between them, she’d have to go out to the porch. And he’d just follow her.


  “I already loved you, Jade, but coming home and seeing how you love Asa as your own . . . it makes me want you even more.”


  Max’s tone and inflection swirled a warm bevy of her emotions against her cold heart.


  Jade took a long sip of her soda.


  “He’ll be two soon,” she said, moderating her tone to between casual and cool. “I researched potty training for boys who sleep deep. Did you know we can buy an alarm to wake him up at the first drop of urine?”


  Max shot her a sleepy grin. “What deep psychological ramifications will that have on the poor kid?”


  “I know, right?” Jade swallowed, fighting the power of his pull. How was a girl to resist when a man kept looking at her like he could get lost in her charms? Jade had standards to keep. A litmus test for establishing trust. “Hey, baby, I want you,” just wasn’t going to cut it.


  But deep down she yearned to wrap in his arms and burrow into his chest. Live in the moment.


  “Tell me about you, Jade. How are you doing, really? Any more episodes of panic, the depersonalizing?”


  Right. Those. Last time Max saw her, she was running freaked-out down the road after Mama’s funeral. She had been diagnosed with severe anxiety and depersonalization disorder, but she’d been on her own healing journey. Not as intense as Max’s, but focused on God’s truth.


  “I saw the counselor in Des Moines all spring. Met with Carla Colter’s pastor twice a week. All we did was pray, but those times were the ones where I left changed.” She paused. She’d never assessed her time in Iowa verbally before—not in those terms. A breeze of relief cooled her heart. Prayer worked. “No attacks since Mama’s funeral.”


  He smiled. “I prayed for you, a lot. Axel’s big on prayer. ‘What is the counsel of men compared to the counsel of God?’ ”


  “I prayed for you too.”


  “So maybe we start there, Jade. The first stepping-stone toward healing us is prayer.”


  She nodded. “And we’ll see where it leads.” It seemed like a safe place. Prayer with Max, and God sitting in between. “Oh, I’m selling the Blue Two.”


  “Yeah? You never were sure about that place anyway.”


  “For a while, it was a necessary burden. But not anymore.” So, I met this woman, Taylor Branch . . .


  She breathed in, ready to speak.


  “I’m sorry about the kiss in the shop.”


  Jade stared at him. See, there was never the right segue. “It was a good kiss.”


  A toe-curling, heart-caressing kiss.


  “It was a great kiss,” Max said.


  His sleepy-sexy was about to do her in. It would be so easy to surrender. Jade felt suddenly weary of flashing her palm and telling life to stand back, she didn’t want to get hurt. But if she waved Max back into her bed, would she regret her late-night impulse in the morning? Oh wow, what if he said no? She’d not even considered that.


  “Jade.” Max got her attention. “Do you want to be married to me?”


  Million-dollar question. She’d like to phone a friend.


  “Remember when you asked me to marry you?”


  “Which time? The first? The second? Or the third? I liked my first time best. Kind of raw and impulsive.”


  “And on the streets of Manhattan with hot dog mustard all over our lips.”


  “But it was sincere, Jade.”


  “I felt it then. I wanted to go running down Broadway screaming yes.”


  He stood straight, shoulders squaring back. “Faker! Why’d you say no then? Sting my heart that-a-way?”


  “Because, dude, I’d been married once to a romantic, passionate guy who promised me forever. I got five months.”


  “I didn’t know about Dustin then.”


  “See, this is why we need to be forthcoming in our relationship, tell each other things.”


  He laughed and toasted her with his soda can. “I’m not the one who said ‘let the skeletons stay in the closet.’ ”


  “No, but you quickly agreed.”


  “Jade, don’t you know, I’d have walked across hot coals up Signal Mountain if you’d have asked me to.”


  “But you couldn’t stay out of Rice’s bed?”


  He deflated, sipping his drink. “You got me there. I can’t . . . I don’t know what . . . it happened. Not enough wishing and praying can undo it.”


  “So ask me your question again.”


  “Jade, do you want to be married to me?”


  “Do you want to be married to me?”


  He laughed. “You’ve learned too many legal tricks. Yes, babe, yes. More than breathing I want to be married to you.”


  “I’m scared.”


  “But I’m not, Jade.” Max scooted over to her. “I believe in us. I believe in God keeping us. I know we can do this.”


  His intensity flared and challenged her to believe too. “You’re so persuasive, Max. I hear you. I feel what you’re saying. My heart is shouting believe, trust. But my head is saying don’t you dare. You have a way of making me feel so safe, Max. Like I can do anything with you by my side. But then you do something so stupid as forge prescription drugs and get addicted. Or cover up a very large secret.”


  “Help me fix that image you have of me, Jade. Give me a chance. Do you want to be married to me?”


  She sighed. She had to speak her heart. She had to continue to kick fear to the curb. “Yes, Max, I want to be married to you.”


  Five


  Monday morning Max sat on the back porch drinking his coffee, staring out at the summer grass. The breeze coming down from the ridge blew cool and clean.


  After his intense talk with Jade Thursday night, Max had suggested they just have fun on the weekend. Play. Laugh. Forget about lies and infidelity, death and panic.


  Jade jumped in with both feet. It was the first real hope he had for them. She even remembered to stand on their first stepping-stone—prayer.


  They were loaded into Max’s car when she smacked her hand on his and said, “Pray first.”


  He grinned at the memory. They played hard three straight days with Asa. At Laurel Park, Asa showed Max his routine on the playground. What was it?


  First the slide, then the horses. After that, the sandbox and finally the swing. Something like that.


  Asa was a routine kid. Smart Jade had picked up on that and established Asa’s days so he knew what to expect and when.


  He was in love with his son. In love with his wife. In love with his life. The only thing this weekend lacked was an intimate encounter with Jade.


  Give her time, Max. Go slow.


  He did manage to steal a peck on Jade’s forehead—but nothing more.


  He sipped his coffee, surprised when his phone pinged from his pocket. Chevy Buchholz, the man he met his last night in Texas, was texting him.


  Still interested in u coming out, Max.


  Yeah, well, the man was crazy.


  “There you are,” Jade said, stepping onto the porch. Max’s heart jumped. Her summer skirt flitted about her knees and the scoop in her top accented all the right parts.


  “You look gorgeous,” he said.


  “Thank you.” She smiled. At him. “I’m heading to the Blue. Do you want me to take Asa or leave him here with you?”


  Oh, right. Dad duty. Max stood. “I guess . . . leave him. Yeah. What time does he go to school?”


  “Eleven, but Max, I can take him with me. I’ve been doing it since I got home from Prairie City. What are you doing today?”


  “I thought I’d run down to the office, talk to Clarence, get back into it. Maybe start full-time next week. Now that I’m home, I realize how long I’ve been away.” Not a bad thing, in the big picture, but his dereliction of duty was weighing on him.


  It was his family’s law firm. And leading it would be his responsibility now that his dad sat on the state supreme court.


  “Are you ready to go back?”


  “As I’ll ever be, yeah.” He walked toward the kitchen. His coffee had gotten cold. “I’ll take Asa to school, then go down to the city.”


  “You sure?”


  “Don’t make it sound like I’m doing you a favor or that I’m being put out. I’m home and I’ll parent-up.” He’d planned to talk to Jade about adoption when the time was right.


  She briefed Max on Asa’s morning routine and left for the Blue without kissing him good-bye. Max watched her go down the walk and disappear around the edge of the garage.


  Fun was one thing. Intimate trust another.


  The clock rounded toward noon by the time Max entered Benson Law and rode the elevator up ten floors to Clarence Clemmons’s office.


  The senior and managing partner of the firm resided in the office once occupied by Max’s dad, Rebel: the office Max would soon occupy.


  “Ah, the prodigal comes home.” Clarence rose when Max entered his office unannounced and shook his hand with a firm grip. “Didn’t expect to see you today. You remember Bradford Trusdale.” Clarence motioned to the man reclining in the wingback chair.


  Max ignored Clarence’s little daggers. The prodigal comes home. Does he remember?


  Max shook Brad’s hand. “Good to see you. How are things at Trusdale Industries?” Bradford Trusdale’s business alone was a line item in the firm’s annual budget.


  “Great, thanks to Benson Law. Keeping our heads above water in this economy.” Brad commanded the room when he spoke. “I should be asking how things are with you.”


  “Good, thanks.” Early on, Max had developed a policy to keep his personal life separate from his business. Brad didn’t need any more details.


  “Max, Brad and I were in a meeting,” Clarence said. “Can I get with you later today? We can check my schedule with Gina.”


  “Don’t put off Max on my account, Clarence. We have nothing pressing here.” Bradford stood, tucking his fine-weave dress shirt into the waist of his tailored slacks.


  “If you’re sure.” Clarence walked the CEO of Trusdale Industries to the door, sealing their conversation in murmured tones.


  “So, Max, how are you?” Clarence said, his cordial tone gone. “Rehab treat you right?”


  “It was good, Clarence. Successful.” Max took a seat. The room’s hot, stale air clung to his skin. In Texas, his work space had been the open plains. It made the opulent, high-rise office feel like a sweatbox. “Everything okay with Bradford?”


  “Yeah, nothing we can’t work out over drinks.” Clarence displayed his capped smile as he walked to the back of his desk. “Bradford’s got a couple of stockholders giving him some trouble.”


  “Brad isn’t used to trouble. His way or the highway.”


  “He does have a way of getting what he wants.” Clarence sat down and leaned back in his seat. “Firm’s doing great, Max. Profits per partner were up another 2 percent. The associates . . .”


  He prattled. Max listened. Mostly he picked through his conflicting feelings. Being in the office felt like home. He was in familiar territory. He was good at the law. He knew the law.


  But there was an opportunity . . . a wild, crazy opportunity that he found himself considering more and more. Would Jade go for it? Could he even do the job? It was one thing to head up junior football; it was another to take on a high school team.


  “. . . which brings me to you.”


  “Me?” Max sat forward, a blip of somethin’s-up on his radar.


  “I’m putting you on probation,” Clarence said without hesitation.


  “Probation?” Max slid to the edge of his seat, the fine threads of his Armani slacks gripping around his knees. The fabric felt odd against his skin. He’d grown accustomed to the tough rub of denim. “What are you talking about?”


  “The executive partners and I think you need time to prove yourself. After all, we’ve seen the results of your rehab before.” He got up and walked around to the front of the desk. “It didn’t stick.”


  “Executive partners? I’m an executive partner.” Max stood. “What are you up to, Clarence?”


  “Guarding this firm. You’re an executive partner on hiatus, off to rehab. The rest of us—Don, Seamus, Larry, and I—decided it was best for the firm if you had a probationary period. We’re not willing to risk our careers again for your habit.”


  “Clarence, I’ve been on probation. Self-imposed. What do you think the Outpost trek was about? To get free. To figure out why I popped pills. I’m not going to go down that road again.” The execs had tried and condemned him without a chance to plead his case.


  “Maybe you did well out in the middle of nowhere, miles from anyone, experts watching over you. But you’re home. Back on familiar territory with all your drug suppliers a mere phone call away.”


  “You do know Dad and I can outvote the partners.”


  “You used to, yes. But with Rebel on the state supreme court, divested of all his interest, and you on leave, the execs pull rank. You know that, Max.”


  Yeah, he did. Funny, he’d anticipated resistance from Jade, but not from Clarence and Benson Law.


  “If you were in my shoes, Max, you’d do the same thing. Besides, every time you fall off the wagon, the rest of us have to scramble. I had to placate some of the partners this time. If you don’t stay clean, the firm will suffer. Can’t have resentful partners. I’m not going to let you loose in this firm until I’m convinced you’re not shopping docs and popping pills.”


  So it boiled down to this. He’d put his life on hold—career, marriage, and fatherhood—to confront his demons, enduring hard days and lonely nights with only the stench of cow manure and his own soul to keep him company.


  Axel had warned him. Restitution came with a heavy price tag.


  “Never known you to be silent in a fight, Max.” Clarence’s low laugh didn’t disguise his callous tone.


  “Just thinking,” Max said. “I wrote the Code of Conduct policy. Wrote the partner agreement and I’ve violated my own rules. Forging prescriptions is a class D felony. Grounds for dismissal.”


  “I wanted Reb to put you on probation years ago.” Clarence crossed his ankles in a relaxed manner. He’d bested the boss’s son. “Fire you, even. You broke the law, Max, and when the heir to the firm screws up, the whole firm is implicated. Reb stood for it because you were his son.”


  Max waited for Clarence to end his speech with, “There’s a new sheriff in town and I’m cleaning up this place.”


  “It’s a little late to pull the ace out of your sleeve, Clarence. If you wanted me out of the way, you should’ve done it when I was addicted and actually forging prescriptions.”


  “I’m looking out for this firm, its tradition, and its reputation.”


  “How long is probation?” Max made his way to the door.


  “Ninety days. Three short months. You can still come to work, help research, advise the associates. Some clients have missed you on the golf course.”


  “I’ll see you in ninety days, Clarence.”


  “Suit yourself.”


  At the elevator, Max punched the Down button, glancing back at Clarence’s office. What was he supposed to do with this? He fumed at Clarence’s arrogance. But he was right, Max would’ve done the same thing. Dad should’ve fired or suspended him on his first offense. But he didn’t, and all roads led to where Max stood now.


  The elevator doors opened and Max stepped in. The only question he had about this journey was which direction to take now.
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