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Chapter 1


Every second of the last ten years disappeared when Angelita
Barros drove up to her boutique and saw her father fingering the shoes she’d
created, the same shoes that were making waves in the industry where names like
Manolo Blahnik and Jimmy Choo were synonymous with style and fashion. One look
was all it took and she knew everything she’d built since the day he’d thrown
her out of the house--her business, her success, her sanity--meant
nothing.  How dare he, after
everything he’d done, after everything he hadn’t done, come trespass on the
life she’d built despite him?


There was gray in his hair now, just a dash around the
temples, and she saw a paunch around his beltline that hadn’t been there
before, but everything else was the same. 
After all these years, she’d recognize Davi Barros anywhere.  But what was he doing inside her
store?  Her shoes were fun, frilly,
and fabulous, the tag line Atlanta Wears magazine
intended to use in their upcoming spread. 
From flip-flops to low-heeled sandals to drop dead gorgeous three-inch
heels, Angelita Feet was becoming the brand everybody wanted and the brand she
wanted everyone to know about. 
Everyone but him.  


Lita watched him smile at Sophie, her business partner and
best friend, the only one who knew the sordid details of her past.  To Sophie, Davi was no more than a
stranger, a customer who deserved the best.  If only Lita could warn her, tell her to
throw him out, tell her not to reveal a single detail of her life to the man
responsible for nearly crushing it. 
But she couldn’t risk exposing herself, so she peeled out of the parking
lot and headed north, instead of south toward the airport and her planned
vacation to Florida.  Sophie
wouldn’t tell her father anything, even if she didn’t know who he was.  She’d never give a stranger, or the
father she knew Lita hated, any personal information.  But if he’d shown up at her shop after
ten years of no contact, her father was up to something.  Damn.  Her beach vacation, in the span of
seconds, had become a thing of the past. 
But where should she go?


Just drive, she told herself as she pulled onto I-85 and
kept on going, past Atlanta’s affluent Buckhead community, beyond the edges of
its perimeter highway and out beyond the teeming suburbs.  She drove and drove until her need for a
clear-cut plan forced her off the interstate.  What now?   


She pulled into a gas station and decided a clear plan
called for a clear head and that meant caffeine.  She purchased a large coffee and, back
inside her car, pulled up a map of the southeast on her phone.  Where could she hide for awhile until
she figured out what to do?  A
Google search for mountain cabins in the Southeast brought her to a Web page
advertising two cabins for rent by the week or month in western North
Carolina.  Owner Calvin Bloodworth
answered on the second ring and the singsong melody of his voice sounded as
peaceful to Lita as his description of the brook that ran through the property
and the stunning bird’s-eye view the cabins offered.  


Both cabins were available, as early March was before the
official summer crunch, but only one was ready for occupancy.  As the first caller of the season, Lita
could rent the smaller cabin for as long as she liked.  Since she’d chucked all common sense out
the window when she peeled out of her boutique parking lot, she agreed to a
two-week rental with an option for more. 
What better place to hide and figure out what her father was up to than
a spot that promised the extremes of both quiet nature and adventure at a leisurely
pace?  Could it really only take
two-and-a-half hours to get a lifetime away?  


It wouldn’t be such a big deal to change her plans and stay
away a week or so longer than she’d planned.  The photo shoot for Atlanta Wears had taken two days and nearly twenty hours
to complete.  Angelita Feet was on
the brink of expansion.  Where she’d
once thrown herself into work after losing the most important thing in her life,
now she needed to come up for air. 
Her exhaustion, the looming decisions about her company, and her
inability to design over the last few months had prompted her getaway.  The reemergence of her estranged father
simply meant a spontaneous change in plans.


She took the exit into the tiny riverfront town of Sequoyah
Falls and wound her way through the old-fashioned two-block downtown and up a
side street into the foothills.  She
passed mobile homes, log cabins, and small structures she could only describe
as shacks tucked beside oceans of forests. 
The rich smell of pine sifted through the car’s windows along with the
pungent aroma of the red clay earth. 
She couldn’t have been farther from her life in the city if she’d taken
a shuttle to the moon.  


The entrance to Bloodworth Cabins was marked with an
overhanging wooden sign dangling between two enormous tree trunks and a drive
that led straight up the mountainside. 
This, she mused as she geared down to low, was not a driveway she’d want
to traverse in the winter.  Around
the second bend, the trees parted to reveal a wooden and stone structure as
quaint as the footbridge that led to what looked like a storage shed.  She pulled her car to a stop next to a
late model Lincoln Towncar.  


Two oversized cats greeted her as she got out of her
SUV.  One was a shiny black and the
other a gray with brown stripes. 
Angelita wasn’t sure what to do when they began purring and rubbing
furiously at her ankles.  Just as
she shook her ankle to dislodge the black cat, a tall man with a head full of
windblown silver hair walked around the side yard onto the drive to welcome
her.  He wore fraying khaki pants, a
well-washed golf shirt, and rubber boots.


“Angelita?” he asked and walked to within a few inches of
her.  He removed a soiled glove and
offered his hand for a shake.


She nodded and placed her hand in his larger one.  She could feel the calluses on the
underside of his tanned grip.  “Mr.
Bloodworth.  Thank you for letting
me stay.”


“Thanks for inquiring. 
And since you’re going to be here awhile, you’d better call me Cal.  I won’t think to answer to Mr. Bloodworth.”  He flashed a crooked smile complete with
dimples and a chiseled jaw.  Lita
grinned like a schoolgirl.  Despite
his age and shabby attire, Calvin Bloodworth was a devilishly handsome
man.  


“Please, call me Lita.” 
She turned to look over the crest of the property, shielding her eyes as
the sun had finally burned away the morning fog.  “You have a beautiful property,
Cal.  Your website doesn’t do it
justice.”


“Thanks.  I’ve
enjoyed that view every day for the last thirty years.  My wife and I moved up here in ‘74.  Couldn’t see another living soul in any
direction.  Still just as peaceful
now, even with the few cabins and homes that have popped up over the years.”  He ran his hand through his mass of
silver hair.  “Tell the truth, I’m
glad to have some neighbors around. 
Gets pretty lonely sometimes.”


“And your wife?”


“Oh, she passed eleven years ago next month.  Cancer.  Took her fast, mercifully fast.”


“I’m very sorry.”


“She’s in a better place.”  With a hand on his lower back, Cal
arched into a stretch.  “Way I’m
feeling lately, won’t be too long before I’ll join her.”


Lita looked at Cal. 
He couldn’t have been more than sixty.  How could someone as virile and robust
looking be near death?  “Are you
ill?”


Cal laughed, a deep-chested rumble that seemed to come all
the way from his toes.  “Just
feeling my age.”  He walked with her
to the back of her car.  “You got
some luggage I can help you carry?”


Lita struggled with the unfamiliar latch on the back of her
new SUV and watched as Cal, despite his claim to be aging quickly, heaved her
bursting-at-the-seams suitcase from the back as if it weighed no more than a
sheet of paper.  She gathered her
cosmetics bag, shoe suitcase, and purse before trailing after him into the
nearest cabin.  


Cal set the heavy case down at the start of a small
hallway.  “You don’t travel light,
do you, Lita?” he said with a huff. 



As she looked at the mountain of suitcases at their feet,
she had to agree.  “I’m a shoe
designer.  I’m afraid most of these
are filled to the brim with shoes.”


He looked down at the zebra print wedges she’d slipped on
that morning.  “Oh, well…” Men were
always at a loss when it came to her line of work and most were surprised at
her success.  Few would believe the
humble beginnings that had inspired her first creation.  


The Mommy Sandal, she’d called it.  At seventeen, seven months pregnant, and
no longer able to reach her toes, much less see them, her feet were a size and
a half larger than normal and swelling in Atlanta’s signature summer
humidity.  Because none of her shoes
would fit and she didn’t have the money for new ones, she attached an
adjustable watchstrap to her dollar store flip-flops and managed to ease both
her comfort and her bank account as word of the pregnancy shoes spread.  


Cal carried the suitcases back through a small hallway as
Lita looked around.  The one floor
cabin contained a den with mismatched furniture, a small table for eating, and
a good-sized kitchen.  It wasn’t a
five star resort with a spa, but it would certainly do.  She could all but hear the well-worn
couch calling out to her weary bones. 



“This is it,” he said a moment later.  “As you can see, you’ve got a full
kitchen with all the silverware and dishes you’ll need.”  He opened a few drawers and cabinets.  “There are plenty of pots and pans under
the counter.  Down the hall is the
bedroom and bath.  Bedroom’s got a
queen bed and closet and the bathroom’s just across the hall.  Plenty of linens and towels.  I’ll collect them every couple days and
do a wash.”


“Oh, that’s not necessary.  If you’ll direct me to the laundry, I’ll
do them myself.”


“Nonsense. 
You’re a guest and it’s all a part of the service.  Besides, I’ve got a girl who does basic
housekeeping.  What’s today?  Wednesday?  She’ll be around Saturday to freshen up,
then back again Wednesday.  If those
days don’t work for you, just let me know.”


“Wednesday and Saturday work just fine.”  She eased the bag from her shoulder and
placed it on the scarred counter. 
“Is there a grocery store nearby where I can pick up a few things?”


“Sure is.  You
passed it on the turnoff coming up here. 
They’ll have everything you need, including movies to rent.  The den has a DVD player, but not the
bedroom.  Both TVs have cable.  Remotes are on the coffee table and back
on the nightstand.  Got the basic
package plus HBO.”  He winked at
Lita.  “I like their series shows.” 


Lita smiled, as she had no idea what series were on HBO, but
couldn’t help but be charmed by the engaging Cal Bloodworth.  “Sounds perfect.  I’ll just wheel this back to the bedroom
and head to the grocery.”


“I’m headed into town too.  My house is just over the ridge
there.”  He pointed out the kitchen
window to the roof about fifty yards away. 
“You just holler if you need anything.”


“Oh, Cal,” Lita said as he turned to leave.  “Do you have a key?”


Cal laughed and leaned against the doorjamb.  “I haven’t locked this place since I
built it.  No crime around here, but
if you’re set in your city ways, there’s a key in the bowl on the table by the
front door.”


As the door shut behind him, Lita turned to look at the key
in the bowl, then at the door. 
There was no deadbolt, only a turn lock on the door handle.  With security measures like that, she
may as well leave the door unlocked.


***


Jesse Bloodworth peeled off his wetsuit and shook his icy
limbs in the cool March air.  He
didn’t have a temperature gauge, but he’d guess the river wasn’t much above
forty degrees.  Hopping into the
cold river was, during this time of year, like taking a cold shower.  It worked about as well as a gallon of
hot coffee for getting the day going. 



He’d spent the morning scrubbing clean the rafts that would
soon carry hundreds of families, church groups, day campers, and adventure
seekers down the class two and three rapids of the Powollachee river.  And as much as he hated cleaning, be it
his room as a teenager or his house now, he was pretty damn pleased with the
job he’d done so far.  


He’d gotten a good jump on the day and now he was
starving.  He checked his
watch.  Noon—he should have
known.  His stomach worked better
than any timepiece.  He heaved the
wetsuit over the banister of the registration cabin and stretched his back.  He could head into town and weasel a
pizza and beer out of Kerri Ann, but he was a whole lot closer to Cal’s and he
hadn’t seen his dad in over a week. 
He could kill two birds with one stone and be able to swing by the high
school and get Ty to help him this afternoon.  


He whistled as he hopped into the ancient Super Scout II
he’d had since high school and headed toward his hometown.  God, it felt good to be home.  It was a thought that entered his mind
almost every day this time of year before the tourists started coming and the
mountains were just waking up from winter. 



He pulled onto Main Street, honked at Bobby Joe under the
hood of somebody’s old Ford just to see him slam his head into the lift.  He chuckled as he turned off toward
Bloodworth Cabins.  He’d just passed
the grocery when some idiot in a brand new Land Rover swerved into his lane and
nearly caused him to run off the road. 
“Damn tourists,” he muttered as he chugged along, the wind from the
doors he’d removed this morning rushing past so fast that he had to turn his
radio up to max volume to sing along with George Strait.  


Jesse bypassed the main entrance, choosing to make the trek
to his dad’s on the rocky side road used mainly for hauling wood because it
always made him feel like the reckless teenager he used to be.  Seeing as how Ty was sliding headlong
into the reckless years, Jesse knew he needed to curb his indulgences.  But Tyler wasn’t there, so he geared
down and gunned the engine, nearly howling in delight as the car bumped over
rock and gravel.  He pulled to a
stop by the woodpile and hopped out.


Cal’s car wasn’t parked in its usual spot along the garage
by the one-bedroom cabin he rented, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t up at the
larger cabin or fooling around in the storage shed.  Jesse made his way to his mom and dad’s
house just to be sure.  Funny how
Ellie Bloodworth had been gone for over a decade and yet Jesse still couldn’t
think about his parents’ house as anything but hers.  


She was everywhere, from the flowers that lined the stone
walkway to the pink and white dogwood trees just springing to life under the
larger oaks and pines.  She’d spent
weeks planting those trees when Jesse was young enough to want to follow his
mom around and do whatever she was doing, be wherever she was.  If he’d known how much he was going to
miss her later in life, he’d have followed her around more often, instead of
chasing girls and getting into trouble with his buddies.    


The door was unlocked and Jesse stuck his head inside.  “Dad,” he called.  He got no reply, save for the ticking of
the mantle clock in the living room. 
He pulled the door closed behind him and walked down to the storage
shed.  The building was open, as
were all the buildings on the property, but sat dark and unoccupied.  Damn.  Jesse scratched the hair at the back of
his neck, made a mental note to get a haircut sometime soon, and let out a big
breath.  He was still hungry and now
that he’d stood still for a moment, he realized he smelled like a big rubber
flotation device.  


He decided to grab a shower before heading back to town and
he made his way to the small cabin. 
He threw his keys on the counter and walked to the bathroom.


***


Angelita knew she’d overbought at the grocery store.  She confirmed it when it took her three
trips to unload the bags from the car and up the stairs to the cabin.  She was heaving for breath as she set
the last bags down and put her hands on her hips.  She was wondering where to store all the
food as she began placing items in the fridge.


When she was done, she had enough supplies to easily last
two weeks and the time to indulge in one of her much loved pastimes,
cooking.  Cal had been right.  The grocery had a wide selection of all
kinds of food and, much to her delight, carried her favorite brand of coffee.  It was the last item she stored, in the
cupboard right above the automatic coffee maker.  She turned to the sink to wash her hands
and realized she’d forgotten soap. 
Oh well, there had to be some in the bathroom.


She’d just rounded the corner to the hall and had her arm
outstretched to grasp the knob of the door when it opened and Lita found herself
face to face with a wet, nearly naked man. 
“Ahhhhh,” she screamed and backed into the wall behind her, knocking a
framed picture onto the floor and shattering its glass.


“Damn it,” the man said as he tightened the towel around his
waist.  “You scared the shit out of
me.”


Lita backed into the kitchen and positioned herself along
the counter nearest the block of knives should she need to use one in
defense.  She’d startled the man
and, despite the fact that he hadn’t made a grab for her, she didn’t want to be
careless.  “Who are you and what are
you doing in my cabin?”  


“Your cabin?”  


“I’m renting this cabin from Calvin Bloodworth.  He carried my bags up just this
morning.”


The man ran his hand through his sopping wet hair, a
disheveled mop whose ends curled around the base of his ears.  “Hell, I didn’t know he had a
renter.”  He placed his hands on the
ends of the small towel, pushing it dangerously low on his narrow hips.  “I’m Cal’s son, Jesse.  Didn’t mean to scare you.”


“Oh.”  She
loosened her grip on the counter. 
“Well…”  Not that his
explanation made much sense, but it did relieve her nerves.  “What are you doing here?”


He smiled and she saw it then, the same crooked smile as his
father, the nearly identical chiseled jaw. 
He ducked his head in an aw-shucks move.  “He’s not home and he keeps the better
shampoo over here,” he said with a quick jerk of his shoulder.


She shouldn’t have done it.  She shouldn’t have let her gaze follow
the droplets of water as they slid from the hollow of his neck, past two very
impressive pectoral muscles, down to bounce over his six pack abs like skiers
on a moguls course.  For a woman
whose libido had been in hibernation for the better part of two years, her
reaction to him was practically feral. 
Lust, in its purest, most basic form, caused her mouth to go dry and
every coherent thought to fly out of her head.  “Oh…”


He’d seen the change in her, smelled it like a male dog
smells a female in heat.  She could
see the smirk on his lips, feel the heat of his hazel eyes on her body.  When he zeroed in on her face, she knew
it was beet red.  


“I’ll just put some clothes on and be out of your way.” She
nodded and waited for him to turn and walk back down the hall.  Lita angled her head to take a good look
at his retreating backside and was caught when he turned back around.  “There’s a broom and dustpan next to the
refrigerator.  If you’ll set them
out, I’ll clean this up for you.”


When the door closed behind him, Lita let out the breath she
didn’t realize she’d been holding. 
Please, God, she prayed.  Let
him be stupid, so incredibly dim that she couldn’t possibly be attracted to
him.  Because of all the reasons
she’d stepped away from her life at the drop of a shoe, falling head over heels
in lust wasn’t one of them.  It wasn’t
even in the ballpark.


***


Cal Bloodworth strolled along the path that led from his
garage to his house, whistling and swinging the bag full of miscellaneous
supplies he’d picked up at the hardware store.  That’s when he spotted Jesse’s Scout.  Shit.  With one impressive toss, the bag landed
neatly on the front door mat as if he’d gently placed it there and Cal sprinted
toward the cabin and the lovely Ms. Barros.  


He knew she was home, as he’d just parked next to her
SUV.  But even without the car, he’d
have known she was around.  She
smelled good, like flowers and woman, all wrapped into one and her perfume
lingered in the air around the cabin. 
He’d been thinking on his stroll toward his house how nice it was to
have a woman around again, how it seemed to make the flowers brighter, the
budding leaves of the trees perkier, and the air almost cleaner.  


And now all he could think was, “Holy hell.”  


He gave a quick, but hardy knock on the back door and tried
to rein in his breathing before opening the door an inch and peeking his head
around.  “Hello?” he called before
moving inside and flashing his most innocent grin.  “Angelita?”


She jerked around from the hallway holding a broom and
dustpan.  “Cal.  Oh, you startled me.”


“Sorry about that. 
I saw your car and wanted to be sure you found the grocery and got
everything you needed.”  He inched
further inside the room, all the while casually glancing around for any sign of
Jesse.  


“Yes, I got everything. 
Listen, Cal, I…broke one of the beautiful prints you had framed in the
hallway.”


“No, she didn’t.” Jesse stepped out of the bathroom with
steam and the fresh scent of soap in his wake.  


Good Lord, he was too late.  


Jesse reached over and gently took the broom and dustpan
from Lita’s hands.  “Well, I guess
technically she did, but it was my fault.”


Cal closed his eyes briefly and shook his head.  Jesse spoke to him, but he didn’t for a
second take his eyes off Lita. 
Couldn’t say he blamed the kid, and Lita didn’t seem annoyed by it, but
the last thing Cal wanted was for his son to scare away the first and only
renter of the season.


“I see you’ve met my son, Jesse.”


“Yes.” Lita’s face appeared flushed.  


Was she embarrassed, Cal wondered, or had something happened
between them already?  How long had
he been gone?


“I’ll clean this up,” Jesse said.  “And I apologize again about the shower
and the scare.”


Lita nodded up at Jesse and made her way into the kitchen
where Cal stood tongue-tied.  She
wouldn’t look him in the eye and he had the sudden urge to bolt.  “Well, I guess I’ll be going then.  You holler if you need anything.  Jesse,” he called, purposely loud, “I
could use your help with something before you go.”


“Be right over,” Jesse said and with that Cal smiled at Lita
and walked slowly back to his house.  Christ, maybe it wasn’t so nice having a
woman around after all.


***


“Good as new.” 
Jesse replaced the broom and dustpan in their spot along the
refrigerator.  He turned around and
blessed his dad for having enough smarts to leave them alone.  “Angelita, is it?”  What a name, but it fit.  It was the kind of name that could only
work on a Vegas stripper or a gorgeous woman.  And considering the amount of blushing
she’d done in the last fifteen minutes, he knew she had to be the latter,
despite the spiky-heeled sandals and fancy clothes.  


“Um hum,” she said and watched him with the deepest, darkest
chocolate brown eyes he’d ever seen. 
“I hate to take you away from your smelly shampoos, but I’ll be here for
awhile.”


“That so?”  There
truly was a God.  “How long?”


“Two weeks, maybe longer.”  Her voice was deep, too, and thick, like
rich caramel syrup drizzled over ice cream.  But despite her exotic and definitely
foreign look, there wasn’t any trace of an accent coming out of her pipes. 


“Well, I guess I’ve got some time to make a better
impression.”  He stepped an inch
closer and had to fight the urge to reach out and run his hand over the dark
brown curls swirling around her shoulders. 
Everything about her was dark and touchable.


“It can only go up.” 



He’d made her uncomfortable; just that tiny step forward and
she’d reached around to grip the counter like she had when he’d first popped
out of the shower and found her screaming at him.  He wondered what made a woman like her,
a woman who packed a punch with just a glance, so vulnerable?  “I’d better get out of your hair.  It was nice to meet you, Angelita.”


“You too.”  She
followed him to the door.  When it
shut quickly behind him, he heard the distinct click of the lock that hadn’t
been engaged in, well…ever, as far as he knew.  


Jesse patted the knotted muscles of his stomach.  Lord have mercy.  Seemed driving up the old logging road
wasn’t the only teenaged behavior he was indulging in today.  He hadn’t had that kind of reaction to a
woman, or from a woman, since Kerri Ann performed her cheerleading dance to
“Flip Fantasia,” looking him directly in the eye during the half-time show at
county finals when he was thirteen. 
He’d had to borrow Bryce Jenson’s jean jacket to spread over his lap
until he’d gotten things under control.


Thankfully he’d learned to regulate that particular area of
his body, but that didn’t stop his heart from damn near leaping out his
chest.  What a looker.  It was like someone, maybe the God he
occasionally prayed to, put all his favorite parts of a woman together in one
unbelievable package—and dropped her right into his lap.  


The mass of curling dark hair, the shimmering olive skin,
the strong straight nose, and those full red lips.  But it was her eyes--deep set, molasses
brown, and slightly turned up at the ends--that did him in.  And what the hell had she been
wearing?  He hadn’t seen clothes
like that since he’d been clubbing in Atlanta and women were dressed to lure
and tease.  


He must have been dreaming.  But no, when he turned back around,
there she was, peeking through the blinds. 
He had to stifle a cocky grin. 
He’d caught her looking twice now. 



Jesse was so mired in thoughts of the mysterious and
beautiful Angelita, he didn’t even realize his dad was calling to him from the
porch.  


“Jess, are you deaf, son?” Cal called and let the screen
door slam behind him.  


“Huh?”


“What the hell were you doing in the cabin or do I even need
to ask?”


“Oh, I was, ah…”


Cal stepped off the porch and met Jesse halfway down the
stone walkway, reached his hand out to feel the damp ends of his hair.  “Is that strawberry-kiwi I smell?  Damn it, Jesse.  If you’d ever bother to answer your cell
phone, you’d have known I had a renter.”


“Now you tell me.”


“She just got here this morning.”  He put his hands on his hips and closed
his eyes.  “Did she see you naked?”


“No, but she damn near gave me a heart attack when I came
out of the bathroom.”  He patted his
heart.  “But the bigger jolt was her
looks.  Where’d she come from?  You been rubbing bottles and asking
genies for wishes?”


Cal smacked Jesse affectionately on the head.  “Atlanta.  She called this morning and now she’s
here.  And I want her to stay.  Haven’t had any rental income since
October.”


“Believe me, Dad, I want her to stay too.”


“Then find somewhere else to shower and take a nap.  If she bolts, I’m going to have to start
paying Ty in IOUs.”


Jesse cocked his head and put his hands on his hips.  “I don’t ever remember you paying me to
do work around here.”


“That’s because you lived here.  Ty’s my grandson and he’s a
teenager.  If I want to see him, I’d
better make it worth his while.”


“Well,” Jesse looked back toward the cabin, “I hope you’re
prepared to see a lot of me because Angelita’s made putting up with you worth
my while.”


Cal ran a hand over his face.  “I don’t even know her story, son.  For all I know she could have a husband
coming up on the weekends.”


“Did you ask her?”


“No.”


“Find out for me, would you?”  He punched his dad in the shoulder and
made his way to the Scout.  “God knows
you love to pry.”


“Where’re you going?” Cal asked with an exasperated sigh.


“Getting Ty from school.  He works for me for free.”
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Kerri Ann Bloodworth was pissed and she couldn’t for the
life of her figure out why.  She’d
spent three years, three solid years, nursing a grudge against Jesse for not
being around to help with Tyler. 
And now, even though he’d been back for years, when he called and
announced he’d swing by the school and pick him up, let him work at the raft
shop for a few hours, and then bring him home after dinner, she was
pissed.  


Not that she wasn’t just wishing she didn’t have to stop
working on the books for the thirty minutes it would take her to pick Ty up and
bring him back to the restaurant.  That
was beside the point.  The point
was…what the hell was the point?  


She pushed back from her desk and rose to look out the
second story office window.  She
could hear Emilio and Frank laughing and telling stories in the kitchen below
as they restocked supplies and mixed up more dough for later that night.  With the mood she was in, it looked like
she was going to take a break anyway. 



Some days, when she was feeling like this, edgy and restless
and completely unable to concentrate on the numbers in front of her, she’d
wander down and go head to head with the guys in the kitchen on whatever
subject they were discussing.  It
was usually women or sports, two topics she considered herself an expert on.  First and foremost, she was a
woman.  Second, she’d spent half her
life either cheering on every sport under the sun or helping Ty with the finer
points of his sport of choice. 
Pitching, catching, hitting, football, in-line skating, how to hold a
lacrosse stick, the varied rules of hockey—these were all typical dad
responsibilities.  But just when Ty
was old enough to start participating in sports, Jesse decided he’d had enough
and went running for a better life in Atlanta.  So it was either give in to the
depression that swamped her most days or pick herself up by the bootstraps and
be both mom and dad to the little boy whose presence had immeasurably altered
her life.    


And wasn’t it just a pisser that Jesse was back, had been
back for over five years, and she was still in a funk about him butting his nose
into Ty’s life without her permission? 
She’d told him to go, damn near begged him to when their fighting was at
its worst and she’d find Ty crying into his pillow.  


A sharp knock at the door had her whirling around and
clutching a hand to her chest in surprise. 
“Come in.”


Bryce Jenson poked his head in the door and Kerri Ann
watched his smile fade when he took a look at her face and saw her
brooding.  “What the hell’s wrong
with you?”


She didn’t even try to hide her scowl.  Bryce always could gauge her temper
lightning fast.  “I’m not in the
mood for you right now, Bryce.”  She
leaned against the window.  “I’m not
trying to be mean, I’m just telling you like it is.”


“Hell, Kerri Ann, you’re never in the mood for me.”  He pushed his considerable body inside
the small door and with his over-the-top presence took up what seemed like
every available space in the office. 
“That’s never stopped me before.”


“Yeah,” she agreed. 
“Why is that?”


A broad smile came over his face.  The creases that nearly resembled dimples,
but were too long and pronounced to qualify as such, transformed him from
boyishly cute to handsome.  Bryce
Jenson was a big hulk of a man, the kind of man a woman would call if she
needed furniture moved to a different part of her house or needed a tree
chopped down—all things she herself had called Bryce to do.  He was always there, reliable, smiling,
and never let her slide too far into a sulk, even when she wanted to.  


“Don’t know,” Bryce said.  “For the life of me, I just don’t
know.”  He plopped into her chair
and scanned the top of her desk. 
“Doing the books always gets you in a foul mood.  I should’ve known.”


“It’s not the books,” she said and then instantly wished she
hadn’t.  She didn’t like to talk to
Bryce about Jesse and made a point never to.  He and Jesse had been best friends since
kindergarten.  Until high
school.  Until Tyler, really.  “I’m just sulking.”


“No one sulks without a reason.  Not even you.”


“What are you doing here?” she asked.  “Don’t you have some papers to file at the
courthouse, some ambulance to chase?”


“Finished up early in court today.  Thought I’d catch Ty here, see if he
wanted to try and beat my trout record. 
Caught five on Saturday.”  He
rocked back and forth in her chair as if it were his own.


“He’s not here. 
Jesse’s got him cleaning rafts before the season starts.  He won’t be back until after dinner.”


“Ahh.”


“What do you mean, ‘Ahh’?”


“Your mood.  I
get it now.”


Kerri Ann pushed away from the windowsill and paced in front
of her desk.  “You don’t get anything,
Bryce.  Not even a free meal, which
is the real reason you’re here. 
Just march yourself back down the street and find somebody else to
pester.”


Bryce whistled between his teeth and slowly rose from the
chair.  “Good Lord, it’s worse than
I thought.”  He moved around the
desk and stopped Kerri Ann from pacing. 
“Why don’t you share that free meal with me and tell me all about it?  Misery loves company, ya know.”


Kerri Ann put her hands on her hips and cocked her head at
the man who never could leave well enough alone.  No wonder he was the best lawyer in
western North Carolina.  “Why would
you even want to spend an evening with me, Bryce?  I’m in a foul mood, as you pointed out,
and I’ve just insulted you.  You’re
young and relatively attractive, in a lawyerly sort of way.”  In every sort of way, she wanted to
admit.  “Why not go try to find an
available woman who’d be a hell of a lot better company for the night?”


“I’m a glutton for punishment, I guess.  Besides,” he took her hand in his,
“you’re available.”


“Hummmph.”


“You’re not available?”


She turned away, hoping Bryce didn’t see the blush she could
feel creeping up to her cheeks. 
She’d long ago accepted she wasn’t good enough for him, but her body
betrayed her sometimes.  “I haven’t
felt like an available woman in so long I wouldn’t know how to act if someone
were interested.”


“Lots of people are interested, Kerri Ann.  You just don’t see it.”


“I see just fine, thank you very much.  And what people see when they look at me
is a thirty-year-old mother of a teenaged boy.  A woman who smells like pizza half the
day.”  She pushed her hair behind
her ears and sank into her chair, ready to end a conversation that had veered
way off course.  “A woman whose
business isn’t going to be sound unless she gets her books in order.”


Bryce stood in front of her desk, his hands in his pants
pockets, his tie loosened, and studied her with eyes as blue as the morning
sky.  Those eyes could see right
through her, always could.  “All
right, Kerri Ann.  But when you’re
eating alone and wishing for someone to keep you company, just remember I
offered.”  He knocked on her desk
and gave her a quick wink before leaving.


Damn it.  Why did
he do that?  Why did he let her
abuse him and then do everything he could to make her feel less guilty before
she practically threw him out of her office?  And why, after all these years, did it
still matter so damn much?


***


Bryce opened the creaky door to the Pizza Den and stepped
out into the late afternoon sunshine. 
He’d expected to be blown off by Kerri Ann.  She’d been blowing him off since sixth
grade when, almost overnight, she’d gone from the girl he used to wade through
the creek with to an almost alien womanly creature.  But expecting to be blown off and having
her do it again, especially in the middle of a funk that involved Jesse
Bloodworth, were two different things altogether.  


He walked along the sidewalk, waved to Mrs. Stephenson as
she came out of the flower shop, and ducked his head under the broken awning of
the old bank building that was being renovated.  His office was only two blocks from the
Pizza Den.  It may as well have been
two hundred miles.  His feet felt
heavy, like he was taking every step through quicksand.  But as much as he wanted to turn around,
grab Kerri Ann by the shoulders, and shake her until she could see how much he
loved her, he wouldn’t do it.  Her
continued rejection was both humiliating and as comfortable as an old pair of
shoes.  Everyone in Sequoyah Falls
knew he was in love with Kerri Ann Bloodworth, had been in love with her for
going on fifteen years.  Everyone
but Kerri Ann.  


For a moment there, when he’d seen the blush rise from her
neck, he thought maybe, just maybe, she was getting a clue.  He should have known better.  But if there was one thing he couldn’t
do, it was separate right from wrong where Kerri Ann was concerned.  He’d love her until the day he
died.  And some days, days like
today, he wished he weren’t quite so far from the grave.
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Angelita had just stepped out of the shower when she heard
her cell phone ringing from the counter where she’d plugged it in to
charge.  She raced to the kitchen to
answer it with only a towel around her body and her hair dripping in her eyes.


“Hello?”


“I’ve been trying to reach you since yesterday,” said a
voice she knew all too well.  “Where
the hell are you?”


“Sophie, I left you a message on your cell.”


“You know I never check my messages.  When I couldn’t reach you on your cell,
I called the resort and they said you never checked in.  I’ve been worried sick.  So where are you and, more importantly,
are you okay?”


“I’m in North Carolina and I’m fine.”


There was silence on the other end of the line, except for
the background Latin music that continually played in the boutique.  Just the sound of it had Lita’s stomach
muscles clenching.  


“Okay, I’m waiting for the punch line,” Sophie said.  “Go ahead and give it to me so I can get
back to work.  Because since you
disappeared, I’ve been a nervous wreck.”


“There is no punch line.”  Lita tried to wrap her hair in another
towel she’d gotten from the bathroom while still holding the phone.  It wasn’t working.  “I know I worried you, changing my plans
the way I did, but I just couldn’t go to Florida after I saw my father in the
store.”


“How did you know he was here?”


“I came by to drop something off for you and I saw him.  What did he want?”


“I’m not sure. 
He introduced himself, gave me his card, and asked to see you.  When I told him you were on vacation, he
seemed…upset, I guess.  He wanted to
know where you’d gone, but I didn’t tell him.”


“I’m sorry I scared you, Sophie, but I panicked when I saw
him.  I need some time to figure out
how to handle him.”


“Okay, I get that, but why North Carolina?  Why didn’t you just go to Florida like
you’d planned?”


“I was afraid you’d tell him where I’d gone and he’d come
find me.”


“After what he did to you?  Lita, I’d never tell him anything.”


“I know, I know, I just wasn’t thinking straight.  I appreciate you not telling him.”


“So what now? 
Are you going to stay there?”


Lita looked out the window just as a deer walked out of the
woods like magic.  “It’s beautiful
here and I kind of like the fact that no one knows where I am.”


Sophie sighed heavily. 
“I’m worried about you. 
Promise me you’ll keep your cell phone with you.”


“Sophie, I’m fine. 
I’m not in danger.  It’s just
a change of plans, that’s all.”


“I know, but if I’m in a crisis and can’t reach you, you
know I’ll freak out.”


“No, you won’t. 
You know the business better than I do.  Just because my name’s on the door
doesn’t mean I’m a one-woman shop. 
But I promise to keep my phone with me.”


After another silence, Sophie cleared her throat.  “Does this mean you’ll be gone longer
than planned?”


Lita smiled.  How
would she ever get through her life without Sophie?  “I might be gone a little longer than
planned.  I’m exhausted from the
magazine thing and now that Davi’s poking around, I’ve got some thinking to
do.  It’s hard to relax when he’s in
the picture.  When I’m ready to come
home, you’ll be the first to know. 
Until then, I know you can handle the shop.”


“Yeah, yeah. 
Take your time, just please stay in touch.”


“I will, I promise.” 
She hung up the phone and felt a twinge of guilt at leaving Sophie to
handle all the details of the business for longer than she’d intended.  But if she hadn’t gotten away for a
break and from her father, there wouldn’t be a business for them to worry
about.


***


Jesse couldn’t believe his luck.  He’d spent the better part of the last
two days thinking about the beautiful Angelita and there she was, walking down
the main street of Sequoyah Falls in the most ridiculous pair of high heels
he’d ever seen.  The woman had
seriously bizarre taste in shoes.  


He considered it fate, their meeting again, and in such a
happenstance way that it wouldn’t appear she’d gotten to him the way she
had.  His interest had reached new
levels when he’d badgered Cal into admitting she didn’t have a husband.  


“Angelita,” he called and got the pleasure of watching a
small, irritated crease form between her brows before she placed him.  


“Jesse,” she said as he came to stand in front of her.  “Sorry, for a moment I didn’t recognize
you with your clothes on.”  


She was wearing big brown sunglasses with cheetah print on
the rims, or was it leopard… he never could keep the two straight.  Either way, they were fancy.  Between the shoes, the glasses, the
designer jeans, and the brightly colored loose-fitting tank that lay over her
curves like a veil, she was quite an anomaly in his sleepy hometown. 


“I’d be happy to strip if you’d like.”  When she scowled, he realized he’d taken
her flirtatious intro one step too far. 
“I’m only kidding.”  He
pulled his eyes away from her face and swept his arm down Main Street.  “So what do you think of Sequoyah
Falls?  A little smaller than
Atlanta?”


Her eyes narrowed and her scowl deepened.  She sure was pretty when she was
irritated.  “How did you know I’m
from Atlanta?”


“Big silver-haired fox spilled the beans.  I’m afraid Cal’s got a crush.” She rewarded
him with a giggle.


“It’s mutual.  He
brought me homemade muffins this morning. 
I haven’t been pampered like that in a very long time.”


“Well, if you consider morning muffin delivery pampering,
you’re easier to please than I thought.”


“And why would you have given any thought to pleasing
me?”  She turned and continued
walking down the street.  


Jesse took it as an invitation to follow and moved into step
with her.  “Because I plan to, at
some point, during your stay.  That
is, if you don’t mind,” he added when she stopped and stared at him
blankly.  


“I’m not interested in starting something up with you,
Jesse.  No matter how tempting you
make it sound.”  She began walking
again.


So she was tempted. 
“I just want to be friends, Angelita, that’s all.  But if you can’t get your mind out of
the gutter, then by all means, cast me in a starring role.  I’ll sacrifice my usually strict moral
code for your greater good.”


“You’re funny. 
I’ll give you that much.  But
I didn’t come here to indulge in a cheap affair.  I’m here to clear my head.”


“I’ll try not to be offended at you insinuating our affair
would be cheap.  But personally,
I’ve found there’s nothing that clears my head more than an innocent tango
between two mutually attracted participants.”


“Yes, I can see how you’d think that.  But from my experience, I can tell you
that indulging in anything with a charming man tends to cloud my mind, not
clear it.”


“You let me get my hands on you and I may blow your
mind.”  He nearly winced when he
realized he’d said his thoughts out loud. 
What was it about her that made him want to beg at her feet?


“Such a shame, the intense insecurity and self-confidence
issues you suffer from.  I imagine
you don’t get turned down by women very often.  But I’m afraid nothing’s going to happen
between us.”


“Okay, okay, I can see you may need some time to get used to
the idea.”  He could only laugh when
she turned on him, clearly exasperated. 
He held his hand up in defense. 
“I’ve got an alternative. 
There’s nothing that’ll clear your head better than a wild ride on the
Powollachee.”


“Oh dear God!” 
She had such a sickened look on her face that for a moment he thought
he’d insulted the leader of her native tribe.  “You’ve named your…your…” she glanced at
his crotch.  “Your thingie.”


Jesse nearly collapsed with laughter.  He bent over and clutched his stomach
until he could stand upright and catch his breath without howling.  When he could see through the tears, he
realized her anger had propelled her almost a block away.  He caught up to her and gently reached
for her arm to stop her.  “Christ,
that was priceless.  The look on
your face.”  The look she gave him
now was one of rage.  He needed to
explain before she slugged him. 
“The Powollachee’s a river and the ride I’m referring to is in a dinghy,
not with a thingie.”  He laughed
again despite her angry look.  “I’m
sorry, but that was too much.  So,
what do you say?  I’m pretty open
before the season starts up full swing.”


“I’m glad I was able to amuse you today, but I don’t think
so.”


“Why not?  I’m
the best guide in western Carolina. 
Unless you’re afraid?”


He saw something cross her face, a paling of her skin and a
shifting of her eyes that made him think a layer of fear simmered just below
the red hot anger his response had provoked.  “You are afraid,” he said.


She tried to storm away.  When he reached for her again, she
yanked her arm from his hand.  “What
is your problem?  I’m not interested,
okay?  Just leave me alone.”


He decided to leave it be when Mr. Collins leaned his bald head
out of the five and dime and snickered. 
“Okay, Angelita.  We’ll
discuss this later.”  When I’ve
softened you up a little more, he thought, as she stomped back to her SUV.  He gave old man Collins a scathing look
before heading back to the bank where he’d first intended to go before he
spotted her.  


Well, well, well. 
Angelita was turning out to be a very hard nut wrapped in a very
delicious package.  Strangely
enough, the madder she got, the more he found himself wanting to be around
her.  He never thought he liked
hotheaded, strong-willed women, especially after Kerri Ann, but damn if her
anger and willfulness didn’t notch his desire into uncharted territory.  One thing was for sure, he’d be better
prepared for their next encounter.


***


Angelita’s hands were shaking as she slammed the SUV into
reverse.  She needed to get a grip
on her temper, but it was near boiling and wouldn’t simmer down for awhile, she
knew from experience.  The nerve of
that man, that near stranger, assuming she’d have sex with him at the snap of
his fingers and then laughing in her face like she were some sort of schoolgirl
idiot.  


It was painfully similar to her life with her father, her
life before she’d made it her own, when he’d entertain guests, or even himself,
by using her as the butt of every joke to be made.  


The only thing that had changed was her reaction.  Instead of retreating in shame, she’d
screamed at him on the main thoroughfare of the town she’d planned to disappear
into until she could get her head straight.  


What the hell was wrong with her, yelling at him like that
with no thought to who would hear and what they might think?  She already felt like a fish out of
water.  Just a few blocks into
window shopping and she’d realized she’d overdressed.  And her shoes, the same shoes people
fought crowds to purchase, had made strolling along the cobblestone streets
nearly impossible.    


That morning when she’d decided to amble along the main
street she’d passed on her way into town, she thought jeans and a casual top
would be perfect.  She’d even
mentally congratulated herself on her ability to dress the part despite having
packed for a different location. 
Who knew the part meant old jeans, as in high-waisted,
do-nothing-for-your-body denim, tennis shoes, and unflattering t-shirts.  And not the kind of t-shirts she owned,
ones with little sayings or emblazoned with retro rock bands that clung to
every curve, but the baggy kind that made everyone look androgynous.  No wonder Jesse was begging to get his
hands on her.  Poor guy probably
hadn’t seen actual curves since the last time he sweet-talked some poor
mountain girl onto her back.  


She’d been overly harsh with him, but damn it, her days of
feeling guilty were over.  Wasn’t
the whole point of this trip to regain the hard won independence she’d let slip
since she’d seen her father?  She’d
be damned if some know-nothing river guide would cause even a blip on her
radar.  


No matter how cute he was.  


No matter how much she liked and respected his father.  


***


“Hello?” Cal called after knocking on the screen door of
Lita’s cabin.  He’d seen her come
back from wherever she’d spent the afternoon, driving that SUV of hers so fast
up the drive he was surprised the tires weren’t smoking.  


“Lita?  It’s
Cal.”  He knocked again and sighed
when she didn’t answer.  He’d
brought over a bottle of wine for them to share after the delightful
conversation they’d had over breakfast that morning.  It was as much for him as it was for
her.  He was lonely.  He didn’t intend to embarrass himself by
poking around the cabin too much, but when he’d gone to uncork the wine and
have a glass on his porch, he thought she might like to have some with
him.  


Truth was, he hadn’t had too much female company in the last
few months, ever since Sally Robinson got the wrong idea and stormed off after
he’d casually mentioned he never intended to marry again.  Women.  He’d enjoyed spending time with the
widow Robinson.  They had similar
interests in movies and he always sat with her on Thursday nights at the VFW
for Bingo.  She’d even taken to
having him over for supper on Saturday nights.  And why would she, at the age of
sixty-two, be interested in marrying him or anyone anyway?  


He liked his life, tending to his house and the two cabins
that stayed rented most of the spring, summer, and fall seasons.  The variety of people who came to spend
a few nights or a few months at Bloodworth Cabins kept most of his boredom at
bay.  It was times like now, when
winter just started to pass, but things were still slow, he tended to itch for
company.  It was getting harder and
harder to lure Ty away from his friends and the girls he refused to admit he
chased.  And Jesse was so busy getting
his business ready for the season he rarely poked his head around more than
once a week.  And considering the
way things were between them lately, that seemed about all either one could
take.


Besides, Cal found Lita’s company better than average.  She was smart and sassy in an unassuming
way.  And it sure wasn’t a hardship
to look at her.  She was gorgeous
and built with the kind of curves that reminded him of his favorite
actresses—Hedy Lamarr and Ava Gardner.  Those were real woman, with real bodies
a man could sink his hands into.  


He’d ambled down the steps of the deck, assuming she’d taken
off for a hike on one of the many paths that meandered through the property,
when he heard something that sounded like a grunt from around the side of her
cabin.  He walked to the edge and
peered around the corner.  He saw
Lita on all fours yanking weeds from the bed he’d been meaning to clean out,
but hadn’t gotten to yet.  


“What are you doing?” he asked.  “You’re going to get your pretty clothes
all muddy.”


She sat back on her heels and swiped a dirty hand across her
forehead.  The streak of dirt she
left behind didn’t take away from her beauty one bit.  “I’m thinking.  I hope you don’t mind, but I think best
when my hands are busy.  I usually
design, but my heart wasn’t in it today. 
This was the next best thing.”


“Honey, you can weed my garden any day, but you may want to
borrow some gardening clothes next time. 
I’m sure there’s something of Ellie’s in the house you could wear.”


She looked down at her soiled jeans, if that’s what you even
called the rhinestone covered denim things she wore.  He’d never seen anything like them.  


“Oh, well, that might be a good idea.”  She clapped her palms together to
dislodge most of the dirt and pointed to his hand.  “What ya got there?”


Cal looked at the forgotten bottle cradled in his arm.  “Wine.  Can I interest you in a glass?  It’ll give your hands something to do.”


“Yes.”  She took
a look at the mostly weeded garden. 
“Yes, I think I’d like that.”


“I’ve got a great view of the sunset from my porch.”  Cal held out his hand to help her up
from the ground.  “Looks to be a
good one tonight.”


“Perfect.  Give
me five minutes to change and I’ll meet you there.”  


***


The nights bordered on frosty in the mountains, so Lita
rooted through the dresser for the mittens and warm sweater she’d found in one
of the dresser drawers.  The sweater
smelled of cedar and both the smell and the appearance of them reminded her of
the ski trip she’d taken two years ago. 
What a disaster it had been. 
While Lita could walk for miles in three-inch heels, she couldn’t go two
feet in skis without falling over. 
She’d spent more time on her backside than the last time she and Sophie
had gone to a spa.  


Cal was right where he said he’d be, gently swaying in one
of the four rockers on his front porch. 
He greeted her approach with a smile.


“Show’s about to start.”  His grin widened as she took a seat in
the rocker next to him.  He handed
her a glass.  


“Thanks.”  She
sipped and closed her eyes as the warm red coated her throat.  “Ummm.  What a way to end the day.  You’re a lucky man, Cal.”


“Most times I’d have to agree.”


He didn’t sound like he felt too lucky or even like he was
in the mood for company.  She
wondered if she’d overstep her bounds by asking why he seemed so glum.  But when she considered the fact that
he’d invited her to join him, she thought maybe he wanted to talk.


“So how was your day?”


Cal looked a bit surprised at her question.  “Good.  My day was good.  Did some work on the other cabin.  Had a pipe burst this winter and messed
up the floor in the laundry room. 
Just about got it all back to rights.”  So that explained the smell of
turpentine she’d whiffed earlier. 
“Caught the last half of Ty’s baseball game.  Look’s like they may make the playoffs
again this year.”


“Ty?”


“Oh, cripes, I forgot you don’t know all the players around
here.  Ty’s my grandson.  You’ll meet him soon enough.  He’s fourteen, almost fifteen now.  He helps me out around here when he’s
got the time or, more accurately, when he needs cash.”  Cal pointed to the sky.  “Just look at the way the sun’s glow
sets the mountains in relief.  Looks
like a painting, doesn’t it?”


Lita rocked and sipped, lulled into relaxation by the
kaleidoscope of colors in the sky and Cal’s melodic voice.  She could hardly remember being quite so
content.  “So do you have other
children, besides Jesse?”


“No, just Jess. 
Ellie and I tried for years and never did have much luck.”  He gave Lita a sly grin.  “We sure had fun trying, though.  We never got caught up like people
today, with all the fancy tests and whatnot.  Figured if God wanted us to have another
baby, he’d have given us one. 
Course, we practically raised Ty when he was a baby, so I guess he was
saving us.”


Lita’s mind was doing quick calculations as the sun slid
slowly toward the earth.  Jesse
couldn’t have been over thirty, but if he had an almost fifteen-year-old son,
he had to be.   She could have
sworn he was no older than her twenty-seven.  “Jesse has a son?”


Cal’s laugh brought Lita to attention.  “Hard to believe, having met him the way
you did, that he’d be somebody’s father. 
But yes, he was only seventeen when he got Kerri Ann pregnant.  Boy, Ellie and I were spitting mad.  Jess had scholarship offers trickling in
already, both for baseball and football. 
That all went by the wayside. 
Course, when we got a look at the little guy, couldn’t say God didn’t
have a plan.”


“So that makes Jesse what, thirty-two?”


“Just,” Cal said as the sun dipped below the mountain in the
distance.  He reached over and
turned on an old lantern Lita hadn’t noticed earlier.  “I’d come in from his birthday lunch the
day you called.”


Seventeen.  That
was the same age Lita had been when she’d gotten pregnant.  But her baby hadn’t lived and she still
couldn’t see God’s plan in that.


“It must have been hard, for all of you.”


Cal sighed.  “Hard,
yes.  But nothing worth having’s
easy.  He’s a good boy, Ty, and
having him around is one of the purest joys of my life.”


She couldn’t ask any more questions about the boy.  It was too much like the flip side of
what her situation had been, in more ways than one.  He had lived and thrived in the bosom of
his family.  Her baby had died,
alone except for his grieving mother. 
She blinked away the threat of tears and tried to focus on Jesse.  This was a side of him she hadn’t
anticipated.  “So is Jesse married?”


“They were, for a bit. 
Fought like cats and dogs, he and Kerri Ann.  Too much alike to be together.  I think they were waiting for college to
put an end to their romance, but her pregnancy changed everything.  They married not long after they told us
about the baby and divorced eight very long years later.”  Cal stood up from the chair and turned
to Lita.  “It’s gotten chilly since
the sun went down.  I’m going in for
a sweater.  Can I bring you out a
blanket or something?”


“No, I’m good, thank you.”  She heard the screen door open and close
and stared across the sky as the first stars began twinkling.  So, Jesse was a young father with a
teenaged son.  She couldn’t see it,
she just couldn’t see the man she’d dismissed as a no-strings loner as someone’s
father.


Cal returned a few minutes later wearing a worn cardigan and
carrying a plate of cheese and crackers. 
“Thought you might be getting hungry.”  And she was.  She’d been too angry after her outburst
to stay in town and enjoy a nice lunch like she’d planned and then she’d been
too wired to eat and started pulling weeds.  It was too late in the evening to dice
and sauté the ingredients for the elaborate chicken recipe she’d downloaded
from the Internet.  And as she’d
learned two nights ago, cooking for one wasn’t all that much fun.  So she indulged in more wine to go with
her cheese and crackers and enjoyed Cal’s stories of the great loves of his
life:  his wife Ellie, his son
Jesse, and grandson Ty.  


Hours later, when she slipped between the sheets of her bed,
slightly buzzed and high on the aftereffects of an enjoyable evening, she felt
blessed for being included in the family of Cal Bloodworth, if only for a
little while.
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Someone, somewhere, had just cut their grass and the
fragrant smell of the newly mown blades made Kerri Ann smile.  She closed her eyes for just a moment as
memories of summers spent running through her neighborhood came rushing back in
her mind.  


“Mom,” Ty screamed from the passenger seat.  “Did you seriously just close your
eyes?  Jesus, and you say Dad’s a
bad driver.”


“I just shut them for a second.”  She gripped the wheel extra tight and
made sure her hands were at ten and two to set the right example for Ty.  “Do you smell that grass?  Sure a sign as any that spring’s on the
way.”


“Yeah, well, we won’t get to enjoy spring if you run off the
road and kill us.”


“I’m a better driver with my eyes closed than your dad ever
was, so please don’t insult me by comparing our driving.  You know that gets on my nerves.”  And even more lately, she admitted to
herself.  Maybe it was because she
and Ty couldn’t be alone for five minutes without Jesse’s name popping up one
way or another.  Yes, he was the
world’s worst driver, but couldn’t Ty have compared her to her own father?  Pops had just last week rear-ended the
neighbor’s mailbox.  


“Why are you on Dad’s case all the time?”


She had to stifle a snort before answering.  Since when did he become so
perceptive?  “I’m not on his case.”


“Could’ve fooled me. 
Even Bryce noticed.”


“Bryce?”  Kerri
Ann whipped her head around to look at him.  “When did you talk to Bryce?”


Ty shifted in his seat. 
He’d segued into his least favorite topic:  his parents.  It always made him uncomfortable and he
usually avoided talking to one about the other whenever possible.  The fact that he’d brought it up made
Kerri Ann worry.  And she knew that
if he hadn’t been trapped in the car with her for another few miles, she’d
never get the whole story.  “I saw
him the other day in town when you were dealing with the vegetable delivery
guy,” he said.


“And he told you I was on your dad’s case?”


“No, I told him you were in a pissy mood and he suggested it
had something to do with Dad.”


“Oh really?” 
Well, wasn’t that just perfect. 
“I don’t appreciate you discussing my moods with Bryce Jenson.  As a matter of fact, I don’t want you
discussing my moods with anybody. 
And since you’re entering the time of your life when you need to know a
thing or two about women, you’d be smart to never discuss a woman’s mood with
anyone.  Got it?”


“Loud and clear,” Ty said under his breath as she pulled up
to the curb of the high school.  He
hopped out of the car the second she brought it to a stop.  


“I don’t even get a good-bye?” Kerri Ann shouted out the
window.


“Bye, Mom.”  


His waiting friends snickered, making Kerri Ann all but sure
he’d rolled his eyes.  Men.  They were the bane of her
existence.  Why hadn’t God given her
a girl, an ally?  No, he had to
surround her with men, none of whom understood the workings of a woman.  Well, one thing was for sure, she was
going to let one particular man know just how she felt about him discussing her
behind her back.  


When the tires squealed as she pulled away from the school,
she should have known it wasn’t a good time to confront a friend.  But, most of the time, logic didn’t take
hold of Kerri Ann until her temper had cleared.  And her temper was a long way from clearing.  


It didn’t help that she was forced to parallel park in front
of the quaint house that held the offices of Bryce Jenson, Attorney at
Law.  Although it sat along Main
Street just a few blocks down from the Pizza Den, she was too full of steam to
risk using her reserved spot behind the restaurant and getting caught up in
work before giving Bryce a piece of her mind.  So she inched the old sedan back and
forth along the curb until she was sure it wasn’t sticking too far out in the
street and stuck a quarter in the meter before storming up the steps to his
office.    


“Well, Kerri Ann.” Misty Allen sat behind the desk where she
spent more time talking on the phone than doing actual reception work.  “Haven’t seen you around in awhile.  How’s your mama and pops doing?” 


“I need to see Bryce. 
Is he in?”


Misty sat upright in her seat, looking equal parts insulted
and curious as to why Kerri Ann had ignored her question and seemed to need
Bryce so urgently.  “He’s in court
this morning.  Mr. Freeman’s suing
Tom Barber for the shoddy roof job he did on his store last year.  He lost a butt load of merchandise after
the roof caved in this winter.”


Kerri Ann didn’t even acknowledge Misty before turning on
her heel and heading back out.  She
jingled the keys in her hand before deciding to hoof it the four blocks to the
courthouse.  It would do her good to
work off some of her anger.  She was
huffing as she entered the century-old building, nodded to Sheriff Dunmore, and
strode right through the courthouse doors, ignoring the court in session sign
posted outside.  Court be damned,
she was going to have her say.  


The room was quiet, despite the dozen or so people watching
from the seats on either side of the aisle.  Heads turned when the door clicked
behind her, but then quickly turned back to watch the show being played
out.  When the bailiff whispered for
her to sit, she eased into the closest chair.  That’s when she saw Bryce as he stood up
and called Clyde Freeman to the stand. 
Bryce’s black hair was neatly gelled, his crisp navy suit perfectly
pressed, and for a moment she couldn’t reconcile the man before her with the
childhood friend she’d come to argue with. 



Bryce seemed to tower over Clyde in the witness chair,
despite the seat’s elevated platform and Clyde’s bulky build.  His stance was so sure, so confident,
that Kerri Ann’s breath caught in her throat.  Had she ever seen him in court
before?  Sure, he’d regaled her and
Ty with the crazier points from his cases, and she even remembered him
participating in a mock trial in high school, but this was different.  He was in his element in front of the
jury, questioning the witness with the confidence of an officer who’d just
uncovered the smoking gun.  


And despite the judge who presided over the case, it was
Bryce who conducted the show.  The
tone of his voice, his demeanor, even his movements, seemed choreographed to
convey strength and believability to the jury.  Each and every one of them was riveted
in their seat, their attention fixed on Bryce as he led Clyde through the
series of events that ended with the collapse of his roof.  When Clyde had exhausted every detail
and Bryce said, “No more questions, Your Honor,” the judge slammed the gavel
and announced a ten-minute recess.  


Kerri Ann had just started to get up from her chair,
questioning how smart it was to interrupt what seemed like an important
conversation between Bryce and Mr. Freeman, when she felt a tap on her arm.


“Hey, Kerri Ann.” 
Shelly Stanton moved down the row to where Kerri Ann sat.  “What are you doing here?”


“I came to talk to Bryce.”  His head was still lowered and he was
pointing to a yellow pad on the table to the nodding approval of Mr.
Freeman.  “Looks like now’s not the
best time,” Kerri Ann admitted. 
“What are you doing here? 
Shouldn’t you be at the salon?”


“We don’t open ‘til ten and I never miss an opportunity to
see Bryce in action.”  She let out a
breath and mockingly fanned her face. 
“That man is fine.”


It took Kerri Ann a moment to realize what Shelly was
saying.  “Bryce?”


Shelly rolled her eyes. 
“I swear, Kerri Ann, you must have pizza sauce in your eyes if you don’t
see what a catch that man is.  I’ve
thought about suing someone just so I can hire him as my counsel.”


Kerri Ann swung her eyes back to Bryce, standing now and
talking amicably with the other attorney, someone she assumed Barber had hired
out of Asheville.  His hands were on
his hips, pushing his suit jacket back. 
His long, tanned fingers clasped the Italian belt wrapped around the
waist that was still as lean as it was in high school when kids used to call
him string bean.  He wasn’t a string
bean any longer, not with the broad shoulders and significant muscle mass he’d
accumulated from…somewhere.  


Bryce Jenson had left for college and returned a gorgeous,
hunk of a man.  Why the hell was he
still single?  Kerri Ann couldn’t
begin to imagine why some smart college girl hadn’t gobbled him up a long time
ago.  But one thing was for sure, if
she wasn’t good enough for Bryce, Shelly Stanton wasn’t good enough for him
either.


“I gotta go, Shelly. 
You should be heading that way if you don’t want to be late,” she said
and made for the exit.


“I thought you had to talk to Bryce,” Shelly called after
her.


“It can wait.”


The wind that greeted her as she walked back to her car held
a faint chill, reminding her that winter might not be through with them just
yet.  It also reminded her of a fall
afternoon, fifteen years ago when she’d had a similar reaction to Bryce Jenson
as they shared push-up bars from the five and dime after school.  


They’d laughed themselves silly over something and when
Kerri Ann dropped her head, she knocked her face right into the push-up.  When Bryce reached his hand over to wipe
away the glob of ice cream lodged on her cheek, his expression had changed from
laughter to focused and determined. 
Like the look she’d just seen on his face in the courtroom.  Her reaction to him was eerily
familiar.  Way back when, her head
had buzzed, her stomach had dropped, and she’d wanted, with an intensity that
scared the shit out of her, for Bryce to use his mouth on the ice cream.  And because she’d wanted to lean in and
let him, she’d done just the opposite. 
She’d run straight to Jesse and had sex with him behind the storage shed
at Cal’s place—and gotten pregnant with Ty. 


She’d run to Jesse all those years ago because her budding
attraction to Bryce had messed up the natural order of her life, the life she’d
envisioned for herself, her life with Jesse as the cherished daughter-in-law of
Cal and Ellie.  


Kerri Ann needed the long ago memory of Bryce out of her
head now, right now, because it made her want all sorts of things she didn’t
have the right to even think about. 
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It was quaint, the town of Sequoyah Falls.  As far as she could tell, downtown
catered to the mature crowd, with antique shops, hardware stores, and
diners.  


Lita found the pizza restaurant Cal had recommended, the one
owned by Jesse’s ex-wife.  It sat
next to a used bookstore and music shop. 
The adjacent boutique sported some relatively fashionable outfits in the
window and she made a mental note to check it out before heading back to the
cabin.


She’d been designing all morning and the exhilaration of it,
the ideas that flooded her head, had worked up both her appetite and her sense
of adventure.  She’d even brought
along her sketchpad in case inspiration struck on her jaunt into town.  So she decided to check out the town,
eat a good meal, and satisfy her curiosity about the woman Jesse had been
married to for eight years.  


She didn’t know why thoughts of him kept popping into her
head at all hours of the day and night. 
It wasn’t like her to fixate on a man, any man, the way she seemed to be
with Cal’s son.  They’d been happy,
the three of them—Cal, Ellie, and Jesse.  If she hadn’t heard it in Cal’s voice,
she’d have known it from the multitude of pictures around the cabin.  In the hall was a picture of Jesse,
probably around ten, pulling a fish from the river, his light blond hair
hanging in his face.  His smile
beamed brighter than the sun.  The
den sported several framed school shots. 
He’d enviously avoided the awkward years she’d struggled through.  His mother hugged him from behind in
another picture, her head slightly askew from the football helmet Jesse wore.


It had to be Cal and her affinity for him because the brash
and outright offensive man she’d encountered the day before didn’t even
resemble the kind of man who’d fascinate her.  He was attractive, no question…and there
she went thinking about him again. 
“Let it go, Lita,” she said to herself as she opened the screen door of
the Pizza Den. 


It smelled divine. 
The yeasty dough and the pungent aroma of Italian sauces made Lita’s
mouth water.  She searched the
crowded restaurant for a quiet table where she could soak up the atmosphere and
indulge in one of her favorite foods. 



Quiet was out of the question.  The brick walls, wide pine floors, and
high ceiling, coupled with the boisterous crowd, gave the place an energy not
suited for quiet.  The atmosphere
wasn’t off-putting, but fun.  Large
groups sat at long tables sharing pizzas and stories over pitchers of soft
drinks.  Coworkers dined together,
still sporting nametags and office attire. 
The kitchen hummed behind a wall-length bar that gave Lita the
impression of lively evenings at the Pizza Den.  


She found a small table for two tucked neatly against the
wall and set her sketchbook and purse on the adjoining chair so she could
peruse the menu.  She was just
deciding what topping to add to her slice when a—there was no other way
to describe him—tall, dark, and handsome man in a very nice suit knocked
the edge of her sketchbook causing it and her purse to crash to the floor.  


“Oh my, I’m so sorry,” he said with a lazy drawl that had
images of wide front porches and sweet lemonade forming in Lita’s mind.  He bent down to retrieve the items that
had spilled out of her purse.


Lita jumped up from the table and scrambled after the tampon
that rolled under her seat.  “It’s
okay, really.  I’ll get this stuff.”  She shoved everything back into the bag
and blushed as he handed over her birth control pills.  “Thanks.”


“I’m really sorry, miss.”  He quickly glanced around the
restaurant.  “I’ll get Kerri Ann to
put your meal on my tab.”


“Oh, that’s not necessary.  It was just an accident.”  Was Kerri Ann here? she wondered with a
quick look.  Humm, which one could
she be?


“I don’t mind.” 
He turned when the kitchen door swung open and a blond woman walked
out.  He twisted back to Lita with
an impatient smile.  “I really am
sorry…”


“Angelita.  And
it’s no problem.  I need to clean it
out anyway.  It’s like a big, black
hole.”  She motioned to her
oversized bag.


The man held out his hand for her to take.  “I’m Bryce.”


“It’s nice to meet you, Bryce.”


“Look,” he said and glanced back to the bar where the blond
looked to be restocking glasses.  “I
need to talk to someone, but I highly recommend the pizza here.  It’s the best.”


“So I hear.  Go,
do your business,” said Lita.  “I’m
just going to mull over these toppings a bit longer.”


He nodded and walked straight to the blond woman.  Fortunately for Lita, they were only a
few feet away and she could listen in. 



“I thought you were in court.” The woman seemed irritated
and her voice sounded snippy.


“We adjourned for lunch,” Bryce replied back in his lazy
drawl, either unaware of or unconcerned by the woman’s hostility.  “Misty said you came by to talk to me
this morning.  Said you seemed kind
of mad about something.”


“Did she now?” 
The woman was pissed, any fool could see the way she was slamming the
highball glasses on the shelf, but again it only seemed to amuse Bryce.  He was either entertained by her
behavior or a little slow. “I see speculating on my moods is sport to both you
and your employees lately.”  


He let out a long-suffering sigh and actually chuckled when
she glared at him.  “Kerri Ann,
you’ve only got one mood these days. 
The only sport in it’s figuring out what got you there in the first
place.”


Oooh, maybe he was slow.  So, this was Kerri Ann.  Well, she was madder than hell, but
really quite pretty.  Her hair was
pulled back in a ponytail and a few pieces had escaped either on purpose or
through the course of the day, but either way it softened the sharp angles of
her face.  She looked slender and
athletic, the kind of woman you’d imagine hiking through the backcountry or
rafting down the river.  No wonder
she and Jesse got along—or used to. 



“Bryce Jenson, you can just go back to sweet talking my
customers with your free time instead of bothering me when I’m trying to work.”


“Sweet talking your customers?”  Bryce seemed genuinely confused by her
accusation, but Lita, like any woman, knew exactly what she meant.  She was talking about her.


“I saw you flirting with that woman over there.  So just go on and let me get back to
work.”  She slammed the last glass
on the shelf and carried the empty rack back into the kitchen.  


So, Kerri Ann had a thing for Bryce.  Interesting.  Lita watched Bryce massage the back of
his neck before turning around.  She
quickly averted her eyes back to the menu, but could see him approach the
table.


“Angelita?  Would
you like some company for lunch?” he asked.  


Lita looked up at his boyishly sweet face.  The guy looked like a dog that’d been
kicked by his owner.  But he wasn’t
stupid, because he wanted to make Kerri Ann jealous by planting himself at her
table.  “Sure.” She wondered how
wise it was to get in the middle of a lover’s quarrel.  If she wanted adventure, she seemed to
have found it.


He pulled out his seat after removing his suit coat and
draping it over the back of the chair. 
“Have you decided on toppings?”


Lita nodded. 
“Onions and mushrooms, with a side salad.”


“Greek’s good and the ceasar is too, if that’s more to your
liking.”


Kerri Ann approached the table, notepad in hand, fake smile
firmly in place.  “Welcome to the
Pizza Den.  Can I get you something
to drink while you look over the menu?”


Her sugarcoated voice sounded as sweet as a candy apple, but
the look in her eye said poison apple. 
“I’ll have Diet Coke, please,” Lita said with a smile.  Two could play at this game.  


Kerri Ann looked at Bryce.  “And for you, sir?”


“Sweet tea.  And
try not to spit in it.” 


Lita had to fake a cough to mask her chuckle.  “Should I have given the same warning?”
she asked as soon as Kerri Ann walked away.


Bryce looked back toward the bar where she stood filling the
glasses with ice.  “Sorry.  She’s mad at me.”


“What have you done to get her so mad?  Insulted her pizza?”


Bryce looked mockingly horrified.  “I’d never talk badly about her
pizza.  Me just breathing ticks her
off lately.”


“And you two are…?”


“Friends,” he said dryly.  “Just friends.”  He shifted in his seat and placed his
elbows on the table.  “So, Angelita.  What brings you to our humble little
town?”


“I’ve taken a much needed sabbatical from work and…pretty
much just ended up here.”


“Where’s home?”


“Atlanta.”


“And your work?” he asked as Kerri Ann slung the drinks to
the table with such gusto a small amount sloshed over the lip of Bryce’s cup
and landed on the tabletop with a splash. 
He gave her a scathing look, which she promptly ignored.


“What can I get you to eat?” Kerri Ann asked in the same
false tone she’d used earlier.  Lita
thought of repeating Bryce’s request about spit after ordering her slice.  


“You were telling me about your work?” Bryce prodded after
Kerri Ann walked away to the kitchen.


“I’m a shoe designer. 
Ladies’ shoes.  I have a
small boutique in Atlanta.”


Bryce tipped his chair back and ducked his head to get a
look at the sling-back sandals she’d worn today.  “Very nice.  I assume those are your own?”


“I wouldn’t think of wearing anything else, but the streets
in Sequoyah Falls pose a bit of a challenge.”


“Cobblestone and brick can’t be easy to manage in heels, but
then again, I don’t know how you women walk in those things on any surface.”


“Your Y chromosome puts you at a disadvantage.”


He smiled and looked back toward the kitchen.  “At many things, I’m afraid.”


Lita wanted to ask Bryce about his situation with Kerri
Ann.  She loved other people’s
romantic troubles, but her connection to Cal and Jesse made her think
twice.  She opted for safer
ground.  “So what do you do?”


“I’m an attorney.”


“That must be exciting.”


Bryce considered while studying the tea in his glass.  “Maybe in a town like Atlanta, but up
here in the mountains, it’s pretty standard.  Wills, estate planning, real estate
transactions.  Nothing to write home
about.”


“There’s something to be said for small town life.  Cal said he hasn’t locked the doors to
his place since the seventies,” Lita said. 
“I wouldn’t even check the mail without locking the door behind me.”


“See, even checking the mail in Atlanta’s exciting.”  Bryce smiled and ran his hand through
his hair.  “So you’re renting from
Cal Bloodworth?”


“Yes.  Do you
know him?”


“I grew up with his son, Jesse.”


Lita hoped her face didn’t blush at the mention of his name.


“You’ve met Jesse, I see,” Bryce said with a smirk.


“I’ve run into him a time or two.”


“He hit on you?”


Lita laughed. 
“You do know him well.”  She
sipped her Coke.  “What’s his story
anyway?”


“Jesse?  He owns
a rafting business just outside town. 
Does real well with it.”  He
nodded toward the bar where Kerri Ann was serving another customer.  “They have a son together, Ty.”


“Cal’s told me. 
He said they were high school sweethearts.”


“Oh yeah.”  Bryce
sat back in his chair, peeked a look over his shoulder.  “They were the golden couple in high
school.  Captain of the football
team and head cheerleader, both blond and gorgeous.”


“You make it sound like they shouldn’t have been together.”


Bryce shrugged, leaned closer to put his elbows on the
table.  “They were all wrong for
each other.  They fought as much as
they got along.  Both of them are
headstrong, impatient, athletic, and stubborn.  They were so damn competitive with each
other they spent half the time being pissed when the other won.”


“Won what?”


“Anything. 
Better grades, nicer clothes, bigger athletic achievements,
tic-tac-toe.  It didn’t
matter.”  He sighed, as if he’d said
too much.  “Sorry, but it was hard
on the bystanders.  Especially when
they got married.”


Kerri Ann brought out the pizza and salad and quickly
stomped back into the kitchen. 
Bryce watched her go and then dug into his pizza like a man with a lot
on his mind.


***


Jesse parked along the back alley of the Pizza Den and
walked in through the employee entrance at the back.  Kerri Ann hated it when he ignored her
request to come in through the front like everybody else, but coming in the
back guaranteed him a good parking spot and a handful of toppings as he passed
through.  He was just tossing an
olive in his mouth when she burst through the swinging kitchen door and nearly
took him out.


“Hey, watch it, would ya?” he said.  “I’ve got precious cargo here.”  He hoisted the black instrument case
onto the counter.   “Ty left
his trumpet in my car again.”


“That boy would lose his head if it weren’t attached.” Kerri
Ann pulled the case off the counter and slung it into the corner.  “And I told you to use the front.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah. 
What’s crawled up your butt?”


“You.  Now get
out of my kitchen.”


“Jeez, you’d think a guy could do a girl a favor without
getting his head chopped off.  The
least you can do is feed me for lugging that thing over here.  I’ll even eat it at the bar like a
regular customer.”  


Two steps into the bar area and he came to a dead stop.  Just opposite the bar sat Angelita,
laughing like a beautiful angel with Bryce Jenson, of all people.  He felt little kernels of jealousy
sprout in his belly.  What the hell
could Bryce have said that was so damn funny?  And how did he get her to sit down with
him for lunch?


Must be the fancy clothes and lawyer talk.  Jesse looked down at his ratty t-shirt,
trunks, and flip-flops.  If she
wanted a man with a high dollar wardrobe, he was out of the running.  He’d hocked all his banker clothes years
ago.  He filled a plastic cup with
ice and tea, grabbed the sports section from a paper abandoned on the counter,
and sauntered around the bar to perch in front of the TV and within earshot of
their table.  Normally he’d wander
over and shoot the breeze with Bryce, but he thought he’d learn more by playing
it cool.


He’d just taken his seat when Kerri Ann emerged from the
back.  She rolled her eyes at him
and practically growled when she glanced behind him where Bryce and Angelita
sat talking.  She blinked her big
green eyes a few times, as if deciding what to do, and then slowly walked to
where Jesse sat at the bar.


“What can I get for you, honey?” Her voice sounded overly
loud and strangely sweet.  She only
added to her odd behavior by dancing her fingers over his arm.


“What the hell are you doing?”


“Nothing, sugar. 
Can’t I feed you for your troubles like you suggested?”


Jesse sat up on his stool and stole a glance over his
shoulder to see what Kerri Ann kept flicking her eyes to see.  “Did you bet Bryce you could be nice to
me or something?”


“Do I have to have a reason to be nice to you?”


“Lately, you do.” 
He folded the paper he hadn’t read and set it aside.  “How’d they hook up?”  He motioned with his head toward the
intimate table for two.  “And why do
I think it has something to do with your crazy behavior?”


She scowled at the table and then leaned down to speak
quieter.  “Bryce is making new
friends, I guess.  Do you know her?”


“She’s dad’s new renter.”


“So she’s just visiting?” Kerri Ann asked with her brows
raised.  “Where from?”


“Atlanta.  Why do
you want to know?”


She straightened and put that look on her face that let
Jesse know she was lying.  “I like
to know about my customers.  I
thought maybe we had a new resident in town.  Although she looks too fancy to live
around here.”


“Fancy’s one word for her.”


Kerri Ann eyed Jesse suspiciously.  “If you know her, what are you doing
sitting over here?”


Jesse shrugged and tried his best to look innocent.  The last thing he wanted was for Kerri
Ann to know was how badly he’d struck out with her.  “Didn’t want to interrupt.”


Kerri Ann laughed. 
“Let me guess.  You’ve
already hit on her and she turned you down.”  When he only frowned at her, she shook
her head.  “Christ, Jesse.  You’ll never change.”


When she turned and walked down the bar to help another
customer, Jesse noticed Bryce leaving. 
He waited what he thought was a respectable amount of time before
turning and plopping into Bryce’s vacated chair.


“We meet again.” 
Why, as the corners of her lush mouth folded downward, could Jesse feel
his competitive juices start to flow?


“Please don’t ruin the best meal I’ve had in ages.”  Her dark eyes made a quick assessment of
his attire.  


A snob.  He knew
it, but couldn’t figure out why it tickled him so.  “Mind if I join you?”


“As a matter of fact, I do.”  She scraped the last bite of pizza
through her salad dressing and plopped it into her mouth.  “And I’m done.”  


She sure was. 
There wasn’t a crumb left on either plate.  He loved a woman who wasn’t afraid to
eat.  “I wanted to apologize for my
behavior yesterday.  I was rude and
I’m sorry.”


She looked shocked and then her eyes narrowed.  “What’s the catch?”


“Excuse me?”


“You don’t want to make it up to me by buying me dinner or
sharing a sunset drive into the woods?”


Boy, was she jaded. 
“Would you have agreed if I’d offered?”


Her lips pursed as she considered.  “No, but I wasn’t expecting a simple
apology.”


“When I’m wrong, I like to admit it and move on.  And since I keep running into you, I
figure we ought to make up so I can stop looking out for knives thrown at my
back.” 


“Okay, I’ll admit my reaction to you was a little
harsh.  I apologize too.”  She put her napkin on the table and
reached for her purse.  


“So, truce then.” 
He tried to think of how to get her to linger.  


“Truce.”  She
held out her hand and they shook over the table.  He felt something when he took her small
hand in his, something like a spark or a connection.  She must have felt it too because her
expression turned serious.  “May I
have my hand back, please?”


Jesse slowly disengaged her hand from his.  “Sure, Angelita.  I’ll see you around.”


***


Kerri Ann was manning the cash register when Lita got up to
leave.  The woman practically ran
the restaurant single-handedly. 
Lita knew Bryce had paid the check, as promised.  She also knew that Kerri Ann was
swimming in a giant pool of jealousy from the hundreds of daggers she’d shot
their way while they ate.  If only
Kerri Ann knew that Bryce had spent half of the time talking about her and how
hard she’d worked to keep the business running while raising her son.  


Lita grabbed a mint from the jar by the register and painted
on her most genuine smile.  “That
was the best pizza I’ve had in ages. 
You’re truly gifted.”


Kerri Ann’s expression softened.  “Thanks,” she said in what Lita assumed
was her real voice.  “Come on back.”


“I will.”  She
unwrapped the mint and popped it in her mouth.  She glanced back where Jesse sat at her
abandoned table, all gorgeous and rumpled in his grunge-wear.  She was still reeling from their brief
contact and the look she’d seen in his eyes.  Since her feelings were slightly
off-kilter, she figured she might as well prod at whatever was going on between
Bryce and Kerri Ann.  “You know that
man I was dining with, Bryce?”


“Sure.”  Kerri
Ann nodded.  “Everybody knows
Bryce.”


“That was very nice of him, don’t you think?  Paying my bill like that for an
accident.  That would never happen
back home.”


“Home?”


“Oh, sorry. 
Atlanta.  I’m just here
visiting.”  She leaned on the
counter to the clear annoyance of Kerri Ann.  “So, what’s his story?”


“Who?”


“Bryce.”  Like
she didn’t know.  “He’s very
attractive, he’s got great manners, and that accent…”


Kerri Ann’s shoulders flew back and she swung the hair from
her face with a flick of her head. 
“He’s…the best.”  Did she know,
Lita wondered, that her whole face took on a dreamy look when she said it?  What the hell was keeping them apart?


***


Jesse approached the register as Angelita walked through the
screen door. “You’re not going to have many customers if you give them all the
evil eye like that.”


“You think she’s pretty?” Kerri Ann asked.  “All that hair and those ridiculous
clothes?”


Jesse laughed. 
“Yeah, but so are you, darlin’.”


Kerri Ann snorted. 
“Oh, please.  I’m not
sleeping with you again, Jesse, so don’t even bother.”


“You women are crazy.” 
He grabbed her chin with his hand and gave it a shake.  He could see all her old insecurities
float to the surface.  It was one of
the things that kept her in his heart after all the harsh words they’d shared
over the years.  “The beautiful
thing about women is that they come in lots of varieties.  And your variety has always been cute,
despite your nasty attitude.”  He
turned to walk out through the back. 



“Jess?” Kerri Ann called.


“Yeah?”


She smiled when he turned around and she saw the exasperated
look on his face.  “Thanks.”
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The air smelled ripe with spring’s bounty.  Cal had heard the first call of the
Kentucky warbler echoing through the woods early in the morning as he pulled
rakes for him and Ty out of the storage shed.  The mountains had emerged from a
particularly frosty winter, prompting him to clean up the property and get the
grounds in top form.  He’d felt a
little embarrassed that Lita had seen Bloodworth Cabins looking less than
perfect, but he could only hope she was too much of a city girl to care.  


Cal looked forward to spending the day with Ty.  He hadn’t seen the kid much lately, not
between baseball and homework. 
Besides, he spent most of his free time working with Jesse, getting the
raft shop ready for the spring break crowd.  


Cal had driven past the turnoff for the raft shop the other
day on his way up to the nursery and had noticed the sign Jesse made was
glistening from a fresh power scrubbing. 
He had to admit, Jesse had turned the place around a lot faster than Cal
expected.  Course, the way he’d
pumped money into it when he first came back didn’t hurt.  Cal couldn’t say much about Jesse’s time
in Atlanta, but he sure did come home with money to burn.  


That’s just what Cal had thought Jesse was doing when he’d
bought the old put-out spot and shacks that had once belonged to the area’s
first outfitting company.  The place
had sat dormant for almost six years and needed both deep pockets and a lot of
hard work to get it up and running. 
He quickly realized Jesse’s pockets were deeper than when he’d left and
he knew his son could put the old Bloodworth grit into something when he set
his mind to a goal.  


He’d overheard some guys down at the VFW talking about how Jesse
had turned a profit his second year out. 
It had stung, hearing about it through the grapevine, but Cal understood
there’d be no bragging from Jesse as far as his career was concerned.  Water under the bridge, he reminded
himself as Jesse’s Scout rounded the bend and stopped at the entrance to the
storage shed.  


Ty hopped out wearing an old t-shirt, camouflage pants, and
the sleepy look of a teenager who’d woken up before his internal noontime
alarm.  “Hey, Granddad.” 


“Hey, boy.  You
had breakfast?”


“Did he ever.” Jesse pulled the toothpick he’d been chewing
on from his mouth.  “Kid polished
off four of DJ’s biscuits in less than five minutes.”


Ty smiled like the Cheshire cat and patted his flat
stomach.  “Hey, I’m a growing boy.”


“You’re going to grow in the wrong direction if you keep
eating like that,” Jesse teased.


“You’re just jealous ‘cause you can’t eat like that anymore,
old man.”


Jesse popped the toothpick back in his mouth with a
huff.  “Who’re you calling old?”


Cal cleared his throat. 
“I remember another young man who damn near ate us out of house and home
when he was a teenager.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” 
Jesse started the engine and raised his voice to be heard over the
rumble.  “I’ll be back to collect
you at three,” he said to Ty.  “Work
him like a dog, Pop.”  And with a
cocky grin, he set off.  Cal noticed
Lita had come out onto the porch to see what the commotion was.  Jesse slowed down enough to salute her
as he passed and Cal could have sworn he saw her blush.  Lord.


“So, Granddad, what’s on the agenda for today?”


 “Yard work,
mostly.”  He handed Ty a metal rake
and led him to the flowerbeds around the larger of the two cabins.  “We’re going to clean out the debris
from the beds and put down some new mulch. 
I’ve got three or four pallets of impatiens to plant here and around the
smaller cabin.”


Ty leaned on the rake and yawned.  “Dad says you’ve got a renter in the
small cabin.”


Cal glanced down and realized Lita had gone back
inside.  “Sure do.  That’s why I’d like to start up here, so
we don’t disturb her just yet.”


“Dad said she’s hot.”


Cal rolled his eyes. 
“She’s a very attractive woman. 
And very nice, so be sure to show some respect, unlike your father.”


Ty just laughed and dug into the old mulch.  It was hours later before Cal wiped his
brow and suggested they take a lunch break on the porch.  He fixed Ty’s favorite, tomato
sandwiches and potato chips.  They
were a treat for both of them, even though he had to buy hothouse tomatoes from
the market until he could plant his own garden.  They listened to the Braves preseason
game on the radio and ate as the still cool breeze helped revive their energy
as much as the food.  


“You gentlemen look like you could use a cookie.”  It was Lita, dressed in fancy jeans with
rips in the knees and a skin tight t-shirt.  She was hobbling over the grass in
another pair of heels, this time with rhinestones that flashed in the splashes
of light that managed to break through the canopy of trees. 


“Lita.”  Cal
stood up and gave Ty a quick slap on the back of the head for him to do the
same.  “You didn’t have to do that.”


“I’ve been watching you boys work up quite a sweat and I was
baking them anyway.  If I ate them
all myself, I wouldn’t fit into any of my clothes.”


She barely fit into any of them now, he thought as he
watched her t-shirt rise to expose an inch of very taut belly.  He could tell by the look on Ty’s face
that he’d noticed too.  “Lita, this
is my grandson, Ty.  Ty, this is Ms.
Barros.  She’s renting the cabin for
a few weeks.”


Lita set the tray of cookies on the small table that sat
between the rockers and held out a hand for Ty to shake.  “Please, call me Lita. It’s a pleasure
to meet you, Ty.  Your grandfather
speaks very highly of you.”


“Thanks.”  Ty
pulled his hand away and reached up to snatch the dirty ball cap from his
head.  “It’s nice to meet you too.” 


“Well, I’ll leave you men to your work.”  She turned to leave.


Cal stepped toward the stairs and called her name.  “Won’t you stay and have some with us?”


She smiled and waved the thought away with her hand.  “I’ve had plenty, believe me.  Besides, my creative juices are flowing
and I’m knee deep in designs right now. 
I’d better get back to it.”


Cal gave Ty another quick swat to the head, prompting the
boy to speak.  “Thanks for the cookies,
Lita.”


She smiled over her shoulder and the two of them watched her
retreat.  


“Wow,” Ty whistled through his teeth.  “Dad’s right.  She is hot.”


“She’s too old for you, son…and unfortunately, too young for
me.”  Whoops, did he actually say
that out loud?  


Ty laughed like a hyena and fell back into the rocker.  “Jeez, Granddad.  Wait ‘til I tell Dad.  He’ll flip.”


Cal sat back down and grabbed a cookie from the tray.  “I may be old, but I’m not dead.”


“Well,” Ty said around a big bite of cookie, “if she’s too
old for me and too young for you, that should make her just right for Dad,
huh?”


“Son, a lady like that is no match for your father.  And frankly, I don’t think he’d even
know what to do with someone like her.”


Ty laughed. 
“I’ll bet he does, Granddad. 
I’ll just bet he does.”


***


Lita flipped the sketchpad closed and lightly strummed her
fingers over the top.  She’d spent
all morning and half the afternoon working on the fall line and couldn’t have
been more pleased with the results. 
She didn’t know if it was the mountain air or the fact that no one was
breathing down her neck for her to produce, produce, produce, but she hadn’t
been this productive in months.  


She couldn’t wait to show Sophie the designs and get her
input on some of the materials she’d suggested using, particularly for the
boots.  Sophie had taken over
completely since Lita had basically dropped off the face of the earth.  Each time they talked, Lita could tell
Sophie was under a lot of stress, handling the press, the customers, their
vendors, not to mention sidestepping questions from Lita’s father.  Thank God she hadn’t given him her cell
number.  Presenting Sophie with a
dozen designs would ease some of her pressure and Lita’s guilt at the same
time.  


Now she needed to find a scanner so she could scan her
drawings and then e-mail them to Sophie. 
She fished her car keys out of the bowl by the door, shooed away one of
the cats that lingered near the entrance waiting for any chance to break into
the cabin, and jogged down the steps to her waiting SUV.  


She’d just rounded the bumper when she looked down and saw
that the left back tire was flat. 
“What in the world?”  She
crouched down to get a look, hoping to spot something that could have caused a
brand new tire to deflate.  She didn’t
see anything, couldn’t go anywhere, and didn’t have the slightest idea how to
change a tire.  She stood up, put
her hands on her hips, and let out an exasperated breath.  That’s when she heard the rumble of an
engine charging up the drive.


Lita didn’t know whether to be relieved or annoyed that
Jesse, with a cloud of dust in his wake, came to an abrupt halt not five feet
from where she stood.


“Uh-oh, looks like somebody’s got a flat.”  He jumped out of his Scout, not hard to
do considering it didn’t have doors, and sauntered over to where she
stood.  


“You’re a master of the obvious.”  She quickly changed the sarcastic tone
of her voice.  If she wanted his
help, and she sure couldn’t fix the tire without it, she’d better watch her
mouth.  “Have you ever changed a
tire?”


Jesse laughed and, since it appeared to once again be at her
expense, she felt miffed.  “About a
million of them.”  He leaned on the
bumper and crossed his arms.  “Would
you like me to walk you through it, Angelita, or would you like me to change it
for you?”


He was mocking her and enjoying the hell out of
himself.  “I know theoretically how to change a tire, but I’ve never
actually done it myself.”  She let
her arms fall and pursed her lips. 
“I guess, if you have the time, I’d appreciate your help.”


His grin grew slowly across his impossibly handsome face
and, for a moment, she nearly smiled at him in return.  “Why do I get the feeling that if
anybody else was here, anybody at all, you’d accept their help over mine?”


“I guess you’re just insecure.”  She moved to open the back.  The new car had less than three hundred
miles on it and she didn’t even know where to find the spare.  “Well, the extra tire has to be here
somewhere?”


Jesse gently guided her to the steps.  “You just have a seat right here,
darlin’, and watch the master at work.” 



He ignored her snort, walked back to the SUV, and dropped to
his knees.  It didn’t take but a
moment for him to locate the spare, mounted under the vehicle, and crank it
down like magic.  Considering the
age of his own car, it was a wonder he had any idea where to look for a spare
on her new one, but he’d found it in less than twenty seconds and was soon
rolling it to a rest against the garage. 
He set up the jack, had the bumper raised, and the flat tire off in less
time than it would take for Lita to use the bathroom.  Though she desperately didn’t want to
be, Lita was impressed.  And once he
had the spare on, she felt both impressed and grateful.  


She’d actually enjoyed watching him change the tire.  Besides the obvious entertainment of
watching Jesse’s muscles bunch beneath his shirt, it wasn’t very often the men
in her world performed manual labor tasks. 
They were too busy picking out clothes and drowning themselves in
cologne.  Not one of her male friends
from home could have changed her tire and done so without getting sweaty or
dirty, as Jesse had.  He had the
most amazing ability to look rumpled—and simultaneously gorgeous, yet
smell freshly showered and incredibly male.  She suspected he had his own arsenal of
sweet smelling shampoos and soaps at home. 



“Thank you, Jesse.”


He stopped rolling the injured tire and stood upright to
look at her.  “That actually sounded
genuine.”


“It was.  I’m
grateful.”


“I like the sound of that.”  He continued rolling the tire to the
back of his Scout.


“What are you doing with the tire?”


“It’s got a nail.” 
He hoisted it into the back and clapped the dirt off his hands.  “I’ll run it into town and get it
fixed.  Your spare is full-sized, so
I’d suggest using this as the spare from now on.”


“Well…”  She
didn’t know what to think about his very generous offer, especially after he’d
already changed her tire in record time. 
“That’s very nice of you, but I can take care of it.  I was heading into town anyway.”


“So was I.  As
soon as I figure out where the old man has Ty.  I’ll drop it by the body shop and have
Bobby Joe fix her up.”  He moved to
stand in front of her and she got the first glimpse of sweat gathering in a v
beneath his collarbone.  It made her
stomach clench.  “Barring any
off-road accidents, you shouldn’t need it before later tonight.  I’ll run it back up after dinner.”


Lita was floored and more than a little wary.  Why would he change her tire and run the
spare into town for a fix?  “Jesse,
I can’t ask you to do all that.  If
you’ll just load it in the back of my car, I’ll find the body shop and take
care of it myself.”


“You didn’t ask and it’d be easier for me to do it than give
you directions to the shop.  Plus,
Bobby Joe would probably spend an hour ogling you instead of fishing out the
nail, so it’ll save us both time.  I
need to see him about a part anyway.”


Well, she hadn’t seen this coming.  “Okay, I’d really appreciate it.  But instead of bringing it back after
dinner, why don’t you bring it back before and I’ll make you dinner?” 


He eyed her suspiciously and she couldn’t blame him.  He had to wonder what her motive was
when she wasn’t quite sure of it herself. 
“You want to make me dinner?”


“As a way to say thank you, yes.”


He cocked his head, considered.  “Can you cook?”


“Do you want dinner or not?”


“I try to eat three squares a day.”


“Seven okay?” 
She wondered why she felt so hurt that he’d had to think about it.


“Seven’s good.” 
He hopped back in his truck thing and called over the engine, “Any idea
where the chain gang’s gone?”


“I saw them head up past the storage shed about an hour
ago.”


He winked, slammed the car into gear, and took off up the
steep incline, leaving Lita with a mouthful of dust and head full of
worries.  What the hell had she just
gotten herself into?


***


Bryce pushed himself away from his cluttered desk and began
to pace around his office.  He’d
turned on the radio, inching the volume up every few minutes when the sound of
birds fluttering through the open windows mocked his attempts to ignore the
picture perfect day outside his office. 
Misty had opened the windows, to air the place out she’d said, but the
only thing she seemed to have aired out was his brain.  


The smell of wild onion and fresh cut grass, air alive with
budding flowers and temperatures that felt near seventy had already caused him
to shed his suit coat and tie.  He
itched to lose his button-down and spend what was left of the afternoon in his
undershirt.  It was days like today,
when the wind gently blew down from the mountains and the sprouting leaves from
the trees danced in delight, that Bryce found himself questioning his choice of
career.  


He’d always wanted to be an attorney and he’d proved himself
worthy once again when the jury in the Barber Roofing case delivered a fair
verdict and a hefty special damages award to Mr. Freeman.  Of course, that case could’ve been
called a slam-dunk, but it still gave him a measure of pride to serve his
fellow citizens and bring a sense of justice to his sleepy hometown.  That didn’t stop him from leaning down
against the low windowsill, closing his eyes, and breathing in the scents of
spring…and remembering.  


Memories of sneaking out of church to fish and swim in the
river with Jesse and Kerri Ann, ice cream cones shared on the town square, and
hours spent daydreaming about the future. 
In all of his daydreams, every one, there was Kerri Ann.  Late March was when the basketball
finals were going strong and she’d bounce around school in her short
cheerleading skirt, taunting not only him, but every boy in school with her
tanned and toned legs.  She still
had the best pair of legs east of the Mississippi—thanks to her daily
runs.  Did she have any idea he’d
been coming into the office early for years to catch a glimpse of her as she
bounced past his window with the grace and strength of a gazelle?


Every day thoughts of her crept into his mind, but today,
with the sun shining and the season so full of promise, he was overwhelmed by
the need he had for her.  The need
she stirred, the need he’d never quenched. 
Would he ever? he wondered as he opened his eyes and watched a bluebird
fly into the crabapple tree outside his window.  


He jerked upright in surprise at a sharp knock at his
door.  “Come in,” he called.


When the beautiful shoe designer stepped into his office, he
thought she was just the distraction he needed on an afternoon when his
thoughts had led him down a very depressing memory lane.  “Well, Lita.  To what do I owe the surprise?”  To his genuine shock, she blushed.  Surely a woman like her was used to
attention from men.


“I’m sorry to interrupt you at work, Bryce, but your
secretary said to come on back.  I
hope you’re not in the middle of something important.”


“No, nothing at all. 
What can I do for you?”


She inched into the room, her dark eyes taking stock of his
office filled with mementos from school and his collection of legal books.  “Let me start by saying I’ve tried
everyplace else I can think of.” 
She pulled a thick pad of what looked like drawing paper out of her
messenger bag and held it in front of her like a shield.  “I’ve been designing, a lot, and I need
to e-mail these to my business partner back in Atlanta.  It never occurred to me there wouldn’t
be a print or copy shop in the area with a scanner.”


“You’ve come to the right place.”  He drew her behind his desk to the
credenza where his scanner and printer sat side by side.  “Just got this puppy a year or so ago.  Have to say I haven’t used it all that
much, so you’d be doing me a favor by taking her for a spin.”


“It’s not too much to ask?”


“Not at all.  As
a matter of fact, you probably know more about how to use it than I do, so I’ll
just leave you to scan away.”  He
moved from behind the desk, but not before noticing how good she smelled.  “Can I get you something to drink?”


“Water would be great—but only if it’s not too much
trouble.”


“Headed that way myself.  Be right back.”


When he returned a few minutes later, the scanner was
chugging away and Lita was standing next to the wall gazing at his diplomas.  


“Here you go.” 
He handed her a bottle of water he’d retrieved from the house’s small
kitchen.  


“Oh, thanks.” 
She took the bottle and smiled at him.  “I’m really impressed.  UNC undergrad and Emory Law.  You’re breaking stereotypes left and
right.”


“I don’t know if I should be proud or offended.”


“Proud, definitely proud.”  She tucked an errant curl behind her ear
and moved back to look at the progress the scanner had made.  “I just never imagined someone with an
Emory Law degree practicing in Sequoyah Falls.”


He’d gone away to college, unable to stay close to home and
watch his best friend marry the woman of his dreams and raise a family
together.  He’d stayed away during
law school for the very same reason. 
“It was a good experience, but there are things here I can’t live
without.”


“I can understand that, I’m just surprised.”  She moved to the scanner and placed a
new sheet on the screen, pushed start. 
“So you’re familiar with Atlanta?”


“I guess, when I wasn’t knee deep in the library, I did
manage to get around the city every now and again.  It’s a great place.  Lots of good restaurants, great music,
beautiful women.”


“And yet you chose to set up shop here.”


Bryce took a deep breath.  He’d thought, early on in his quest for
both knowledge and the peace separation and time can bring, he’d meet someone
during those years who would make him forget about Kerri Ann and the pull she
had on him.  And there were women,
many more than he’d expected, especially after he’d filled out the body that
had always seemed two sizes too big growing up.  But none of them doused the embers of
desire for a woman who, after a bitter divorce, was single once again.  “I’m tied here, to the area, the
people.  I considered living
somewhere else, anywhere else, for awhile. 
But this place pulled at me while I was gone.  College was, for me, my chance to
explore other areas, other options.”


“No, I get it. 
Every day I spend here I wonder how much longer I’ll be able to hide
away.  I’m going back, eventually,
but I can see how it gets in your system. 
It’s solid.”  The last of her
scans went through.  “Would you mind
e-mailing these files to me?” she asked.


“No problem.”  He
moved behind the desk, took a seat in his old leather chair, and hit send to
the address she’d given him.  “All
set.”


“I can’t thank you enough, Bryce.”  She leaned down to give him a hug and
her mass of curling dark hair felt like feathers against his cheek.  “I owe you big time.”


“Work on that men’s line and we’ll deal.”


At the door, she stopped and turned to face him.  “How would you like to come to dinner
tonight?  I’m a pretty good cook.”


Hum.  Beautiful
woman, home cooked meal.  He should
be more interested, but, truth was, he was in too poor a mood to be good
company.  “I’ll take a rain check.”


She looked seriously disappointed.  “You’d actually be doing me a
favor.”  She moved toward his
desk.  “Jesse’s coming and I’m not
sure I want to be alone with him.” 
She scrunched her nose, as if waiting for him to comment.


Bryce sat up in his chair and put his elbows on the
desk.  “How’d Jesse finagle an
invitation, especially if you’re not sure about him?”


“He changed my tire today and I was feeling especially
generous.”  She moved opposite him
and sat in one of the Chippendale chairs. 
“Any words of advice?”


Take him to bed so Kerri Ann will get over him.  “Well, you’re talking about Sequoyah
Falls’ most eligible bachelor. 
Although, truth be told, I haven’t seen him with anyone lately.”  


“Does he still have a thing for Kerri Ann?”


“Jesse?”  The
million dollar question.  When Jesse
had returned home after three years away, Bryce had thought his time was up,
thought he’d blown his only opportunity to make a life with Kerri Ann and
Ty.  He assumed she’d jump at the
chance to have Jesse back again. 
But she’d shown no interest in getting back together with Jesse and he
seemed too interested in making up for lost time with Ty and getting his
rafting business afloat.


 “Hard to say, as
she’s the last thing he’d talk to me about.  I can tell you that after he saw us at
the Pizza Den together, he called and asked a bunch of questions about you.”


“He did?”  By her
hopeful expression, he knew she was more interested than she’d admit.


Bryce held up three fingers.  “Scouts honor.  Listen, Lita, I’m not a good person to
ask about relationships and such, but I grew up with Jesse and he’s a good
guy.  He was…confused for awhile,
but now he’s just been working and spending as much time with Ty as possible,
much to Kerri Ann’s chagrin.”


“You care about her, Kerri Ann?”


Was it that obvious? 
“Let’s just say she’s one of the things here I can’t seem to live
without.”  She’s why he’d come
home.  He’d set up his practice in
the mountain town he’d always considered home and waited for her to come to
him.  And with every shoulder he
offered her to cry on, every favor he obliged, he waited.  He was damned tired of waiting.
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Jesse had been feeling like a kid again.  He’d found Ty and his dad, knee deep in
mud, dredging the culvert that kept the spring thaw water in the streambed and
away from the cabins.  It always
made him chuckle to see Ty doing all the chores he used to be forced to do as a
teenager.  The old man was a slave
driver.  


He’d dropped off Angelita’s tire, ordered the part for his
ATV, and delivered Ty to the Pizza Den where Kerri Ann cussed for five straight
minutes about the muddy mess his shoes left on her freshly mopped floor.  He’d snuck out the back when she was
mid-rage and was headed back home for a quick shower.  He had a date.  She’d invited him, although somewhat
begrudgingly, for dinner—alone—at her cabin.  He’d been damn near floating on
air.  


Until he saw Angelita skipping down the stairs of Bryce’s
office.  What the hell was up with
her and Jenson anyway?  He’d already
embarrassed himself and called to get the scoop on Bryce and Angelita like a
love struck high schooler.  Bryce
had assured him he was just welcoming a visitor to town, but after seeing her
leave his office, smiling and bubbly, he couldn’t quite shake the feeling he had
some competition for Angelita’s affection. 
And didn’t that just suck, considering she was the first woman to spark
his interest in…he couldn’t remember how long.


As he headed up the road to his house, he thought it ironic
that he and Bryce were once again fighting over the same woman.  Some things really didn’t change.  He and Bryce had struggled for Kerri
Ann’s attention all those years ago and Jesse knew he’d won by default.  If you’d call their pitiful excuse for a
marriage winning.  Those were the most
painful, regretful years of Jesse’s life. 
Truth be told, he was grateful to Bryce for coming back to town just
when Jesse took off.  Bryce had been
there for Kerri Ann and Ty while Jesse was sewing his oats and grieving for his
mother in the big city.


He showered quickly, pulled on a clean pair of jeans, threw
a button-down over his t-shirt, and grabbed a bottle of wine before heading out
the door.  As promised, the tire sat
waiting outside Bobby Joe’s closed garage doors and Jesse managed to load it without
getting dirty.  He drove up to
Cal’s, wondering what the old man would think of Angelita inviting him to
dinner.  He’d probably think what he
usually did when Jesse took an interest in a woman—that she’d be smart to
steer clear.  Oh well, Jesse couldn’t
blame his dad for his knee jerk reaction or do much about it.    


He heard music when he cut the engine, something slow and
smooth.  He unloaded her tire from
the back of the Scout and rolled it to a rest by the stairs.  He didn’t see how he could put the tire
back under the car without getting filthy and decided to use it as another
excuse to swing by and see Angelita again. 
Of course, if the evening went as he hoped, he wouldn’t need an excuse.   


She answered the door wearing a flowing skirt, form-fitting
top, and another pair of heels that showcased her fabulous legs.  Her hair was down and, much to his
delight, her makeup looked freshly applied.  There was no doubt in his mind, her
invitation was a date.  “You look
beautiful.”  He stepped inside the
cabin and placed the wine in her hand. 
“And you smell even better.”


She laughed, a throaty chuckle that made his toes
tingle.  “Are you referring to me or
my cooking?”


Jesse took her comment as an invitation and leaned in to
sniff the exotic scent of her hair. 
The silky strands brushed his cheek and he longed to wrap a curl around
his finger and pull her closer. 
“I’d say both, but then again, you know I’m partial to Cal’s shampoo.”


“This is my own variety.”  She moved to the kitchen and motioned to
an open bottle of wine on the counter. 
“Would you like some or would you prefer a beer?”


“Normally I’d say a beer, but I have a feeling whatever
you’re cooking’s going to taste real nice with a glass of red.”


“You’re a very smart man and a handy one to have
around.  I appreciate the tire.”


“You’re welcome.” He accepted a half-filled glass.  “I put it next to the stairs.  I’ll swing by later in the week to get
it back in place.  There’s no way
you could lift it back under the car.” 
He held up his hand when she looked ready to pounce.  “That’s not male chauvinism, just the
plain truth.”


She considered his answer as she set a tray of marinated
artichoke hearts and mushrooms between them.  “I’m not going to argue with you, not
after watching you change the tire.”


She moved to the stove and stirred a delicious smelling
mixture while he plopped a few of the mushrooms in his mouth.  “So, what’s for dinner?”


She smiled as she turned toward him, a woman clearly
comfortable in a kitchen.  She
became more attractive by the second. 
“It’s called Moqueca de Camarao, better known as shrimp stew.  I hope you don’t have a shellfish
allergy?”


“I haven’t found a food I don’t like or that doesn’t like me
back.”  He moved to stand behind her
at the stove, leaned over to see the stew, and to gauge her reaction to his
closeness.  “Looks as good as it
smells.  Is it Spanish?”


She didn’t back away so much as shift slightly to the
side.  “Brazilian.   One of the few recipes I know by
heart.”


He knew she had exotic blood and hearing her mention Brazil
had images of her topless in a thong bikini swimming through his mind.  He’d bet she looked really good
topless.  “So you’re from Brazil?”


“Brazilian by blood, American by birth.”  She moved by Jesse and started setting
the small dining room table.


He leaned against the counter and handed her the napkins and
silverware she’d already laid out. 
“Does your family live in Atlanta?”


“My father does. 
My mother’s dead.”


“I’m sorry.  My
mom died, what…”  He looked at the
ceiling, blew out a breath.  It
seemed like just yesterday, but it had been over a decade since she’d
passed.  “Almost eleven years ago.”


“I know.  Your
father speaks of her often.”


“She was the best. 
They had an incredible marriage.” 
He stabbed an artichoke heart with a toothpick and decided on
another.  “Of course, I guess all
kids think their mom’s the best.”


Angelita placed two birch and twig pillar candles Jesse had
gotten Cal for Christmas a few years ago on the table and stepped across the
counter from where Jesse stood.  She
sipped her wine and lifted her dark eyes to his.  “I wouldn’t know.”


“What do you mean, you wouldn’t know?”


She waved her hand in front of her face as if to dismiss her
answer.  “It’s a long story.” 


And one he had to hear. 
“We’ve got all night.”


She joined Jesse in the kitchen and turned the fire on under
the rice.  “We have about twenty
minutes until dinner.  Would you
like to sit on the porch?”


“I’d like you to tell me why you didn’t know your mother.”


Her hand paused as she reached for her wine.  “Why?”


“Because your eyes got all sad when you said it.”  He reached up and brushed his thumb over
the delicate skin under her eye. 
She didn’t flinch, but he could tell it was a struggle.  “And because you’ve been here for almost
a week now and I’m sure you can recite my entire childhood back to me, thanks
to Cal.”


She laughed, covered the rice, lowered the fire to simmer,
and faced him.  “It’s no big
deal.  She lived in Brazil, we lived
in Atlanta.  She died when I was
four.”  She shrugged her shoulders
and, picking up her wine, headed for the back deck.  


Jesse followed, determined to keep her talking.  He loved puzzles and the more pieces she
revealed, the more fascinated he became. 
They settled into adjacent chairs at the table on the porch and the two cats
immediately pounced.  The black cat
jumped on Jesse’s lap and the brown and gray striped cat rubbed his head
against Angelita’s ankles.  “Why did
your mom live in Brazil when you and your dad were in Atlanta?”


“You couldn’t possibly want to hear this.”  She seemed bothered by his insistence
and her reaction only made Jesse more curious.


“You couldn’t possibly believe that’s true,” he countered in
the same tone she’d used.  


She rolled her eyes and took another sip of wine.  “They were divorced.”


“Why didn’t she stay in Atlanta?  And if she wanted to leave, why didn’t
she take you with her?”


“Jesse, my parents didn’t have the kind of marriage your
parents did.  They weren’t in
love.  Ever.”


“Then why did they get married?”  His own miserable marriage popped to
mind.  “Because of you?”


“You’re relentless, you know that?”


He smiled.  “It’s
one of my better qualities.”  He
kept his eyes on her and stroked the cat that had settled on his lap.  “You were saying?”


She twisted the clunky silver ring on her right hand.  “My father was—is—the
Brazilian consulate in Atlanta. 
When his appointment came through, he needed a wife.  He met my mother at a club.  He called it a dance club.”  


That would explain her fabulous body, he imagined.  


“They married and moved to the States.  My mother was…”  She paused, swirled the wine in her
glass, “flamboyant was the word my father used most often to describe her.  High-spirited was another.  The long and short of it is, she was an
embarrassment to him.  They fought,
regularly.  When she got pregnant,
he was furious.”


“How do you know all of this?  Did your father tell you?”


“Oh no, he didn’t speak of her, especially not to me.  Unless I did something to embarrass him
and he’d mention our similarities. 
We had household staff and my nannies--I say plural because they never
stayed for long--they would tell me things they’d heard.  I had so many questions about her, about
them.”


“So what did he do when she got pregnant?”


“Nothing.  He’s a
devout Catholic and abortion was out of the question.  Their relationship disintegrated, as did
her behavior during the pregnancy.” 
She put her wine on the table, began nervously twisting the ring again.  “His tolerance for her theatrics was
very low.  At eight months along,
she made arrangements to leave him. 
She did leave him, in fact. 
But Mother Nature had other plans.” 
At the sound of the buzzer she rose, gently shooing away the cat with
her foot.  “Saved by the bell.”


Jesse sat in the chair, stroking the cat and thinking about
how Angelita had spoken about her lonely and difficult childhood.  He’d expected…something from this
evening, but not that she’d tug on his heartstrings before the meal was
served.  He placed the sleeping cat
on the cushion he abandoned and went back inside where Angelita was scooping
the steaming stew over a wide bowl of rice.


“Can I help with anything?”


She motioned to a loaf of bread she’d placed on the counter
as he washed his hands in the kitchen sink.  “You can cut the bread and put it in the
bread basket.”


Jesse did as instructed, set the basket on the table, and
lit the candles.  When Angelita
carried their bowls to the table, he flipped the switch on the overhead light
and settled at the table.  He
watched her as the candlelight made soft shadows play over her golden skin; her
dark eyes seemed huge in her face. 
He scooped up a big bite and savored the meal she’d prepared for
him.  “It’s really good.”


“Yes, I know.”


He was glad to see some humor return to her eyes, as their
earlier conversation had left her melancholy.  But they weren’t even close to
finished.  “So, you were saying
something about Mother Nature?”


“Don’t you want to talk about something else?  Tell me about Ty, about your business.”


“We’ll get to that, Angelita.”  He reached out and patted her hand.  “What happened?”


She huffed out a breath.  “My mother left my father.  She was heading back to Brazil when her
water broke.  She delivered me at
the airport.  There was a film crew
there, something about a possible pilots’ strike, and they captured the whole
thing on film.  I was the lead story
on the eleven o’clock news.”  She
took a bite, carefully placed her spoon on the plate.  “The publicity wasn’t good for their
situation.  She was forced to stay,
at least until the attention died down. 
Six months later she left again with his blessing.”


“But why didn’t she take you?”


“The public knew they’d had a baby.  The divorce was a big enough scandal in
Brazil.  If she’d taken me away from
him…”  She shrugged.  “It would have looked bad for him.  Very bad.”


“Did she ever come back or try to contact you after she
left?”


“There were some letters from my grandmother after my mother
died.  The family owned a small
restaurant.  My mother was making a
deposit one afternoon and was shot as she got into her car.  She was killed instantly.”  


For something that happened so long ago, and before she
could form any memories, she spoke as if her mother was an important part of
her life.  “You miss her.”


“I was four, so I never knew her.”


But she longed to; he could hear it in her voice and see it
in her eyes.  Nannies, no matter how
nice, were not substitutes.  Isn’t
that half the reason he’d run all those years ago—to escape the grief
he’d felt over losing his mother? 
“And your grandparents?  Her
parents?”


“I found the letters they sent when I was a teenager.  They’d never been opened.  I guess when they didn’t receive a
response, they figured I didn’t want anything to do with them.  By the time I tried, they’d died.”


Her bastard father had used her like a pawn, Jessie mused,
and had ignored her for the better part of her life, excluding her from the
only family she had.  “So I take it
you don’t have the best relationship with your father?”


She laughed, but there was no humor in her voice.  “No.  I’ve always been nothing more than a
burden to him, unless he tries to use our so-called relationship to his
advantage.”


Jesse had stopped eating while she talked.  He continued, hoping to encourage
Angelita.  She hadn’t touched her
food since the first bite.  “How?”


She shook her head, picked up her spoon.  “No, I’m officially done talking about
my family.”  After a bite, she
looked up from her plate and smiled. 
“I met your son today.  He’s
adorable.  As handsome as you and
your father both are, I believe he’ll be even more so.”


Jesse reveled at the compliment.  Ty had inherited the best of him and
Kerri Ann, both physically and in temperament.  “He’ll be pleased you noticed.  You’re all he talked about on the ride
home.”


She raised her brows in amusement.  “Does he live with you?”


“No, he lives with Kerri Ann.”  Jesse took two pieces of bread and
handed the basket to Angelita.  She
placed it untouched on the table beside her.  


“He seems to have come away from your situation relatively
unscathed,” she said and then looked at him sheepishly.  “Sorry, but Cal told me about your
divorce.”


“No worries.  I’m
familiar with Cal’s loose lips.  And
no, Ty doesn’t have any baggage from our divorce or my time away.  He’s an incredible kid.”


She was watching him and those chocolate eyes made him feel
like he was under a spell.  


“You love him very much,” she said.


“More than anything. 
It took me a long time to get around to being the parent he
deserved.  I’m still trying.”  He didn’t want to discuss his rocky
marriage and the time he spent away from his family.  Not tonight.  It shocked him, though, when he realized
he would discuss it with her, eventually, if she stuck around long enough.  Maybe it was because Cal had already
burst the dam, but he typically didn’t open himself up to a woman and the
thought of doing so made him uneasy. 
He motioned to the bowl of stew, hoping to distract her.   “You mind if I have seconds?”


“Of course not.” 
She passed him the bowl. 
“Save room for dessert.”


“Dessert too? 
It’s definitely my lucky night.”


“We’ll see about that.” 
Even in the candlelight, Jesse could see the flush in her cheeks.  “Tell me about this rafting business of
yours.”


“Well, when I came back, I knew I wanted to try something a
little different.  There was an
outfitting operation that’d shut down years ago.  They still had the best spot on the
river.  I don’t know how someone
hadn’t gobbled it up before, but I’m damn glad they didn’t.”


“Did you go away for college?”


“No, I went to Western Carolina University and worked at the
local bank for a few years.”  A few
years too many.  “I was…young and
made some bad decisions.  I moved to
Atlanta for awhile and worked for a brokerage firm down there.”


“Atlanta?”  Her
face was a mask of concern.  “Did
you know my father?  Davi Barros?”


Jesse chuckled.  Surely she didn’t expect him to know
everyone in a city of millions. 
“No.”


“Anyone from Brazil?”


“You’re the first, although I did know some guys who spent a
few memorable vacation days in Rio.” 
Did she think his interest in her had something to do with her
father?  “Look, Angelita, I’ve never
even heard of your father.  In fact,
I didn’t even know Atlanta had a Brazilian consulate and I don’t have a clue
what a consulate does.”


“I’m sorry.  It’s
my own neurosis at work.”  She
pushed her plate away, sat back in her chair, and aimed those killer eyes at
him again.  “He’s…trying to get back
into my life and I’ve become incredibly paranoid.”  She took a deep breath.  “The Brazilian consulate works to
promote trade between the state and Brazil.  For my father, the consul is a way to
live in the States and fulfill a coveted role in his government.”


She’d answered him by rote, with little inflection or
emotion in her voice.  “Well, now I
know what the consulate does.  But
what do you do?”    


“I’m a shoe designer.”


Jesse smirked. 
“It’s all coming together for me now.  All those pairs of incredibly sexy, yet
highly impractical shoes you’ve been sporting?”


“Practicality should have nothing to do with a woman’s
choice of footwear,” she said smugly. 
“And I appreciate the compliment. 
They’re intended to be sexy.”


“You’re succeeding beyond your wildest dreams, and mine.”


The look they shared after his last comment left him damn
near breathless.  If he didn’t touch
her soon, he might convulse.  He
leaned against the table and watched the candlelight dance in her eyes.  “Who do you work for?”


“Myself.  My
friend and business partner and I opened Angelita Feet ten years ago.”


“Retail?”


“Yes.  We have a
boutique in Midtown and a small Web presence.  We’re doing quite well.”  Her whole expression changed when she
talked about her business.  The
haunted look in her eyes had disappeared and in its place was a proud glitter.  “We’re thinking of expanding.”


“Wow.”  Jesse sat
back and patted his fully belly. 
“I’m impressed and incredibly full. 
That was delicious.”


“You shouldn’t be impressed, but thank you.”  She stood to gather the plates.


“I’ll get these.” 
He rose and took the plates from her hands.  “You cook, I clean.”  When she looked at him skeptically, he said,
“Sit and relax.”  He carried the
dishes to the sink and began loading the dishwasher.


“I can’t have you doing the dishes after you changed my
tire.  This dinner is my way of
saying thank you.”


“Angelita, just pour yourself another glass of wine and
watch how quickly I tackle this chore. 
If you remember correctly, I’m not exactly a stranger here.”


“As if I could forget.” 
She carried the breadbasket to the counter.  No, he wasn’t likely to forget her
reaction when he’d come out of the bathroom wearing nothing but a towel.  He hadn’t been able to think of much
else besides her ever since.  And
after tonight, he was likely to go on thinking about her even more.


Jesse swung the dishwasher closed, wiped his hands on a
dishtowel, and topped off Angelita’s glass where she’d left it on the
counter.  “If you really want to do
something for me, you can design some men’s shoes.”


She laughed, grabbed her glass, and headed back out to the
porch.  “That’s exactly what Bryce
said.”


They took their places in the chairs they’d sat in earlier,
minus the cats.  She looked
beautiful in the soft glow from the moon and Cal’s discretely placed landscape
lighting.  She seemed relaxed and
happy and she had to ruin Jesse’s mood by bringing up Jenson.  “Bryce, huh?  You like him?”


“Bryce?”  She
sipped her wine, threw her hair behind her shoulder revealing the long line of
her bronzed neck.  “What’s not to
like?  He’s such a southern
gentleman.”


“Yeah, that’s Bryce for you.”


“You don’t like him?”


Jesse leaned back in his chair, studied the cocky look on
her face.  “I like him.  I just think you’re barking up the wrong
tree.”


“What does that mean?”


Jesse knew he’d made Bryce sound gay and he felt a twinge of
guilt.  But, hey, if it kept Bryce
out of the picture, it had to be done. 
“He’s not interested in you, Angelita.  Nothing personal, he’s just…not.”


“You mean because he’s in love with Kerri Ann?”  Her cocky grin changed into a full-blown
smile.  


“Figured that out, did you?”


“Hard to miss.” 
She shifted in her chair, crossed her ankles.  “How do you feel about that?”


Guilty, remorseful, if he were honest.  “Bryce’s had a thing for Kerri Ann for,”
he blew out a breath, “going on twenty years now.  He’s one very patient man.”


“She’s in love with him too.”


“Still?”  
There was a time, years ago, when he thought she was.  She hadn’t had a chance to tell Bryce
before they found out about the baby. 
He hadn’t considered Kerri Ann’s feelings for Bryce in a long time.  “You think so?”


“Oh yes.”


He sat up in his chair. 
For a newcomer, she sure made her way around the town gossip.  “How can you be so sure?”


“I’m a woman and I’m very familiar with the signs.”  As if to emphasize her femininity, she
shook her hair behind her shoulders and ran her long fingers around the hoops
at her ears.  “I heard them arguing
the other day.  My business partner,
Sophie, she denied her attraction to her husband for months.  He was bothering her, she didn’t like
the way he wore his hair or the way he dressed.  There was always something wrong with
him.  Classic signs.”  She groaned when the cats jumped on the
deck and the gray and brown began rubbing her ankles.  “You didn’t realize she loved him?”


“I guess I’m not as adept at reading the signs.”  She’d certainly described Kerri Ann’s
reaction to Bryce lately, and to him. 
Truth be told, he hadn’t given much thought to Kerri Ann’s personal life
in the last few years.  They tiptoed
around each other’s private lives. 
“You’d think they’d have found a way to get together after all this time
if what you say is true.”


Angelita let out a whoop when the cat jumped on her
lap.  “Oh, these cats are starved
for attention.”  She gently patted
the cat’s head like someone would a dog. 
“Their hair gets everywhere.”


It was like watching a mermaid adjust to life outside the
water.  Jesse couldn’t figure why
her behavior was so appealing, especially when he’d spent three years in
Atlanta with a flock of good-looking women.  But, from their earlier conversation, he
now knew she was more than just a pretty face.  “You’ve never had pets?”


“I was enough of a problem for my father without adding a
real pet to the mix.”  She shooed
the cat off her lap.  “How about
dessert?”


Jesse groaned. 
“Is it small?”


She chuckled as she stood and grabbed his hand, urging him
up.  “It’s ice cream.  You can’t say no to ice cream.”


Jesse indulged in a double-decker sundae, while Angelita had
a modest scoop.  With a decidedly
full belly and much regret, he rinsed off their dishes and leaned against the
counter.  “Well, as much as I hate
to, I’d better head home.  I’ve got
a group coming up for a day trip tomorrow.”


“Rafting?  In
this weather?”


“You can raft in any weather.  Should be nice, maybe a little chilly in
the morning.  We have wet suits if
it’s too cold.” 


Angelita leaned against the counter next to him.  They were so close her arm brushed his
and he could smell the coconut he’d discovered earlier in her hair.  “I find it fascinating that people pay
money to risk their life.”


Jesse turned to face her.  “They pay money for a good time.  It’s a rush.  You should try it.”


“I’ve driven my car over that river enough times to know I
don’t want to raft in it.”


He couldn’t understand her hesitation.  Was it him or was she afraid of the
water?  “What do you do for fun?”


“I…” she stopped and furrowed her brow.  “I can’t remember doing anything just
for fun.  Shop, I guess.”


“Shop?  C’mon,
Angelita.  Let me take you down the
river.  I’ll start you off real
slow, class one.”


“Why do you want to get me in the water so badly?”


Honestly, he didn’t know.  Did he want her to experience the joy he
found in surrendering to the wild rush of the water?  Or did he want to share another
afternoon with her?  She was
teetering, he could see it as her teeth dug into her bottom lip, and those eyes
of hers were killing him.  He’d do
anything to get her defenses down and see her enjoy herself for the pure hell
of it in a raft.  “Because it’ll be
one of the most exhilarating experiences of your life.  It’s just you and the water, man against
beast, and with you, conquering your fear. 
There’s nothing more empowering.”


“I’m not afraid.”


“Then let me take you.” 
He stepped closer, faced her, and lightly grasped her shoulders.  “Please?”


“Jesse…”  She
cocked her head, bit her lip.  “I’ll
think about it.”


The breathy way she said his name, the warm feel of her skin
beneath his fingers made him wonder what she would be thinking about.  “Okay.”  He let his hands run down her arms and
clasped her hands in his.  “Thank
you for dinner.”


She was looking up at him, her chocolate eyes a little bit
wary.  “You’re welcome.”


His desire to kiss her almost overwhelmed his common
sense.  He wanted to kiss her, she
was expecting him to, he could see by the look on her face.  But the last thing he wanted to do was
what she expected.  He leaned in and
gently pressed his lips to her forehead. 
“Good night, Angelita.”


He had the door open when he heard her call his name.  


“Lita,” she said. 
“My friends call me Lita.”


He turned back and looked her in the eye.  “I like your name, the way it sounds,
the way it rolls off my tongue.” 
Her body straightened as he spoke, as if to brace herself for what she
knew what he was going to say.  “And
because I intend for us to be more than friends, I’ll call you Angelita.”
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Kerri Ann wandered into the general store and absently
sniffed a candle she’d picked up from the display by the dressing room.  By the deep green color, she wasn’t
surprised it carried the scent of pine. 
She considered getting it for Ty’s room, where the stench of dirty
clothes and puberty created an overwhelmingly noxious odor.


Mrs. Collins interrupted her thoughts with a hacking cough
that thirty years of smoking hadn’t helped.  “You okay, Min?” Kerri Ann asked.


Minnie Collins gave a final bark and popped a cherry lozenge
in her throat.  “Oh, it’s these darn
allergies.  They get worse every
year.”


Allergies my ass, thought Kerri Ann with a sympathetic
grin.  “‘Tis the season.”  She meandered around and had to think
about why she’d come by in the first place.  She’d been restless after picking up
some supplies at the hardware store and thought maybe an impulse purchase would
lift her spirits.  But other than
the candle, nothing had sparked her attention.  


She’d turned around at the back of the store and was heading
past the wall of fishing lures when she saw the woman Bryce had lunched with
saunter in, her gorgeous hair bouncing in unison with the sway of her
hips.  Kerri Ann glanced down at her
own boyishly narrow figure in the faded jeans she wore at least twice a week
and felt an instant dislike for the woman. 



Her clothes were outrageous: skin-tight cropped pants paired
with a silk cami barely encasing her buoyant breasts.  It was all covered with a bright orange
trench jacket.  Her earrings, huge
matching tangerine hoops, and high wooden-heeled slides completed the most
fashionable outfit Kerri Ann had ever seen in person.  It only grated on her nerves that she’d
envied a nearly identical ensemble in the pages of In
Style magazine at the dentist’s office last week.  There was a time, many years ago, when
Kerri Ann thought she’d spend her days wearing fashionable outfits like
hers.  Those days, those dreams,
were long gone.


“Hello,” Kerri Ann heard the woman say to Min as she propped
her white-framed sunglasses on top of her head.  “I’m looking for a gift.  For a man.”


Kerri Ann stopped mid-stride and stifled a gasp.  The woman was buying Bryce a gift.  When her lunch threatened to make an
encore appearance, Kerri Ann leaned her hand against the wall and watched it
disappear into a bin of fishing rods. 
The clattering noise made everyone turn in her direction.


“Hello again.” 
The woman stepped closer, a smarmy smile on her full ginger lips.  “You’re the woman from the Pizza Den.”


Kerri Ann straightened the rods and tossed her head casually.  She’d hoped to slip out before the woman
saw her and went running to tell Bryce what an idiot she’d been.  “Yes, yes, I am.  You’re still here, I see?”


“Um huh.”  Her
eyes lingered, probably laughing at Kerri Ann’s outfit and scuffed tennis shoes.  “Maybe you can help me.  I’m looking for a little something for
the man I’m renting my cabin from. 
Perhaps you know him?  Cal
Bloodworth?”


The surge of relief she felt at the mention of Cal’s name
had her practically skipping with joy. 
“I know Cal very well.  He’s
my father-in-law.”


She smiled brightly and didn’t seem surprised at the
revelation.  “You must be Ty’s mom
and Jesse’s ex-wife.”  She extended
her hand.  “I’m Angelita
Barros.  It’s a pleasure to meet
you.  Your son is wonderful and such
a help to Cal.”


“Thanks.”  Kerri
Ann felt like the ball in a ping-pong match.  Her emotions swung from jealousy to
pride in a finger snap.   “I’m
Kerri Ann.  So, you want to get Cal
a gift?”


Angelita moved like a model through the haphazard array of
items in the store.  “Yes.  He’s been so delightful, bringing me
muffins and wine.  I simply have to
reciprocate.  Nothing too big, just
a token of my appreciation.”  She
turned to face Kerri Ann.  “Any
suggestions?”


“Well,” Kerri Ann’s eyes wandered the collection of items
she’d just perused with new interest. 
“Maybe a nice picture frame or possibly a candle.  I was just admiring the smell of these
over here.”  She led her to the
tiered display.  


The woman’s own scent could have been captured in a candle,
a deep red candle and given a name like fire or sex.  She didn’t want to like Angelita, but
when she lifted the candle to her nose and gave her a dazzling smile, Kerri Ann
couldn’t help but be swayed.  


“I like this one.” 
She flipped the container over and red the tag.  “Enchanted Forest?  Do you think he’d enjoy this?”


“Cal likes things that smell good, so I’m sure he’d love
it.”  She thought of Cal and his
need to take care of others and his insistence that no one pamper him.  “You’ll embarrass him though.”


“Oh, I know.  But
he’s made my stay so pleasant.” 
Angelita studied her for a moment and Kerri Ann wondered if she’d gone
off with sauce splashed on her face. 
“You have great symmetry in your bone structure,” Angelita said.  “And great hair.  I love the color.”


“You do?”


“Um huh.”  She
nodded.  “Do you get highlights or
are these natural?”


“Um, natural, I guess.” 
Although she’d meant to highlight for the winter when her straight blond
hair tended to turn mousy.  It was
just another thing she’d let slip. 
Wasn’t much reason to fix herself up.  “I used to highlight.  In high school,” she said with an
embarrassed jerk of her shoulder. 
Where the hell was this conversation heading?


“My hair’s an unruly mess.”  She gestured to her perfect loose
corkscrews that floated like a veil around her shoulders.  “The humidity is a killer. I’ll bet your
hair stays straight, no matter the weather.”


“Straight as a pin.” 
Kerri Ann unconsciously ran her hand over the ponytail.  “Unfortunately.”


“I’d love it.” 
Angelita lifted an orange candle, sniffed, and, after crinkling her
nose, placed it back on the glass shelf. 
“I need a good cut.  Can you
recommend someone in the area?”


“Well, most folks around here go to Shelly Stanton over at
the Hair Barn just off Main Street. 
She’s…” annoying, a gossip, after her man, “competent.  I’m sure she’d love to get her hands on
your hair.  It’s so…bouncy.”


Angelita let out a hearty chuckle.  “I guess that’s one way to describe
it.”  She picked up the green
candle.  “I think I’ll go with your suggestion
and tell Cal you recommended it.  He
adores you.”


“Yeah, Cal’s the best.”


“You know, I’d love some company.  Why don’t you and I play hookie and
spend the day at the salon?  I
haven’t had a girls’ day in ages.”


Was she kidding? 
Kerri Ann hadn’t had a girls’ day…ever.  “Well, I don’t know.  I’ve got to get back to the restaurant.”


“Oh, come on,” she prodded.  “I’m sure you’ve got people who can
cover for you for an hour or two. 
It’ll be fun and my treat—for your help with the gift.”


She looked so excited and Kerri Ann felt an eager sensation
in the pit of her stomach.  Maybe
this would cure her mood.  She
hadn’t done something so…spontaneous since high school.  She shrugged her shoulders.  “Okay.  I guess one afternoon won’t kill me.”


Angelita clapped her hands and grabbed Kerri Ann by the
shoulders.  “Great.  Just let me pay for this and you can
lead the way to the Hair Barn.  Do
they do nails?  Or facials?” she
asked over her shoulder with an animated grin.


“I don’t really know.” 
Kerri Ann followed Angelita to the checkout counter.  What had she gotten herself into?


***


Lita couldn’t believe her luck in getting Kerri Ann to spend
the afternoon with her.  She had
liked her from the moment she’d seen her flinging glassware around her
restaurant in a fit of jealous rage; Lita felt a kinship with her she couldn’t
explain.  Now that she didn’t have
to pretend she didn’t know who Kerri Ann was anymore, they could relax and get
to know each other.  As much as she
could relax around Jesse’s ex-wife after the unexpectedly intimate dinner she
and Jesse had shared two nights ago.


She’d thought of nothing but him since he’d left her
cabin.  Because
I intend for us to be more than friends, I’ll call you Angelita.  His words echoed in her mind
constantly.  She thought of him with
a mix of anticipation and dread. 
He’d sparked her interest from the very moment she’d laid eyes on him
and yet she knew she couldn’t trust herself in matters of the heart.  She’d wanted so much to dismiss him as
an arrogant slacker, but he’d revealed himself, in only one evening, to be so
much more.  


Jesse was comfortable with his life and his mistakes.  With the proverbial monkey on his back,
he worked hard to repair his relationship with both Ty and Kerri Ann.  For all she’d witnessed, and learned
from Cal, Ty seemed unscathed by his parents’ divorce and his father’s
temporary absence.  For being such
young parents, they certainly did a hell of a good job.


Jesse had been persistent in his pursuit of Lita, and
constantly around, until he’d announced his intention on the way out the
door.  A very calculated move and
quite a successful one.  For she was
certain his goal was for her to think of him.


She’d see today, hopefully, how resilient Kerri Ann proved
to be.  As hard as it was for Lita
to be comfortable around men, particularly men who were good-looking and
interested in her, she loved the companionship of females.  It sounded very much like Kerri Ann had
the dream high school experience—before her pregnancy.  Lita’s experience couldn’t be described
as a dream.  She hadn’t had any
close friends or boyfriends, until Marc and her own unplanned pregnancy.  


It was Sophie who’d changed Lita’s life.  Their friendship and partnership had
allowed Lita to open up to another person and experience a truly loving
relationship.  Kerri Ann stopped
under a bright red awning that hung over the sidewalk like a giant
strawberry.  Lita blew a curl from
her face and stutter-stepped to catch up. 
“Here we are.”  Kerri Ann
opened the glass door and ushered Lita inside with an impatient wave of her
hand.  


A woman wearing a startling amount of makeup and a too-tight
wrap dress moseyed over to where they stood by the door.  “Well, Kerri Ann Bloodworth.  Twice in one week.  How’d I get so lucky?”  The woman eyed Lita suspiciously.  Despite the southern music that played
in the background, she obviously didn’t believe in southern hospitality.  


“Shelly, this is Angelita Ba….”  


“Barros,” Angelita said.


“Angelita’s just visiting in town and wanted a good
cut.  Of course, I brought her
here.”


“Well,” Shelly began, her eyes doing a thorough head to toe
scan of Lita.  “I didn’t think you
were from around here.  Tell me
you’re not wanting to cut off all this gorgeous hair?”


“No.” Lita wondered if she really wanted to entrust Shelly
with any part of her body, hair included. 
“Just a trim.  If you’re too
busy…”


“Goodness, no. 
Your timing’s perfect.”  She
turned her back and led them to two side-by-side white vinyl salon chairs.  An older woman sat under a dryer
straight out of the 1950s with a full head of curlers.  “I’m free until three.  Mrs. Morrison has a standing appointment
every Tuesday for a style.”


“Great,” Lita said and threw Kerri Ann under the bus.  “Kerri Ann wants a cut too.”


“Well, I…” Kerri Ann hesitated and slumped into a
chair.  “Maybe just a trim.”


Shelly moved to stand behind Kerri Ann.  “Girl, you’ve had the same cut and
style, or no style,” she grinned and winked at Lita, “since high school.  I’ve been begging you to let me put a
few layers in.  You’d be amazed how
it’ll soften up your face, bring out your eyes.”  She moved over to Lita and ran her hands
through her hair.  “See now.  I’ll bet you didn’t even realize that
Angelita here had layers?  Hers are
longer than I’d do on you—she’s got all this curl to contend with, but
you see how subtle they are?”


Lita could see Kerri Ann regretting her decision to play
girl for the day when she sighed and twisted her lips at her reflection.  “I agree with Shelly,” Lita said before
Kerri Ann could refuse.  Despite
Shelly’s appearance, she was giving Kerri Ann the right advice.  “A few well-placed layers can transform
your look.”


“I’m at the restaurant all day long.  I need to be able to pull it back in a
ponytail.”


Shelly patted her shoulder companionably.  “You’d still be able to put it up, but
you won’t have to because it’ll fall nicely around your face.  Or you could just clip the front part
back.”  She paused while Kerri Ann
stewed.  “Hair grows, Kerri
Ann.  If you don’t like it, it’ll
grow out.  At least this way you’ll
know.”


Lita was impressed at the way Shelly carefully dealt with
Kerri Ann.  “Oh, all right,” Kerri
Ann said.  “But if I hate it, I’m
gonna be mad.”


Shelly beamed. 
“You won’t hate it, Kerri Ann. 
It may take some getting used to, but you won’t hate it.”  She clapped her hands with glee.  “Oh, this will be so much fun.”  She tossed them both a smock and pointed
to the back.  “You two go change.”


“Who wants to go first?” Shelly asked as they simultaneously
emerged from the hall.  “The other
can get a pedicure while you wait. 
Melinda just got back from lunch.”


Kerri Ann threw her head toward Lita.  “Let her go first while I think about
whether or not I want a change.”


Shelly pulled on her arm.  “Come on, Kerri Ann.  Don’t be a chicken.”


Shelly led Kerri Ann to the washing station and motioned for
the young girl hovering in the corner to see to Lita.  “Hi,” the girl said with a shy
smile.  “I’m Melinda.  You’d like a pedicure?”


“I’d love one,” Lita said.


“Go on over and pick a color and I’ll meet you at the
pedicure chair.”  Lita picked out a
bright coral and slipped her shoes off before sliding into the massage chair.


“Temperature okay?” Melinda asked and then gasped when she
picked up Lita’s shoes to move out of the way.  “Oh my God.  These are Angelita Feet.”  She picked one up carefully and turned
it around and around like a fine piece of art.  Her gasp had everyone looking, including
Shelly and Kerri Ann.


Lita couldn’t help but smile with pride.  “Yes, they are.  Do you…like her shoes?”


“Gosh, yes. 
Where’d you get them?”


“They’re mine.” 
Lita sounded like a proud parent. 
“I’m Angelita.”


“Oh-My-God!” Melinda screamed.


Shelly walked over from the washing station, her hands
dripping with water, and Kerri Ann sat up in the reclining chair wiping suds
from her face.  “What’s going on
over here?” 


“She’s a famous shoe designer,” Melinda said.  


Famous was a bit of a stretch.  Before the article in Atlanta Wears, their publicity had consisted of a few
well-placed PR pieces in small local papers.  


“Famous what?” Shelly asked.


Lita tried to explain. 
“I’m a shoe designer.  I
suppose Melinda here has heard of my shoes.”


“Heard of them? 
I worship them.”  She picked
up a slide and placed it on her outstretched hand.  “They’re works of art.”


Shelly shrugged and clucked her tongue.  “Pretty, but I swear, Melinda, you’ve
got to stop that screeching.”


“Sorry.”  Melinda
placed the shoe reverently back on the floor as Shelly walked back to Kerri
Ann.  “But I can’t believe you’re
here, in Sequoyah Falls.”


“I’m on vacation.” 
Lita never expected anyone to recognize her shoes, especially in
Sequoyah Falls.  “How do you know
about my shoes anyway?”


“My sister moved to Atlanta to study fashion design.”  The girl removed Lita’s polish and
applied cuticle cream.  “She discovered
your store about a year ago.  She’s
going to just die when I tell her I met you.”


“You’ll have to give me her name so I can keep an eye out
for her when she comes in.”


“Ooohh,” Melinda screamed.  She whispered, “Sorry,” over her
shoulder when Shelly glared.  “That
would make her day.”


Lita sat contentedly, having her feet massaged in the warm
water and her new color applied. 
Melinda’s praise reminded Lita why she worked so hard to build the
business.


“Do you own any of my shoes?” she asked as her nails dried
and she waited for Shelly to finish with Kerri Ann.


“Oh, gosh no.” 
Melinda ducked her head to clean the footbath.  “They’re sure pretty and all, but I
can’t afford a pair.”  Her eyes
flicked up to Lita’s before she went on. 
“Besides, my boyfriend, Derrick, he’s not much taller than me and he
doesn’t like it when I wear heels.”


Another plus for expanding, Lita thought.  Keeping her operation small meant
forcing the customer to pay high prices for the one-of-a-kind shoes.  Mass marketing would lower the cost and
allow people like Melinda to run to the local mall and wear her brand without
forking over a week’s worth of pay. 
If she and Sophie hadn’t struck gold with their company, she’d never
have been able to afford them either. 
She sighed as the weight of her decision came pounding back.  She couldn’t hide in the mountains
forever.


When Kerri Ann cleared her throat and Lita looked up, she
had to shake her head in amazement. 
“Well, well, well…look at you.” 
Kerri Ann looked amazing. 
Shelly had cut soft layers in Kerri Ann’s straight hair leaving a fall
of long wispy bangs to hang mysteriously over one of her green eyes.  


“I thought I’d have to punch up her color a bit, but once I
got the layers in, it really took on a life of its own.”  Shelly rustled the ends with her hand.


“Shelly, you’re a genius.  How do you feel?” Lita asked Kerri Ann.


Kerri Ann shrugged her shoulder and tried to hide the smile
that wanted to form on her lips. 
“The same, I guess.”


She hobbled up from the chair and reached up to clasp Kerri
Ann’s shoulders, turning her round to face the mirror.  “You look beautiful.  I love the layers and the bangs.  It looks like you’re ready for fun,
Kerri Ann.”


She let her smile bloom.  “I don’t really know what I’m ready for,
but I do like it.”  She lightly
touched the ends of her hair with her fingers.  “I’m glad you talked me into it.”  Kerri Ann turned to face Lita and a
crease grew between her brows.  “My
God, you’re short without those heels on.”


So much for a special moment between new friends.  “Nothing I can do about my height, but
wear heels.  Thank goodness I love
them.”


“Don’t look now, but it’s your turn.”  Kerri Ann shoved Lita toward the chair
where Shelly was sweeping up her blond remains.  “Have fun, shorty.”


Lita didn’t know why she felt connected to Kerri Ann.  Did she recognize a woman whose dreams
seemed buried under her daily responsibilities?  Did she see her own vulnerabilities and
insecurities mirrored in Kerri Ann’s sarcastic facade?  Or did it all circle back to Cal, and
ultimately Jesse, and her affinity for the family who’d enchanted her with
stories of the past, a past in which Kerri Ann played a vital role?  


An hour later they sauntered up Main Street, Kerri Ann with
a new style and Lita with freshly trimmed hair.  She’d had more fun than she’d
expected.  Her eyes scanned the
streets, looking for any sign of Jesse. 
That’s all it would take to ruin the afternoon or at least complicate
it.  Cal honked in greeting and
pulled his car up to the curb where they’d stopped on the sidewalk.  “Well, look at the two of you.” 


Kerri Ann gave Cal the most genuine smile Lita had seen her
use.  She elbowed Lita.  “Heard you’ve been putting up with this
prissy thing for the past week.”


“Lita’s been spreading her charm at the cabins, that’s for
sure.”  He winked at Lita.  “I’m hoping she ditches the big city for
us.”


“I don’t think we’re fancy enough for her, Cal.”


Lita gave Kerri Ann an affectionate push toward Beaumont’s,
the town’s only clothing store. 
“We’re not done yet, Cal, so if you’ll excuse us, we’ve got clothes to
buy.”


“We do?”  
Kerri Ann stopped and looked at Lita.  “A new hairdo and polished toes aren’t
enough for you?”


“Not by a long shot. 
And it shouldn’t be enough for you, either.”  She held the door of the shop open for
Kerri Ann.  “Don’t stop now.”


It only took forty-five minutes and three forced turns in
the dressing room for Kerri Ann to fork over her credit card for a summer dress
in pale lime and a matching bra and panty set Lita insisted she purchase.  


“I don’t know why I let you talk me into this.  I don’t have the slightest idea where
I’ll even get the chance to wear such a frilly dress.”  Kerri Ann placed her card back in her
wallet and unconsciously rubbed the soft cotton between her fingers.


“Sometimes you have to get the clothes and let the party
come to you.”


“You’re not buying anything.”


“I wasn’t looking for me.”  It was the first time she’d ever shopped
for someone else and was surprised by how much she loved it.  “Lord, Kerri Ann, if I had your figure
I’d shop every day.”


“What figure? 
I’m a bean pole.”


“You’ve got a model’s body, with enough muscle tone to keep
you from looking gaunt.  Everything
looks good on you.”


“I’d rather have a little of what you’ve got.”  Her eyes lingered on Lita’s chest and
hips.  “Your curves are what men
like.”  


“I know plenty of men who prefer your type.”  One handsome lawyer
in particular.  “I’m
starved.  What do you say you make
me some of your fabulous pizza and we can rehash our day?”


“If I go to work, I’ve got to work.  But I did have fun, Lita.  It’s been a long time since I’ve done
anything just for the hell of it.”


“I’m glad to have helped.  And I’m serious about being
hungry.”  She slung her arm through
Kerri Ann’s.  “Let’s have a slice and
then, I swear, I’ll let you get back to work.”  


The restaurant was quiet.  The only customer sat in a booth with a
book, an empty plate, and soft drink. 
“Well, I guess it shouldn’t be hard to sneak a slice before the dinner
rush.”  Kerri Ann motioned to the
bar.  “Have a seat and I’ll get you
a drink.”  


Lita slipped onto a bar stool and cupped her chin in her
hands.  “Just bring out whatever
you’re having.”


“Let me put these bags in the back and see what we’ve
got.  I’ll be right back.”  She disappeared through the swinging
kitchen door and Lita sat back in the barstool.  She’d had fun with Kerri Ann, but she
felt guilty for not telling her about her dinner with Jesse and her nagging
attraction to him.  All day long she
kept trying to picture the two of them together, the athletic blond with the
biting tongue and the carefree Jesse. 
It never came into focus.  


“Here’s your beer and the pizza will be out in a
minute.”  She sat in the seat next
to Lita and stretched out her long legs. 
“Boy, it feels good to sit down. 
I’d forgotten how much shopping wears you out.”


“I’ve always considered it a sport.  Ummm,” she said after her first sip of
beer.  “I believe I’m developing a
taste for beer.”


“Give me a week or two and those city ways will be a thing
of the past.”  Kerri Ann sat up as
the slices were delivered.  “Thanks,
Frank.”  


Lita looked at the meat-covered slice and noticed Kerri Ann
had two on her plate.  “How do you
stay so thin?”


“Metabolism,” she said with her mouth full.  “Comes along with the bean pole body.”


“Listen, Kerri Ann, I had dinner with Jesse a few nights
ago.”


“Yeah?” she said with a quick flick of her eyes.  “I figured you were smarter than that.”


“I...” What had she been going to say?  “What do you mean?”


“I know he’s got the hots for you, Lita.  I just didn’t think you’d have any
interest in him.”


“Why not?”


For the first time all day, Kerri Ann seemed to stiffen and
turn sarcastic.  “I thought with you
being a famous designer, making friends with Bryce and all, you wouldn’t look
twice at Jesse.”


Angelita needed to set her straight.  “I am friends with Bryce.  He helped me out just the other day and
I’m grateful.  But it’s Jesse
I’m…sort of interested in.”  She
touched her hand to Kerri Ann’s arm. 
“Does that bother you?”


“You current on your vaccinations?” Kerri Ann laughed and
then turned to face Lita.  “I’m only
kidding, and no, it doesn’t bother me in the least.”  She set her slice down and wiped her
mouth.  “Jesse and I are over and
have been for a very long time. 
We…we lasted a lot longer than even the two of us expected and only
because of Ty.”


“I know it’s silly, but I’ve been trying to put the two of
you together in my mind and I just can’t.”


“You’re not the only one.”  She shrugged, thought for a moment.  “I come from a big family--three brothers
and four sisters.  My house was
always crazy.  Being somewhere in
the middle, I felt a little lost at home. 
Jesse didn’t have any brothers or sisters and his family was, well…Cal
and Ellie were so much fun to be around. 
They made me feel special and loved.  I stayed with Jesse mostly because I
didn’t want to lose being a part of their family.”


“And then you had Ty.”


“And then Ty came along and we were stuck with each
other.  Until Ellie got sick and
died and Jesse just couldn’t handle it all.  I’m running off at the mouth,” she said
and continued eating.  


“No, no, I appreciate the information.  We mostly talked about me at dinner and
I didn’t have a chance to find out about his past, about you.”


“He doesn’t like to talk about it.  He doesn’t open up with women.  He didn’t have to with me because I was
there, but with others…he just won’t.” 
Lita thought of how he’d moved the conversation back to her each time
she’d inquire about his past.  He’d
pried out all her insecurities about her father and yet he’d shared nothing of
his past but his pride in Ty.  “His
mother was everything to him, to him and to Cal.  They’re both still grieving and picking
at each other.  It’s hard for them
to deal with each other without her in the middle.  Ty’s become their buffer now.”


Kerri Ann heard the door jingle and glanced over
absently.  Lita noticed the color
drain from her face, then flood it again. 
She didn’t have to turn around to realize who was standing behind her. 


“Ladies,” Bryce said in the slow way Lita already recognized
as his own.  She turned and saw him
look at Kerri Ann, taking in the softness of her hair and the flushed
cheeks.  “Kerri Ann, you look
different.”


Oh brother, for a man who made his living with words, he
sure did blow an opportunity. 
“She’s had her hair done. 
Isn’t it lovely?”


“Yeah, I mean, yes. 
You look beautiful.”


“I do not.”  She
stood up to gather their plates. 
“You want your regular?”


Lita couldn’t sit by and watch the two of them bungle
another chance.  She could see so
clearly how the two of them had spent years dancing around each other.  “She got a beautiful dress today,
too.  I just wish she had a reason
to get all dolled up.  Are there any
nice restaurants around town?”


“You’d have to go to Asheville to wear a dress at
night.”  Kerri Ann moved past Lita
toward the back of the bar.  


“Perfect.  A
night out.  You two should go.”  She grasped Bryce’s arm and urged him
forward.  “Kerri Ann was just saying
she’d like to take more time for herself. 
What do you say, Bryce?  An
evening out with an old friend?”


Kerri Ann stood frozen, the plates still in hand, while
Bryce looked dumbstruck and fumbled with an answer.  “Well, sure,” he said, coming out of his
funk.  “That sounds great.  Kerri Ann, what do you say to
Thursday?  I’m not in court that day
and could slip out early.”


Kerri Ann plunked the plates on the bar.  “I…Thursday’s trivia night.”


“Can’t Frank or one of your waitresses handle trivia night?”
Lita asked.  She’d happily run
trivia night or drive them to Asheville if that’s what it took.


  “Well, I guess
so.”  She looked at Bryce and
blushed.  “Bryce, you don’t have to
do this.  I’m sure I’ll find some
other occasion to wear the dress. 
It’s not a big deal.”


“I’d like to take you out, Kerri Ann.”  Bryce stepped forward and placed a hand
on the bar inches from hers.  His
sly smile and blue eyes shone with a surge of confidence.  Kerri Ann was toast.  “You deserve some time off and I’d be
obliged if you’d spend it with me.”


Well, he recovered beautifully, Lita thought with a smile.  “Good, it’s settled then.  Bryce, why don’t you pick up Kerri Ann
at what, say five-thirty?”  Kerri
Ann shot an arrow in Lita’s direction that she promptly ignored.  “Perfect.  I’ll leave you two to discuss the
details.”  She threw some money on
the bar.  “Thanks for today, Kerri
Ann.  I had a ball.”
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Jesse had waited long enough.  It had been two days and what seemed
like countless hours since he’d seen Angelita and shared the most pleasant
evening in recent memory.  Maybe
even in all his life, if he really thought about it.  And he’d thought about it
constantly.  With every wave he
crested as the river churned beneath him, every hour he worked on the shop, he
longed to hear her deep-throated laugh, see her dark curls wet and glistening
in the morning sun.  


Damn, he was a goner. 
How had someone he barely knew gotten under his skin so quickly and so
completely?  It killed him to hold
back and not rush to her place under the guise of replacing her spare.  It was a valid excuse and, considering
the way they parted after dinner, she had to know he wanted her.  What she didn’t know was how much he
wanted her or how much the need to see her had kept him from bulldozing ahead
as he’d always done before when he set his sights on something he wanted. 


Her car wasn’t in the drive when he pulled up, but Cal’s
was.  Jesse sat in the Scout and
thought about finding the old man and helping him out with a few things around
the property while he waited for Angelita to come back, but that wasn’t exactly
normal behavior for him since he’d come back into town.  He was afraid Cal would see right
through his motivations and try to talk him out of sniffing around Angelita.  He couldn’t be talked out of pursuing
her and he didn’t have a clue how to explain to his father something he
couldn’t even explain to himself.  


“You going to sit there all day or get out and do whatever
it is you came by to do?”  It was
Cal, in muddy jeans and one of the faded flannel shirts that were a staple of
his attire.  No wonder Jesse had
little fashion sense.  


“What are you working on?”  Jesse hopped out of the Scout and
followed Cal toward the storage shed. 
Their steps aligned as they reached the footbridge.  


“Just finishing up the culvert and getting some of the mold
off the rocks under the bridge.”  He
opened the double doors and flipped the switch to the light that hung twenty
feet above their heads.  “What’d you
come by for?”


“I fixed Angelita’s spare and thought if she were around,
I’d put it back on her car.”  He
absently picked up a wrench on Cal’s workbench.  He wished for something to do around the
cabins to get his mind off Angelita. 
“Any idea where she is?”


“No.  Her car was
gone when I got up this morning. 
Could have run into town for something or gone for a hike.”


Jesse scratched his day old-beard and wondered if he should
wait or come back later.  He didn’t
know why he’d expected her to be waiting patiently for him to show up for the
tire, but he wasn’t comfortable with the fact that she’d gone somewhere without
a word to anyone.  What if she got
lost on a hike?  It didn’t seem
likely that she’d have the best sense of direction on the wooded trails
surrounding Sequoyah Falls.  Maybe
she’d gone into Asheville to do some shopping, her sport of choice, and decided
to get an early start.  “She say
anything to you about how much longer she plans to be in town?”


“Humm?” Cal had his head nearly buried in the old cigar can
he used for spare screws and nails. 
“No, no, she didn’t.  But I
hope she’s not leaving soon.  I like
having her around.”  He ushered
Jesse out the door after turning off the light.  “She’s even made friends with Kerri
Ann.  I saw the two of them
yesterday all gussied up and heading for Beaumont’s.  Kind of an odd pairing, if you ask me.”


“Her and Kerri Ann?” 
Jesse thought of the way Kerri Ann had shot nasty looks at Angelita last
week at the Pizza Den.  “Are you
sure?”


“Talked to them as they were heading that way.  Good for both of them, I say.  I don’t know for sure, but I think all
Lita’s done since she’s been here is work and God knows Kerri Ann could use a
girlfriend.  When was the last time
you saw her do anything just for herself?”


“I don’t know.” 
Jesse followed Cal back over the bridge and watched as he carefully
replaced his work boots with knee-high waders and slipped into the water.  If he was going to do water work, there
was plenty to be done at the raft shop. 
“I guess I’ll catch her later.”


“You going to pick up Ty on Wednesday?” Cal asked over his
shoulder.


“Yeah.”


“Bring him out here after school, would ya?  Tell him those tadpoles we fished out of
the brook are getting bigger.”


Jesse shook his head. 
“He’s fourteen, Dad, not four.”


“You just ask him and see what he says.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” 



He’d just backed up the Scout from the garage when
Angelita’s SUV came shooting up the drive. 



***


It wasn’t the steepness of the slope that had Lita’s stomach
knotting as she approached the cabin. 
Jesse was there, poised to leave as she pulled up from her trip to the
grocery store.  She stopped next to
his truck and rolled the window down to speak to him, hoping to make her voice
sound casual, like she hadn’t been thrown for a loop by his unexpected
appearance.  He was always throwing
her for a loop.


“Hi,” she said. 
“You come to see Cal?”


“You, actually.” 
Could he see her pulse jump at his words?  What could those hazel eyes see behind
the lenses of his sporty glasses? 
“I was going to mount your spare.”


“Oh…”  She could
feel her face burn at his use of the word mount.  “I’d forgotten all about it.  Are you in a hurry or can you put it in
now?”


He looked at his watch and grinned.  “I think I can spare a few
minutes.”    


She pulled her SUV next to Cal’s car and Jesse parked behind
her.  He was wearing his usual cargo
shorts and faded t-shirt and his hair looked like he’d let the wind blow it dry
after his morning shower.  Her
throat was suddenly dry.  She looked
down at her yoga pants, workout top, and tennis shoes.  When she couldn’t care less what he
thought of her, she was dressed to the nines, and now that she did, he’d caught
her in exercise clothes and without a shower.  Perfect.


“I’ll just unload these bags while you get to it then.”  She tried to sidestep him at the hatch
and breeze past before he could get a good look at her.  A few minutes in the bathroom wouldn’t
hurt.  


He grabbed her arm as she tried to pass.  “I’ll get these.”  He plucked the bags from her hand and
left her straggling after him.  


“You don’t have to.” 



“It’s no problem.” 
She opened the door for him and followed him inside.  


“Can I get you some coffee?  A muffin?” She pointed to the basket Cal
had brought over the day before. 


“Coffee would be good.” 
He stood where he was in the kitchen, watching her as she filled the
carafe and added the grinds. 


“It’ll be just a minute.  How do you take it?”


“Black’s fine.”


“Okay.”  She felt
uncomfortable under his stare.  He
was probably wondering what he ever found attractive about her in the first
place.  “I’ll bring it out to you
when it’s ready.”  She really wanted
to dash into the bathroom and survey her appearance.  She didn’t have on a lick of makeup and
could have died from embarrassment.


He stood where he was and cocked his head to the side.  “How tall are you?”  


He stepped to within an inch of her and measured the top of
her head against his formidable chest. 
She was face to face with his collarbone.  “Five-three.  And a half,” she added when he kept
looking down at her.  She could feel
his breath on her face and smell the citrus on his skin.  She had to fight the urge to wrap her
arms around him and burrow.


“Damn, I guess I never realized how much the heels added.” 


“What is with you people and my height?”


“Who exactly is ‘you people’?”


She pushed back from him and reached up to get two mugs from
the cabinet.  “Your ex-wife.  Sorry if I’m not of the ‘giant mountain
people’ lineage.”


“I heard you spent the day with Kerri Ann yesterday.”  He shuffled his feet and crossed his
arms.  “How exactly did the two of
you hook up?”


“I ran into her at the general store in town; we got to
talking.  I like her.”


Jesse chuckled, shook his head.  “Can’t imagine the two of you together,
but I guess wonders never cease.”


“Funny,” Lita said. 
“I spent the whole day thinking the same of the two of you.”


He accepted the mug of coffee she handed him and set it down
on the counter.  “Have you given any
more thought to my offer?”


She turned to face him and noted his cocky smile.  Could he possibly be asking about his
intention for them to be more than friends?  “What offer?”


“Rafting.  I had
a group cancel this weekend.”


“Jesse…”  Why
wouldn’t he let this go?  She wanted
to spend time with him, but did it have to involve rushing water and a
flotation device?  As if to
demonstrate how her thoughts tended to wander when he was near, she added two
tablespoons of sugar to her coffee instead of one.


“You like it sweet, don’t you?”  


“Huh?”


“The coffee, Angelita. 
Try to keep up, would you? 
Anyway,” he walked to the door and outside to retrieve the tire from his
truck.  She left her coffee on the
counter and followed him outside. 
So much for freshening up. 
“I’ve got the patch of river all picked out.  It’s a nice easy ride and the scenery is
beautiful.  How about I pick you up
Saturday morning around seven?”


“Jesse, I never said I’d go rafting with you.”  But she wanted to, if only to get him
off her back.


“You’re not going to let a little thing like fear stop you
from a new experience are you?”


She huffed out a breath and put her hands on her hips.  He was enjoying her reaction and had
probably planned to bully her into accepting.  “I told you before, I’m not afraid.  I just don’t want to.”


He stood up, wiped the gravel from his knees and faced
her.  “Prove it.”


He was incredibly handsome, standing there looking down at
her trying to hold back his crooked smile. 
How had he figured out how to maneuver her already?


“Fine, I’ll go. 
But you’d better know what you’re doing.”
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Bryce stood before the gilded mirror in his office foyer and
contemplated removing his tie.  He
unhitched the knot, tugged it off, unbuttoned one button, and surveyed the
results.  Damn.  He hadn’t been this nervous or this
insecure since the eighth grade dance. 
And the prom.  God help him,
how had he forgotten the prom? 
Susie Cunningham had worn a dress with spaghetti straps and he hadn’t
known where in the world to pin the lily corsage on her ample bosom.  What a nightmare.


“Relax, you idiot,” he said to his reflection and then
cringed when Misty called, “What?” from the front of the office.


“Nothing.”  He
retreated behind his desk.  It was
only five o’clock.  He had thirty
minutes to second guess his attire and try to tamp down the jittery stomach
that had plagued him all day.  It’s
just a date, he told himself.  With the woman of your dreams.  The woman you’ve wanted to be with since
you were thirteen years old. 



He’d made reservations at his favorite restaurant in
Asheville.  Thank God he knew Kerri
Ann liked all kinds of food.  She
was an adventurous eater, one of her many appealing qualities.  He’d once dated a woman who wouldn’t eat
anything more daring than chicken. 
Kerri Ann was always up for trying something new or something old
prepared in a new way.  Whether it
was the restaurateur in her or just the way she was made, he didn’t care.  


They had an hour’s drive to Asheville and at least two hours
in the restaurant.  He thought he’d
suggest a walk around the city afterward and possibly a drink at one of the
area’s varied bars.  He could see
the night play out in his head, the way she’d look in her new dress, her
appreciation of the meal, the dawning in her eyes that they were meant to be
together.  He wondered if she’d let
him kiss her.  He wondered if he’d
be able to stop. 


He stood up and began pacing the room, decided to stuff his
tie in his suit jacket until he got a look at Kerri Ann.  He could always steal into the restroom
and put it back on if necessary.  He
thought of Kerri Ann, slipping into her new dress, primping in the mirror as he
had.  Was she nervous like him?  Or was she cursing Lita for forcing her
to accept a dinner invitation with someone she considered only a friend?  


Damn it, it was only 5:10.  Was time standing still only for him? 


***


Kerri Ann swiped the mascara wand over her lashes and
applied a fresh coat of shimmering gloss to her lips.  She stood back and crinkled her nose at
her reflection.  She wondered for
the millionth time what Bryce would think when he picked her up in…fifteen
minutes, she discovered with a quick glance at her watch.  Damn.  She pulled the clip that held her bangs
off her forehead and ran a brush through her new layers.  The knock at the door of her office
bathroom had her screeching in worry. 
Was he here already?


But it was Lita who poked her head in the door, a mile-wide
smile on her face.  “You look
beautiful, Kerri Ann.  Can I come
in?”


Her office bathroom was barely big enough for one of them,
much less two, but she ushered her in anyway and closed the door behind
her.  “Have you seen Bryce?”


“No, he’s not here yet. 
Look at you.”  Lita clapped
her hands and then grabbed Kerri Ann’s shoulders.  “I have a surprise for you.”


“Oh, God.  I
don’t know if I can take any more surprises.”


Lita shushed her with a scathing look and pulled a large
shoebox out of her shoulder bag.  “I
had these over-nighted from my shop. 
Size eight and a half, right?”


“How did you know my shoe size?” She took the box Lita
shoved in her face.


“I looked at your shoes while you were in the dressing room
the other day.”  She pulled off the
top and lifted the tissue paper reverently.  “What do you think?  We call it Desideria.  In Portuguese, it means longing.”  She shrugged.  “I thought it was appropriate.”


Kerri Ann pulled out the shoe, a three-inch sling back
sandal of soft leather that felt like butter in her hands.  It had swatches of lime paisley fabric
across the upper, held together with a crystal pin.  They were stunning and Kerri Ann knew
without a shadow of a doubt that she’d kill herself trying to walk in
them.  Plus, she’d Googled Lita’s
boutique and had discovered her shoes retailed for more than Kerri Ann spent on
her high-end running shoes.  “Lita,
these are beautiful, but…I can’t wear these.”


“What?  Why not?”


“I haven’t worn heels this high since the prom and even then
only for a few hours.”


“Kerri Ann, look at me. 
Do you like the shoes?”


“Yes, but—”


“No buts. 
Somewhere along the way, you’ve forgotten that you’re a woman—a
beautiful, strong, independent woman. 
It’s your right, damn it—your duty to wear heels and dress up
every now and again.  No one will
think you look foolish or silly, not if you don’t.”


“But what will Bryce think as I’m hobbling along on these
pencil sticks?”


“He’ll think what every man who sees you thinks.  That he’s incredibly lucky to be with a
woman with legs like yours.”  Lita
pulled the other shoe out of the box, knelt down, and put it on Kerri Ann’s
foot just like The Grand Duke had slid the glass slipper on for
Cinderella.  It fit perfectly.  “Even the polish you chose
matches.”  She stood up when Kerri
Ann put on the other shoe.  “How do
you feel?”


“Tall,” Kerri Ann smiled like the Cheshire cat.  They were beautiful and Lita was right,
she did feel every inch a woman.  “I
love them, Lita.  Thank you.”  She hugged her new friend and found Lita
laughing when they pulled apart. 
“What’s so funny?”


“You are tall. 
Oh, how I’d kill to be a fly on the wall with you tonight.”


Kerri Ann turned to face the mirror, brushed at the bangs in
her eyes, and dabbed on the perfume Ty had given her last year for her
birthday.  “What do you think you’d
see, Lita?  We’re just friends.”


“Not for long. 
What?” she asked when Kerri Ann turned around abruptly.


“We can’t be more than friends.  We just can’t.”


“Why?”


“Bryce is…he deserves so much more than I can give him.”


Lita’s hands flew to her hips.  “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve
ever heard.  The man wants you,
Kerri Ann.  People deserve to be
with the person they want.”  She
held up a finger when Kerri Ann tried to interject.  “And you want him too.  You can’t deny what’s written all over
your face.”


Kerri Ann opened the bathroom door and went into her office
to look out the window for Bryce’s car. 
When she didn’t see it, she turned around and leaned on the
windowsill.  “You don’t always get
what you want.  Didn’t anyone ever
tell you that?”


Lita walked over to stand in front of Kerri Ann and placed a
consolatory hand on her shoulder. 
“I think both you and Bryce will find exactly what you want
tonight.”  She looked over her
shoulder and smiled.  “He’s here.”


***


Bryce winced when he reached for the screen door of the
Pizza Den and saw his hand tremble. 
The familiar sights, sounds, and smells of the interior helped to calm
his nerves.  Maybe she wouldn’t be
ready and he could have a quick beer at the bar to settle him.  He nodded to Patty Holloway as she
waited on a table of college-age kids and was about to sit on one of the stools
when Lita emerged from the kitchen’s swinging door.


“What are you doing here?” he asked.


“Just dropping off a little something for Kerri Ann.”  She moved out from behind the bar and
jerked her thumb upstairs.  “She’ll
be down in a minute.”


“Great.”  He
settled onto the stool and contemplated ordering a drink.  


“Do you have a tie to go with your suit?”


Bryce stood up and pulled his tie out of his coat pocket.  “I didn’t know if it’d be too formal.”


“Wear it.  Kerri
Ann looks fabulous and she’ll appreciate the formality.”


He lifted his collar and began looping the tie into a knot
when he heard a low whistle.  When
he looked up he saw Frank, standing at the beer tap, the summer special brew
spilling over the lip of the already full mug.  His eyes followed Frank’s to see Kerri
Ann, frozen and blushing in the kitchen doorway.  


Holy mother of God. 
She looked more beautiful than he’d ever thought possible.  Her hair was different, sexy like, and
she’d done something with her makeup so her eyes glittered like emeralds.  And the dress.  There wasn’t an ounce of cleavage with
the high straight neckline, but her strong shoulders glistened in the low light
and the way the fabric gathered at her waist made her seem impossibly thin and
curvy.  


“I’ve never seen you in a dress, boss,” Frank said.  “You look real pretty.”


It was just the thing he should have said, but had been too
floored to speak.  He needed to say
something soon because she was looking at him now and waiting.  “Pretty doesn’t even come close, Kerri
Ann.  You take my breath away.”


The blush that rose beneath her dress, up her bare neck, and
to her cheeks made him want to gather her in his arms and never let go.  


“Thanks.”  She
walked slowly out from behind the bar. 
“You look nice too.”


He couldn’t take his eyes off her.  It was like he was seeing her for the
first time, this familiar stranger. 



“Do you want to have a drink before we go?” she asked when
he stood staring at her.


“Huh…um, no.  I
mean, yes, I’d like a drink, but I thought we’d have one in Asheville.  If that’s okay?”  Away from the prying eyes of everyone in
Sequoyah Falls.  He didn’t want to
share her with anyone tonight.


“Okay.  I’ll just
get my purse.”  She leaned over the
bar on her tiptoes and stretched her hand under the counter.  The slit in the back of her dress rose
high on her thigh as she lifted a leg. 
It was a wonder he didn’t drool. 
“Frank,” she said.  “You’ve
got my cell number.  If anything
goes wrong with trivia or anything else, just call me.”


“Nothing to worry about, boss.  You go on out and have a good time.”


As Bryce steered her through the restaurant, he heard Lita
tell Frank the only reason to call Kerri Ann would be if there was blood shed
or gunfire.  He nearly laughed.  It was just what Frank needed to hear so
they weren’t interrupted every five minutes.


He opened the car door for Kerri Ann and when she’d settled,
she looked up at him and smiled. 
Just like that, as if someone had taken the blinders from his eyes, his
nerves were gone.  He closed her
door and walked around to the driver’s side.  Tonight was the start of something good,
he just knew it.
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Lita was smiling as she left the Pizza Den and her smile
grew brighter as she retrieved the ringing cell from her bag.  It was Sophie and she couldn’t wait to
thank her for helping with the shoes. 



“I’m so glad you called,” she said into the phone.  “I just delivered the shoes and they
were perfect.  You’re an angel.”


“Lita,” Sophie said on a sigh.  Lita stopped herself from putting the
car into gear and sat back in her seat. 
From the sound of Sophie’s voice, she knew something was wrong.  “Your father keeps calling the
shop.  He’s threatened to do a
sit-in if you don’t call him back or show up at his house or office.  I’m a little bit afraid.”


“Damn it.” Lita knew things were going too well.  For a day or two, she’d forgotten all
the problems she’d left behind. 
“What did you tell him?”


“I’m running out of excuses and you know what a bad liar I
am.  I think he knows you’re
avoiding him.”


Of course he knew she was avoiding him.  She’d spent her whole life hiding in his
shadow and trying to stay out of his way. 
“I’ll call him today.”  Her
gut twisted as the reality of it sank in. 
“I’m sorry I asked you to put him off for me.”


“I’m sorry I didn’t do such a great job of it.  Lita, I wasn’t kidding when I said he
scared me.”


“You can’t perform miracles, Sophie.”  And unfortunately, neither could
she.  “I’ll get him off your back, I
promise.”  She heard Sophie sigh in
relief.  “Anything else going on I
should know about?”


“Everything here’s great.  With prom season coming things have
really picked up and the buzz around the summer line is unbelievable.  Oh my gosh!” she screamed into the
phone.  “With all my worry about
your father, I almost forgot to tell you. 
Steve and I were at the gym the other night and I was on the exercise
bicycle.  You know I hate to ride
those things without something to read. 
I’d forgotten my book and they had the new Southern
Shopper magazine.  We were
mentioned in an article about Midtown shopping!  They said, and I quote, ‘For
one-of-a-kind, fabulous shoes, don’t miss Angelita Feet.  From formal affairs to backyard
barbeques, the custom-made sandals and footwear are a must buy on every girl’s
list.’  Isn’t that awesome!  And it was just a fluke I saw it.”


“Wow.  I didn’t
know we were even on Southern Shopper’s
radar.”  No wonder her father was so
hot to talk to her.  “It probably
wouldn’t be a bad idea to Google us every now and again to see if we’re getting
publicity we don’t know about.”


“I never thought of that,” Sophie said with wonder.  “Oh, I’ll do it right now.”


“Let me know if you find anything.”


“Lita?”


“Yeah?”


“Any idea when you’re coming back?  I’m not trying to pressure you, things
really are fine here, but…I miss you.”


“I miss you too, Sophie.  But I’m also enjoying myself here like I
never have before.  I’ve made
friends and…there’s this guy.  I’m
not saying I’ll never come home, but I’m not ready to commit to a date just
yet.”


“I knew there had to be more to it than fresh air and nature
walks.  Tell me everything.”


Lita laughed and opened her mouth to speak when she realized
she wasn’t ready to share her feelings for Jesse with anyone.  That was a first for her, as Sophie had
always been her sounding board in past relationships.  She’d have to think about her reasons
for not sharing another time.  “I
will when I have a better idea what’s going on.  For now, let’s just say I’m enjoying
getting to know someone new.”


“You’re not going to tell me about him?  You’ve got to be kidding.  What does he look like?  What does he do for a living?  Tell me anything, just one little scrap
of information.”


“He’s mouthwateringly handsome and he owns his own rafting
business.  Now, you have to let me
go so I can work up the courage to call my father back.”


***


It wasn’t the sound of his name when the secretary answered,
“Davi Barros’s office” that had the hair on the back of her neck standing at
attention.  It wasn’t even the fact
that she’d caught him at work at a quarter to six on a Thursday evening.  It was his voice, the rich, elongated
vowel sounds in the familiar cadence she’d come to know as her father’s
distinct dialect.  She’d met many,
many people from Brazil over the years, but no one’s pattern of speaking seemed
as deliberate as her father’s.  So
upon hearing it after only a moment’s hesitation, Lita found the muscles in her
throat constrict to where her own voice came out as a whisper.  


“Hello, Davi.”


“Angelita.”  The
sound of her own name had her nerves stretched to near breaking.  “Finally, you call me.”


“I’ve been busy,” was all she would say.  He didn’t deserve to know about her life
or how his recent contact had affected it. 
“Sophie said you called.”


“For over a week now. 
I hope you treat your customers better than you do your father.”


Of course she treated her customers better.  She respected them.  “What do you want?”


“We need to meet. 
I have a business proposition for you.”


Why did she feel like she was speaking to Tony Soprano?  “I’m not in town to meet with you.  It’ll have to wait.”


He sighed with impatience.  “When you return, then.”


“I don’t know when I’m coming home.”  


“Angelita.”  He
spoke her name just as he had when she was a child, full of exasperation.  “That’s no way to run a business.  I guess I should have expected this kind
of carelessness from you.”


“I’m not being careless.  I’m simply not available to meet with
you.”  She sounded defensive and was
angry with herself for letting him get to her after only a few minutes.  “I’ll call you when I return and maybe
we can set something up.”


“Where are you?”


“What?”


“You said you were out of town,” he said patiently.  “So where are you?”


She didn’t want to have to look over her shoulder every few
minutes like she would if he knew where to find her.  “Not in town.”


The silence on the other end told her he was struggling to
hold his temper.  He didn’t like not
being able to control every situation. 
“This really can’t wait.”


“For me it can.”


“You’ll want to hear what I have to say.”


He was harder to shake than a bad cold and she simply
couldn’t put up with his daily phone calls.  Now that she’d called, he’d have her
cell number.  “I doubt that, but you
can put your proposal in an e-mail. 
I’ll take a look at it when I get a chance.”


“Angelita, business should be discussed civilly, not written
about like a college exam.  Tell me
where you are and I’ll come to you if you can’t bother to come home.”


Giving him her location was out of the question.  For him to suggest it made her worry
even more about his motives.  He was
under a deadline that involved her company and she wouldn’t be squeezed into
cooperating because she had a long history of giving in to him.  “E-mail the proposal.  That’s all I’m willing to offer.”


Again there was silence and what sounded like the ruffling
of papers.  He sighed once and then
spoke.  “E-mail is not an
option.  There doesn’t need to be a
paper trail for what we have to discuss.”


What the hell was he talking about?  No paper trail implied illegal activity
and he wasn’t going to drag her good name through the mud.  “It sounds like I’m better off not
having this discussion in the first place. 
Why don’t we just forget you called?”


“You called me and I can’t drop this.”  She heard a door close and when he spoke
his voice was quiet, to the point of being intimate.  “Angelita, I’m asking you for a favor.”


“Why should I do anything for you?”


“I’m your father, for one.  And it may not be so good for your
business if you don’t cooperate.”


She held the phone like a vise. Outside the car windows she
could see two teenagers riding their bikes along the sidewalk.  A mother and child walked hand in hand
toward the ice cream store.  “What the
hell are you talking about?” she asked through clenched teeth.  “Are you in trouble with the law?”


“The Brazilian government is considering closing the
consulate here.  If that happens, I
will have to leave the country.” 
There was a pause so long Lita thought their connection had failed.  “If I go back to Brazil, I’ll be…a
marked man.”


“What does that mean? 
Marked man?”


“In the course of my position here, I’ve had to
make…alliances that have alienated some very powerful people at home.  I’m safe in the States, but if I were
forced to leave…”


“What does this have to do with me or my business?  And if they close the consulate, can’t
you just apply for a green card?”


“You need work to get a green card and the hurdles you must
jump through to obtain one are numerous. 
I can’t risk my life waiting for a card.”  He cleared his throat and changed his
tone to one of authority.  The father
was once again speaking to his lowly daughter.  “You’re on the brink of expansion, a
wise decision I must admit.  Your
suppliers are many and from around the world.  I can streamline your operation and get
all of your product from Brazil.  It
would go a long way to keeping the consulate open and guarantee my safety.  If I were to go home and be…eliminated,
some things would come out that wouldn’t look so good for you.”


She refused to be intimidated by his threats.  Not anymore.  “Anyone who’s familiar with me or my
company knows we have very little to do with one another.  I don’t see how your problems can affect
me or how my suppliers would affect the government’s decisions to keep the
consulate open.  You’re greatly
exaggerating my output.”


“What you call exaggeration I refer to as prediction.  If you expand, the sky is the limit for
you.  You’ll need to get your hands
on a lot of materials very quickly. 
I can do that for you—at the best price.  My safety would simply be a side
benefit.”


“You can’t possibly think I’d trust you with anything to do
with my business.”


“If you don’t, you’re signing my death warrant.  Can you live with that, Angelita?”


***


Bryce expertly parallel parked the car in front of an old
two-story stone building along one of Asheville’s many side streets.  The gaslights burning on either side of
the double doors and flower boxes in the long, narrow windows made Kerri Ann
feel as if she were stepping into a fairy tale.  


During the ride to Asheville, she’d been dazzled by the way
Bryce looked behind the wheel of his high-end sedan.  She’d ridden with him hundreds of times,
but somehow tonight felt different. 
The car smelled of leather and man, a combination that had her head
tingling with a mix of desire and nerves. 



Their talk had been innocent enough.  She told him about Ty’s grades and his
exemplary performance at the last baseball game.  The coach was already talking to her and
Jesse about making some calls to college scouts.  Somehow, it hadn’t felt real until she’d
said the words out loud to Bryce. 
He’d smiled and reassured her by placing his hand over the one she’d
rested on the soft black leather seat, as if he’d known how anxious talks of
college and Ty’s leaving made her. 
It was several years away, but of course he’d understood, she thought as
she watched him skirt the hood to open her door.  He was the one man who knew her better
than anyone.  The one man who could
make her toes curl with one smile from his handsome face.  


When he helped her out of the car, she stumbled slightly
into his chest.  With the added
height from the heels, they stood nose to nose.  When his blue eyes darted down to her lips,
her knees practically buckled.  If
he’d kissed her then, she’d have simply melted to the ground.  


In the car, when she wasn’t forced to look at him, their
conversation had been easy, like it always was.  He’d listen and interject every now and
again.  He told her about his
caseload and for most of the drive it seemed like just another evening with her
old friend.  Until he touched her
and offered a steady hand to her as she got out of the car.  Now she felt as if she were wading
through boggy ground with no sure footing in sight.  How the hell was she going to get
through dinner?


His eyes returned to hers.  “You okay?”  He moved away and she stepped onto the
curb.


“Yes, I’m fine.” 
She looked down at the glittering crystals on her feet and
chuckled.  “Lita’s shoes are going
to take some getting used to.”


“I like them.” 
He grabbed her hand and led her to the restaurant’s door.  “It’s kind of nice to see eye to eye
with you for once.”  


Their table was tucked in an alcove next to a huge stone
fireplace.  Bryce ordered the wine
when Kerri Ann urged him to pick his favorite.  She knew she’d never be able to choose a
wine from the mile-long list, much less pronounce most of the names.  Watching him in the elegant restaurant,
comfortably asking questions about wine, was like being with someone she’d
never met.  It was another reminder
of how different their lives were, how unsuitable she was for him.  


She tried not to gawk at the prices on the menu and feigned
indecision when Bryce asked what she considered.  “I’m not sure,” she said.  They were all too expensive and she’d
feel like an idiot ordering a side salad—the only reasonably priced
item.  Bryce would see right through
her.  Lord knew he’d seen her
bottomless appetite.  “What are you
getting?”


He closed his menu and smiled at her.  “The halibut.  I’ve had it before.  You’d like it.”


Holy God.  The
halibut was twenty-seven dollars! 
And it didn’t even come with a salad or any sides—they were all
extra too.  The waiter returned with
the wine and made a big production out of opening it.  He poured a small amount in Bryce’s
glass for him to taste. Jeez, what a show. 
Bryce took a quick sip and nodded. 
Kerri Ann felt glad he didn’t make a big deal of tasting the wine the
way she’d seen people do on TV, swishing it in their glass and smelling it
before taking a miniscule sip.  The
waiter poured both their glasses and proceeded to tell them the night’s
specials in a hushed tone.  The
steak sounded good, but of course he hadn’t mentioned the price.


When he’d gone, to give them a minute to decide what to
order, Bryce picked up his glass. 
“Cheers.  To new
experiences.”


Kerri Ann gently tapped her glass to his and took a small
sip.  “This is definitely a new
experience.”  She closed her
menu.  “I appreciate you taking me
out tonight, Bryce.  I know this
wasn’t exactly your idea.”


“It should have been. 
I’ve wanted to take you out, Kerri Ann.  For a long while now.”


Before she could respond, the waiter returned to take their
order.  She tried to concentrate on
his questions and not read too much into what Bryce had just said.  It was hard when her ears were ringing
with sensation at the possible meaning behind his words.  He was just being nice, is all.  But when he looked up at her when the
waiter left, his smile was so warm, so inviting, she had to keep reminding
herself that he didn’t mean what he’d said.  He was always giving her a hard time
about working too much and not taking any time for herself.  That’s all he’d meant.


It was Lita who’d orchestrated the evening.  Kerri Ann couldn’t read anything into
the way his eyes danced over her face, the way he looked in the firelight, how
comfortable she felt with him despite the thrill of excitement that shivered
along her spine.  She was nervous
and kept taking sips of her wine. 
She needed her food to come so her head would stop spinning and she
could stop imagining that Bryce looked at her as if she were the only woman in
the room.  As if she were a diamond
among a sea of rocks.  


Over salad and French rolls, they drank and talked about
town gossip, an old high school friend Bryce ran into a day or two ago in the
courthouse for spousal abuse charges, and the new store going in on the corner
of Sequoyah Fall’s main drag. 
Through it all, her stomach pitched as his eyes lingered, his straight
white teeth gleamed in the firelight, and images of happily ever after paraded
through her head.  


Her steak was delicious and she tried to act lady-like and
not clean her plate.  Bryce
suggested they share and he’d just slid half his fish on her plate and taken
half her steak when an elegantly dressed woman approached the table.  “Bryce.”  She placed a manicured hand on his
shoulder.  “I thought that was you.”


“Colleen.” Bryce stood up.  “How are you?”


Kerri Ann sat in her chair as her meal curdled in her
stomach.  The woman was beautiful,
in the way that only well bred, highly educated women could be.  Her dress looked to be made of silk and
the strand of pearls at her neck looked antique.  There wasn’t a hair of her auburn mane
out of place.


“Colleen Ferst, this is Kerri Ann Bloodworth.”  Bryce introduced the women as if they
were equals.  Ha.  “Colleen is the Buncombe County
assistant D.A.”


“I heard you’re taking on the Margolis case,” she said after
a quick nod to Kerri Ann.


“I’m considering it,” he said.  “You scared?”  When Colleen smiled at Bryce
flirtatiously, the fork slipped out of Kerri Ann’s hand and crashed to the
plate.


“Sorry,” she mumbled.


“I’ll let you enjoy your meal.  It was a pleasure to meet you,
Kerri.”  


She stepped back from the table and disappeared around the
fireplace in an instant.  Seeing
someone Bryce worked with everyday, the circles he ran in where she could never
fit in, was just the reality check she’d needed.  She’d let the old embers of desire come
to life where Bryce was concerned, a fantasy that could never come true.  Meeting one of his contemporaries doused
the flame in an instant.  


“You okay?” he asked.


“Fine.”  She knew
she was scowling, but couldn’t help it. 
If they weren’t so far from home, she’d have sprinted away from the
table and given Bryce the opportunity to track down Colleen to schedule a
date.  


“You aren’t eating the fish.  Don’t you like it?”


Kerri Ann forced a small bite through her suddenly cold lips
and tried to smile.  “It’s good, I’m
just getting full.”


“After half a meal? 
What’s wrong, Kerri Ann?  Do
you feel okay?”


Good Lord, the man knew her too well.  “I’m fine, Bryce.  I think I’ll use the restroom if you
don’t mind.”


“Of course not.” 
He stood as she did and gave her a worried smile before she turned away.


She felt herself blush and hurried to the bathroom.  Why was he making her explain the
obvious?  She’d just pushed the door
open when she spotted Colleen dabbing powder on her aristocratic nose.  She turned around when Kerri Ann entered
the fancy bathroom.


“Hello again,” Colleen said.  


“Hi.”  Kerri Ann
tried to scoot past her without another word.  The last thing she wanted to do was
cavort with the enemy.


“Kerri, right?”


“Kerri Ann.”  No
such luck.


Colleen turned from the mirror and cleared her throat.  “I hope you don’t mind my asking, but
how do you know Bryce?”


Here we go.  If
she hadn’t been expecting the question, she would have been pissed.  “Bryce and I grew up together.  He’s probably my oldest friend.”


“Oh?”  The woman
couldn’t mask her smile.  “So you’re
just friends?”


The question of the hour.  “Yes,” she said with a lump in her
throat.  “We’re just friends.”


Colleen closed her purse with a snap and laughed at herself
for a moment.  “Sorry to be so
forward, but I’ve been trying to get his attention for months now.  When I saw you two, I just assumed…well,
I thought you were together.”  She
shrugged nervously and Kerri Ann felt a stab of connection with the woman.  She’d been trying to get Bryce to notice
her for years.  “It looked like you
were, anyway.  I just thought I’d
ask.”


Kerri Ann could only nod before practically running to lock
herself in a stall.  “Great shoes,
by the way,” Colleen called as the stall door closed.  


The tears she never shed were threatening to erupt if she
didn’t get a hold of herself.  What
was wrong with her?  It’s not like
she didn’t know where she stood with Bryce.  She just needed to remember it.  


After washing her hands, she gazed at herself in the
mirror.  She was thirty-one years old
and still pining after the man she’d loved since high school.  No matter how nice he was to her, no
matter how he looked at her, he wasn’t hers and never would be.  It was time they ended the charade and
headed home.  


He stood as she approached the table and Kerri Ann saw Bryce
tuck Colleen’s business card into his suit jacket.  The woman certainly worked fast.  “Everything okay?” he asked as they sat.


“Fine.”  Her
teeth were clenched so hard her jaw ached. 
Couldn’t Colleen have waited until tomorrow to hit on him?


She tried to take a sip of water, but barely got any down
through her tight throat.  She
didn’t know why, but she had to fight back the tears that threatened to fall
without cause.  Her emotions were
swinging faster than a pendulum. 
Within a few minutes, the waiter was back, politely taking their plates
and asking about dessert.


“You want any?” Bryce asked.


“I don’t think so.”


When the waiter left to prepare the check, Bryce stared at
her through narrowed eyes.  “I’ve
never seen you decline dessert.  Are
you sure you’re feeling okay?”


“Just tired.”


He shifted in his seat and looked uncomfortable for the
first time all night.  “I thought
we’d go get another drink, maybe find some live music.  There’s a great jazz bar just around the
corner.”


Why was he trying so hard to make her feel like they were on
a real date when it would be so much less cruel to take her home?  “That sounds real nice, but I think I’d
like to head back if it’s okay with you.”


“Sure, Kerri Ann. 
Whatever you want.”
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Lita’s hands were shaking and she could barely catch her
breath.  She wouldn’t let her father
do this to her again.  She wouldn’t
let him force himself back into her life, the life she’d created for herself
with absolutely no help or emotional support from him.  How dare he ask her to compromise her
beliefs and her company to aid him because he’d chosen to do business with
questionable people.  If his life
were on the line, he’d been the one to put it there.  


She slammed her car into gear and headed up to the
cabin.  She needed fresh air and
wide-open space to think things through, to figure out a way out of the mess
he’d plopped on her lap.  The roads
were slick from the brief shower that had come through in the afternoon and she
gripped the wheel as she sped up the winding mountain roads.  As she climbed the drive to her cabin,
the gravel sounded like bullet shots beneath her car.  She swung the SUV into the drive with a
jerk and almost ran into Jesse’s truck.


Damn.  She didn’t
want to see him or anyone else right now. 
She didn’t want to explain her mood before she’d had a chance to put
things into perspective, organize her thoughts, and decide on a course of
action.  She tossed her purse up the
stairs of her cabin and marched up the drive to where the path she’d discovered
a few days ago led to the top of the property, blessing the casual attire and
tennis shoes she’d put on earlier. 
She needed the physical exertion of a hearty climb to help work off her
temper.


“Angelita?”  She
heard her name called over the whip of the wind and ignored it.  It was Jesse and if he were a smart man,
he’d steer clear for awhile.  She
kept walking at a crisp pace.


“Angelita?” he called again.  With a huff, she turned to see him
scrambling up through the trees from the direction of Cal’s house.  She noticed Cal and Ty sitting in the
rockers on the porch watching them as well.  Great, an audience.


With a hand on her hip and the other swiping the hair from
her eyes, she waited for him to get to her.  She wasn’t going to shout at him and
make a scene in front of Cal and his grandson.  


“Damn, woman,” Jesse gasped as he joined her on the narrow
path.  “Where the hell are you
going?”


“I need some time, Jesse.  Please just go back down to your
father’s.”


He reached out for her arm as she turned to leave.  “Wait just a minute.”  He ignored the scathing look she gave
his hand on her arm.  “It’s getting
dark.”


“I’m not a child and I know where I’m going.”  She pulled her arm free with a
jerk.  “Please just let me go,” she
shouted and the echo of her anger taunted her as she stood gazing at his
face.  She couldn’t tell if he was
annoyed or hurt.


“Angelita.”  With
his hands on his hips, he studied her. 
“You’re upset.  What’s
wrong?”


She could feel the resentment and anger brought on by her
father’s demands bubbling in her chest, ready to explode like a volcano.  She’d given Jesse fair warning and he’d
ignored her, just as her father ignored her request to leave her out of his
business.  What was wrong with men?  Why couldn’t they leave well enough
alone?  “I’m not going to do this
with you right now, okay?  I’m not
some helpless female who needs rescuing. 
I’m perfectly capable of taking a walk along a clearly defined path if I
want to and there’s absolutely nothing you can do to stop me.”


His eyes sparkled in the setting sun and she mistakenly
assumed it was anger.  Little did
she know he’d taken her words as a challenge.  She figured it out quick enough when he
circled his arms around her waist and pulled her to his chest.  “Nothing I can do?” he chuckled as she
struggled against him.  “Lady, you
weigh less than a flea.”


Lita flung her hair out of her face and craned her neck to
look up into his laughing eyes. 
“Let me go, you bully!”


“Are we back to name calling?  I thought we’d gotten past all that,
Angelita.  Ouch,” he cried when she
kicked him in the shin.  “You’re
gonna pay for that.”


He had her flat on her back faster than she could bat her
eyes and was using his formidable weight to pin her to the ground.  He wrapped his fingers around her wrists
and lifted them over her head, thereby making the scratch she’d intended
impossible.  “Damn it, get off of
me.”


“Not until you tell me what’s gotten you so riled up.”


She squirmed beneath him.  Her actions only caused him amusement
and served to remind her of their underlying sexual charge.  Her anger threatened to turn into
something much more dangerous if she didn’t get him off her and give them both
some distance.


“I’m not saying a word until you let me up.  I’m not a rodeo cow you can pin to the
ground and expect a blue ribbon.”


He leaned down. 
His lips were so close to hers, she could smell the beer on his
breath.  She’d never craved alcohol
more in her life.  “I like you this
way.”  He brushed his lips against
hers so softly she thought she’d imagined it.


“Jesse, don’t,” she whispered.


“Don’t what?”  


His lips brushed hers again, back and forth like a
feather.  She arched against
him.  Damn it, what was wrong with
her?  He held her gaze as she fought
her warring emotions.  Here was the
release she needed, the mind numbing, forget-all-her-problems answer.  An answer that would create a whole slew
of new problems.  But it was hard to
think when he looked at her like he did, his strong, lithe body stretched taut
against her with his breath on her face. 
“Don’t kiss me like that.”


“Okay.”  He
brought his lips to her neck. 
“How’s this?”


She moaned and was about to give in to the overwhelming
desire to let him take her, right there on the forest floor.


“Everything okay up there?”  It was Cal, calling from the porch of
his house.  


Jesse lifted his head from where he’d burrowed along her
collarbone and shouted, “Fine.”  He
rested his forehead against Lita’s. 
When he spoke, his breathing was as ragged as hers.  “Damn, Cal.  I forgot where we were for a
minute.”  He let go of her wrists
and sat up.  “Wouldn’t be such a
good idea to ravish you in front of my dad or Ty.”


Lita stayed where she was, her chest heaving in an attempt
to settle her unsteady heart and her over-the-top emotions.  Now she had embarrassment to add to the
list.  Jesse stood up and pulled
Lita to her feet.  They stood staring
at one another.  


“Look,” she said, “just go back down with your family.  I need some time by myself.”  She heard how calm her voice sounded and
was amazed at her ability to mask her thundering heart.


“I wasn’t kidding about not letting you go alone.  It’s getting dark and this path can be
dangerous at night.  If you insist
on going, I’m going with you.”


“Fine.  But don’t
get your feelings hurt if I don’t talk to you.  I’m not in the mood for conversation.”


“Neither am I,” she heard him mumble before she turned and
climbed the path.  


She didn’t know whether to be irked or grateful.  He’d calmed her down with brute force
and incredibly sensual kisses.  She
tried to stay a step ahead of him so she wouldn’t be tempted to talk, but of
course his stride was too long.  He
was next to her in a second.


“Don’t you think your father will worry if you just take off
without a word?”


“He knew I was coming up to see after you when you sped into
the lot and took off up the path.  I
damn near had to arm wrestle him for the right to come.  He’s very protective of you.”


“Cal’s a wonderful man. 
You’re blessed to have him.”


A noncommittal noise was Jesse’s only reply.


They walked companionably for awhile, carefully stepping
over exposed roots and the rocks that made the path challenging.  He broke the silence as they took a
sharp turn around a soaring pine tree. 
“So where’d you run off to tonight? 
I was hoping to see you when I came to get Ty.”


“I took some shoes over to Kerri Ann for her big date with
Bryce.”  She thought of them,
glanced at her watch, and figured they were at the restaurant by now.  She hoped their evening was going better
than hers.


“So…you’re jealous?” Jesse asked.


“Jealous?”  She
stopped walking and rested her foot against a fallen log that ran along side
the path.  “Of what?”  


“You’re upset about something.  And since you just came from seeing them
off, I figured maybe you’d changed your mind about Bryce.”


“Don’t be ridiculous.” 
She turned and continued up the path.  When they crested the ridge, she stopped
to catch her breath.  The sun had
just slipped below the horizon and its afterglow cast a gorgeous pink hue over
the treetops and mountains in the distance.  “God, it’s stunning up here.”


She could feel Jesse step behind her, lift the hair from her
neck, and hold it in his hands like a ponytail.  She knew her shivers were from his touch
and hoped he’d attribute them to the chill in the air.  “You’re stunning, Angelita.  What got you all worked up?”


She turned to face him, alarmed to see how sharp and
dangerous the planes of his face looked in the fading light.  She’d be smart to head back down the
path.  But because common sense had
deserted her with every step up the hillside, she stayed put.  “I had a rather upsetting conversation
with my father.”


He cocked his head, studied her face intently.  “Somebody die?”


“I wish,” she said before she could stop herself.  “I don’t mean that.  He’s just put me in a bad position with
my work and I don’t know what to do.”


“I’m a businessman, a pretty successful one if I do say so
myself.  Why don’t you tell me about
it and see if I can help?”


He looked so sincere and not once did his eyes flicker to
the beautiful setting around them. 
They stayed on her, as did his hand on her shoulder.  It would be so easy to lean on him and
so nice to bounce her quandary off someone who didn’t know her father or the
ins and outs of her business.  With
a sigh, she sat on the boulder atop the property and told him everything.


“Wow,” he said when she’d finished.  “Do you think he’s telling the truth?”


“I don’t know. 
It wouldn’t be out of character for him to stretch the truth about the
danger he’s supposedly in.  He
probably knew that’d be the only way I’d agree to help him.”


“You have long-standing relationships with most of your
vendors now?”  When she nodded, he
said, “Would you have to change vendors if you decided to mass market your
shoes?”


“Some yes, but not all.”  She stood up and gazed at the sky.  The first stars had begun to pop out and
the moon twinkled through the trees. 
“We’ve really only begun to research the process.  But regardless, I’d never do business
with him, never consider it, without this claim that his life is in
danger.”  She rubbed her now
throbbing head.  “I don’t know what
to do.”


She heard Jesse stand up from the rock and walk behind
her.  He placed his hands on her
shoulders and began to rub.  Lita
let her head fall back and her eyes close as he worked the knots from her
muscles.


“I’ve got a buddy who works for the Atlanta
Sentinel.  I could give him a
call.  I’d bet he could find out if
there were any rumors about the consulate closing.”


She turned to face him. 
“You’d do that for me?”


“Make a phone call?” 
He brushed a finger over her nose. 
“No sweat.”


“That would be a good start, a really good start.”  His offer felt like a life rope.  “Thank you, Jesse.”


His hands, the same hands that had worked magic on her
shoulders and neck now circled her throat. 
She felt his thumbs inch up the column of her neck and his fingers snake
into her hair.  “I don’t like to see
you so upset, Angelita.  You matter
to me—don’t ask me why or how, I don’t have a clue, but you matter.”  


“Jesse.”  Whatever
she’d been about to say was lost when he dipped his head and brushed his lips
to hers again.  He didn’t push her
to respond, but she did.  He didn’t
ask her lips to part, but they did. 
His essence surrounded her, mixed with the woodsy fragrance of the night,
and she could no more refuse him than she could stop herself from
breathing.  When his hands moved to
her hips, she found herself against him in a heartbeat.  The feel of his fingers against her skin
under her shirt brought her to attention in an instant.  She pulled away.


“I…”


“Angelita.  You
can’t avoid this forever.  Whatever
this is between us is going to happen sooner or later.”


“My life is already complicated, in more ways than I can
explain.”  She deliberately stepped
away from his reach.  “I’m only here
for a few weeks, maybe not even that long.”  He’d spoken the truth when he said there
was something between them.  “I’m
not careless when it comes to sex. 
It’s not something I indulge in for fun.  There’s too much at stake.”


“And you think I do?” 
He bridged the distance between them, stared down at her with heat in
his hazel eyes.  “There’s a living
reminder of one of the complications of sex sitting at Cal’s house right now.”


“Pregnancy isn’t the only risk for me, Jesse.”  How could she explain to him that she
never indulged in sex unless she knew the outcome and understood all the
risk?  She couldn’t trust herself to
make wise choices when emotions for feelings were involved.  With him the risk was huge, as her heart
was already engaged.  “We’d better
head back.”


Jesse sighed before grabbing her hand and leading the way
down the path.  He held her hand the
whole way.  She wasn’t sure why she
let him.  She needed his firm grasp
when the path grew rocky and shrouded in darkness, but she held on when it
evened out and the cabin was in sight. 



On the porch, he picked up her purse and draped the strap
over her shoulder.  “Go on
inside.  I’d like to get home and
call my friend before it gets too late.”


“I appreciate your help with this, Jesse.  Even if nothing comes from your friend,
I appreciate your listening.”


“We’ll figure this out, Angelita.”  He brushed his thumb over her
cheek.  She had to guess he was
talking about more than her business problems.  “I’ll see you Saturday.”


“Saturday?” she asked. 



“Seven okay?” 
When she stood looking at him confused, he said, “Rafting, remember?”


“Oh, I forgot.” 
It was too late to weasel out of it now, especially since he’d been so
nice to help her with her father. 
“What do I wear?”


“A bathing suit and bring a change of clothes.”


“Okay.” She nodded up at him as he stood in the
moonlight.  He didn’t make a move to
leave, she didn’t make a move to go inside; they just stood staring at each
other for what seemed like forever. 
The look on his face was unreadable.  When he inched closer and slowly, very
slowly, placed a kiss on her lips, she thought her heart would leap from her
chest.  


“Goodnight, Angelita.” 
He turned to leave.


“Goodnight, Jesse.” 
But she knew it wouldn’t be a good night; it would be a long, frustrating
countdown to dawn.


***


Bryce was so damn stupid, getting his hopes up and feeling
all confident that a fancy dinner and some real one-on-one time would change
things between him and Kerri Ann. 
What a fool he’d been.  But
when they’d talked on the ride to Asheville, the way she’d shyly look over at
him as he drove to the city, he couldn’t help but feel hopeful about the night
to come.  


When he’d pulled her from the car and she’d stumbled into
him, he damn near kissed her, right there on sidewalk.  She looked like she wanted him to, the
way her eyes had slid to half-mast and her stare had lingered on his
mouth.  He considered keeping his
hands off her one of his greatest acts of self-restraint.  


Dinner had started off fine, he thought, as he drove the
winding highway back toward Sequoyah Falls.  She’d been shocked at the prices.  Of course, he’d expected that.  She was nothing if not frugal.  But he’d wanted to treat her and he had,
until Colleen Ferst approached their table and Kerri Ann seemed to sink into
herself.  She couldn’t possibly
think he was interested in her.  And
then Colleen had come around, wielding her card in his face, suggesting he call
her whenever.  The woman had no
shame.  Couldn’t she see he was on a
date?


Damn it, he didn’t understand anything about Kerri Ann now
any better than he did before the night began.  They’d started something that evening,
he could feel it early on, and now it was as if they were back to the starting
block.  He didn’t know whether to be
furious or sad.  


He spied a sideways glance at Kerri Ann.  God, she looked beautiful, sitting in
the passenger seat of his car with a very distinct pout on her gorgeous
face.  He wanted to pull the car
over and taste her, right then and there as she basked in the moonlight.  What would she do then, he
wondered?  Probably haul off and
slug him.  


“Ty home tonight?” he asked to break the silence that had
taken up residence in the car since they left the restaurant nearly half an
hour ago.


“No, he’s staying at Cal’s.  They’re working on the landscaping or
something.”


She fell into silence once again and he felt like brooding
himself.  Soon they were exiting at
Sequoyah Falls.  “Is your car still
at the Den?”  He pulled onto Main
Street.


“Yes.  You can
just drop me there.”


He’d like to drop her all right, right on her gorgeous
ass.  “I’m not comfortable dropping
you off at work and having you drive home alone, especially at this hour.  Why don’t you just run in and get your
keys and I’ll follow you home?”


She turned to face him for the first time since leaving the
restaurant.  He pulled the car to a
stop along the nearly deserted street. 
“Don’t be ridiculous.  I
drive home every night alone, later than this most nights.”


“This isn’t most nights, Kerri Ann.”  He touched her arm when she reached for
the door handle.


He saw the stubborn set of her chin as it warred with the
wary look in her eyes.  “Bryce, you
don’t have to go out of your way to follow me home.  It’s not like this is a real date or
anything.”


He felt his smile fade in an instant and his hand left her
arm.  He wasn’t going to slink off
with his tail between his legs like normal.  “We’re two unattached adults sharing an
evening out.  Sounds like a date to
me.”


“Bryce…” she looked away, but not before he saw the color
rise in her cheeks.  “You don’t have
to pretend this was real.  I know
Lita put you on the spot and you were just being nice.”


Being called nice was the last thing he wanted to hear and
it served to ignite the temper he rarely let loose.  When she got out of the car and headed
to the door of the restaurant, he grabbed her arm and spun her around so fast
she gasped and grabbed his chest to steady herself.  “I’m not doing this to be nice, Kerri
Ann.”


His mouth was on hers in an instant.  He didn’t give her time to think or
breathe or react.  His hands
threaded through her whisper soft hair, holding her head in place as he
assaulted her lips.  When he felt
her jerk in surprise, then sag against him, he dropped a hand and gathered her
to him at her waist.  He felt her
hands on his chest, pulling at his shirt as her lips parted to let him take the
kiss deeper.  And he was lost in
her.  He had no concept of time or
place or propriety.  His every
thought, his every breath, was of Kerri Ann.  The way her scent drifted up from
beneath her hair, the feel of her slender waist against his own, the sound she
made deep in her throat when he gentled the kiss and yet took in more of her
than he’d ever imagined possible.  


When he dragged his mouth from hers, she stumbled into
him.  Her eyes were clouded and her
breathing unsteady.  “I don’t
typically end an evening with a friend with a kiss like that.  Do you, Kerri Ann?”  He turned and left her standing on the
sidewalk as he walked back to his side of the car.  “You think about that and ask yourself
if we just went on a date.”


All he could see as he pulled away from the curb was her
standing in the streetlight, hugging herself and staring after his car.  He’d gone and done it—taken all
the mystery out of his feelings and left himself exposed to her with one
reckless act.  He’d never regret the
kiss.  How could he regret something
that left him shaken and vulnerable and closer to the truth than he’d ever
been?  But he had to wonder where it
would leave them come the first light of day.
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Jesse made his way to his father’s house, his head reeling
from Angelita’s touch, her scent, her nearness.  How in the world had he come to care
about her so quickly?  It made him
uneasy and anxious to spend the weekend with her and explore his feelings and
hers.  She was a mystery and Jesse
loved nothing more than to hack away at a good puzzle.


Cal and Ty had moved inside, as they often did after
watching the sunset.  Jesse assumed
they’d be playing checkers or watching TV. 
Cal surprised him by appearing at the door as soon as Jesse opened
it.  


“Where the hell have you been?”  Cal asked, irritation evident on his
face.


Jesse moved beyond him into the den.  “I went to see about Angelita.  You knew that.”  He could hear the Braves game coming
from the back bedroom and knew Ty was getting comfortable.


“I didn’t expect you to be gone for an hour.”  Cal glanced at the mantle clock when it
chimed the half hour.  “Or damn near
two.”  He shut the door and moved
into the den where Jesse sat on the couch, absently flipping through the
paper.  


“I didn’t realize I was breaking curfew.”  


“Look,” Cal said with a pained expression on his face.  “I don’t mean to pry, but what’s going
on between you and Lita?”


Jesse wanted to laugh, but couldn’t muster the energy.  He knew they were treading near
dangerous territory.  “Since when do
I need to ask your permission to spend time with a woman?”


“I’m not suggesting you need my permission to spend time
with her, son.  I want to know what
you think you’re doing with a vulnerable young woman who’s only here for a few
more days.”


“She’s made plans to leave?”  Jesse could feel something akin to panic
begin to simmer in his gut.


“No.” Cal paced in front of the couch where Jesse sprawled.  “But you know she’s not here forever.”


“She doesn’t live on Mars, Dad.  She lives in Atlanta.”


Cal stopped pacing and faced his son.  “Are you saying you intend to see her
after she leaves?”


Jesse shoved the paper off his lap.  He couldn’t explain to his father his
intentions toward Angelita any better than he could explain them to
himself.  “I have no idea.  What’s with the twenty questions?”


“I just don’t think you should get involved with her.”


Jesse sat perfectly still, his eyes on his father.  He waited for Cal to give him a reason,
a valid explanation, as to why he should stay away from Angelita.  His father couldn’t possibly care one
way or the other.  Just as he
expected, Cal stood silent, looking irritated and uncomfortable.


“Oh, I get it.” Jesse stood up to face his father.  “You don’t want me to do the typical
Jesse Bloodworth love ‘em and leave ‘em routine, right?”  


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  But he did, Jesse could see from the way
Cal’s eyes darted down and around the room.  They landed anywhere and everywhere but
back on Jesse.  “I simply think
you’re wasting your time.  Someone’s
going to get hurt if you don’t back off.”


“You mean Angelita’s going to get hurt.  Because God knows I couldn’t possibly
care about her, want to spend time with her, get to know her outside of the
bedroom, right?”


Cal snorted and returned his son’s stare.  “You don’t exactly have the best track
record, now do you?”


Here we go, Jesse thought.  They’d danced around this for years and
it seemed Angelita had cracked the wafer-thin layer of restraint between
them.  “What do you think I’m going
to do, Dad?  You think I’m going to
sweet talk her into bed, knock her up, and walk out on her like I did with
Kerri Ann?”  He spun around and
headed out the screen door to the deck. 
He needed room to move and fresh air to calm his boiling blood.  Besides, if they were going to get into
it now, he sure didn’t want Ty to overhear their conversation.


Cal was right on his heels.  “Don’t you throw that crap in my face and
walk out of this house.  You stand
up like a man and tell me how it is if I’m so off base.”


“You can’t for one minute let go of the past, can you?”  Jesse moved to stand in front of Cal,
their faces only inches apart.  He
had to fight the urge to poke his dad in the chest.


“No, son, I can’t. 
I can’t throw caution to the wind and walk out on my family when things
get tough or uncomfortable.  I’m not
made that way.”


“No, you’re not, are you?  You’re made one way and only one
way.  You’re rigid and shortsighted
and unwilling to look at a situation from any other perspective than your
own.  Well, things aren’t so black
and white in my world.”


“Is that the best you can do?”  Cal sneered and turned to leave.  “Platitudes?”  


Jesse screamed at his back.  “I messed up, okay?  I was miserable, working at the bank,
stuck in a bad marriage, and in denial that Mom was dying.”  Cal spun around at his mention of Ellie.  Jesse took a deep breath, lowered his
voice, and looked his dad in the eye. 
“When she was gone, I couldn’t do it anymore.  I couldn’t pretend everything was okay
because it wasn’t.  Kerri Ann and Ty
were better off without me.  I know
it was hard on them, Kerri Ann juggling all the responsibility herself, meeting
me halfway every other weekend.  But
have you ever asked her if it was better? 
If she was happier after I left than when we were together?”


“A man doesn’t walk out on his family.”  Jesse could feel the anger in Cal’s
voice, see him shaking with it. 
“Your mother would have been so ashamed of you.”


“She knew I was unhappy and not just because we’d been
watching her slip away for months. 
She told me to figure out what I needed to be happy.  She told me I owed it to my family and
to her.”


“Don’t you dare use your mother as an excuse for your behavior.  She didn’t ask you to leave your family
so you could find yourself.”


“I left so I could find my way back to them, Dad.  Can’t you see that?”


“We needed you here,” Cal shouted.  “Your mother was gone and then you just
up and left.”


“I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you, but I lost her too and I
couldn’t stay here after she died and go back to pretending everything was
fine.  I tried; for a long time I
tried to be what you wanted me to be—for Mom, for Kerri Ann.  It wouldn’t have worked between us; even
if I’d stayed, we’d still be divorced. 
That wasn’t all my doing.”


“This is priceless, Jesse.  Just priceless.  First you blame your mother and now
Kerri Ann.  Who’s next?  Ty? 
Did he ask you to leave too? 
Did he want you to go find yourself so you could come back and be a
better dad?”


How had one little walk in the moonlight unleashed eight
years of resentment?  “I swear to
God, you’re just pissed because I had to give up the scholarship offers.  Your dream of me playing college ball
died and you can’t forgive me for that, can you?”


“You had your whole life ahead of you.” Cal’s hands waving
wildly in the air.  “You had a
future; your mother and I had dreams for you and in an instant,” he snapped his
fingers, “they were gone.  Then you
follow it up with a three-year absence.”


“Would you have been more pleased if I’d talked her into an
abortion?”


“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”


“The only thing I know is that I worked my ass off to live
up to your standards, to be the kind of husband and father you were, and it was
never enough.  I was never good
enough and the trying all but put me under.”  He walked to the rail and studied the
night sky, the same sky he’d shared tender kisses under with Angelita not long
ago.  How had things turned so ugly
so fast?  “I never intended to stay
away forever and I’ve been working on making it up to Ty and Kerri Ann every
day since I’ve been back.”  He
turned around to face his dad again. 
“They don’t hold it against me, dangle it in front of me every time
something goes wrong. Why do you?”


“I’ve never said a word to you about it, not until now.”


“Just because you didn’t say it, doesn’t mean I didn’t know
how you felt.”  Jesse ran his hands
through his hair.  He felt tired,
right down to the bone.  “I’ll get
Ty and get out of your hair.”


“Jesse,” Cal said as he opened the screen door.


Jesse stopped, but didn’t turn.


“I’ve never been sorry about Ty.  You can’t believe that.”


“I don’t.”  The
banging of the screen door at his back signaled more than one door closing in
his life.
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Kerri Ann absently wiped a spot off the bar.  She pulled herself out of the motion
when the surface started to squeak. 
“I think it’s clean,” Emilio said as he passed by on his way to refill
his tea glass.  


“Oh…yes.”  She
looked down at the glistening surface. 
“I guess it is.”  


“Miss?”  A woman
Kerri Ann recognized from the new health food store down the road sat alone at
a table near the jukebox.  “Can I
get a menu over here?”


“Of course.” 
Kerri Ann looked around the restaurant.  How long had she been standing
there?  The big group by the window
had left and the table had been bussed. 
Had she done it?  She walked
around the bar and delivered the menu to the woman, took her drink order, and
then stood in front of the soda fountain at a loss for what to pour.  Did she say Coke or Dr. Pepper?  


Damn it.  She
filled the glass with Coke and cursed Bryce for the hundredth time that
day.  This was all his fault.  Why did he have to kiss her last
night?  And not just kiss her, but kiss her, kiss her to the point where she couldn’t
concentrate on anything.  She’d been
in a daze since his car had pulled away from the curb and she’d been left to
handle the insurmountable tasks of daily living, like putting one foot in front
of the other and…sleeping and eating. 
Having him kiss her was like touching the sun for one glorious moment
after being kept in the dark for years.


But now what?


Was she supposed to call him and thank him for a wonderful
evening as if nothing had happened? 
If he popped into the restaurant after work like he usually did, was she
supposed to act normal?  Was she
supposed to pretend her whole world hadn’t tilted on its axis?  Damn him.  He’d asked her to think about the kiss
and then let him know if they’d been on a date.  Well, date or no date, that kiss had
left her thinking of nothing but him.


What if she went to him?  What if she walked the two blocks to his
office and professed her undying love for him right there on the spot?  Then what?  Would he kiss her like that again or was
it all just a trick to prove the evening qualified as a textbook “date”?  She couldn’t stand the thought of him
laughing at her, saying it was all just to prove a point.  But she couldn’t imagine him laughing at
her expense, not Bryce.  There’d
been something there, a heat under the spark.  He’d never have kissed her like that if
there wasn’t.  But knowing that
didn’t make the next step any easier or any clearer.


She could have jumped for joy when Lita walked through the
door, all duded up in a t-shirt that looked like a tuxedo top, a red and black
striped sweater jacket, and hip-hugging black jeans.  She’d completed the outfit with
three-inch patent yellow pumps.  If
Kerri Ann hadn’t been so distracted, she would have laughed.  


“Thank God you’re here.” Kerri Ann dragged Lita behind the
bar and into the kitchen.  “I need
to talk to you.”


“What in the world is wrong?” Lita pulled the sweater back
on her shoulders after Kerri Ann had tugged it off.


“Where do you get this stuff?” Kerri Ann fingered the
ruffles on Lita’s t-shirt.  


“We’ll talk clothes another day.”  She shooed Kerri Ann’s hand from her
shirt.  “Tell me about your
date.  I’ve been dying to know how
it went.”  Lita stood in front of
Kerri Ann, her face alight with excitement.  


“I don’t even know where to start.”


“Well, from the beginning, of course.  And don’t leave anything out.”


So she told her everything, her nerves, the food prices, his
lingering looks, the interruption from Colleen Ferst, and their conversation in
the bathroom.


“What?” Lita asked appalled.  “She actually asked if you were on a
date with Bryce?  The way you two
were dressed and seated at a cozy table by the fireplace?  I’ll bet she turned green with envy when
you set her straight.”


Kerri Ann hesitated, fiddled with the sauce ladle.  “Well…actually, I told her we were just
friends.”


Lita’s brows rose, her stare remained steady.  “Kerri Ann, please tell me you’re
kidding!”  When she shrugged, Lita
dropped her head in her hands. 
“What am I going to do with you?” 
She looked up, clearly disappointed.  “What happened?”


“She left the restroom—after complimenting my shoes,”
she added hopefully.  “When I got
back to the table, she wasn’t there, but I saw Bryce tuck her business card in
his suit jacket when he stood up.”


“Unbelievable.” 
Lita shook her head.


“I know.  Can you
believe her nerve?”


“Not her, you idiot—you.  I can’t believe you told her you and
Bryce were just friends.  You
practically handed him over to her on a silver platter.”


“What was I supposed to do?  Tell her we’re dating?  We’re not.”


“Says you.  Tell
me the rest.”


“Well, I turned down dessert because I felt sick to my
stomach and Bryce knew something was wrong.  But he never admitted Colleen came back
and asked him out.  For all I know,
they made plans to meet sometime.”


“For all you know, he set her straight about it being a date
and sent her on her way,” Lita shot back with her hands on her hips.  


She wasn’t giving the support Kerri Ann had hoped for.  “Anyway…he wanted to go get a drink and
listen to jazz, but I just couldn’t. 
I felt so…inadequate.  We
came home.”


Lita eyed her suspiciously.  “If you just came home, then why do you
look guilty and…like there’s more to tell?”


“Well…”  Kerri
Ann didn’t know how to explain what happened and, from Lita’s reaction to the
details, she was pretty sure she’d take Bryce’s side on the end of the date as
well.  “He offered to follow me home
from the restaurant.  I told him it
was silly for him to bother because it wasn’t like it was a real date or anything.”


Lita’s eyes got huge, like big malt balls swimming in her
picture-perfect face.  “Oh my
goodness…”


“And that’s when he got mad.”


“I’ll bet he did. 
What’d he say?”


“Nothing at first, so I got out of the car and started to
head inside when he grabbed me.  He
turned me around so fast I lost my balance and stumbled into him.”  She’d been shredding strips of pepperoni
as she spoke and the pieces began falling onto the floor.  She didn’t even care, just watched them
pile up on the tile between her feet.  “He kissed me, Lita.  Really
kissed me.  It was…like something
out of a movie.  I saw stars, really
I did, and he smelled so good close up like we were. Then he pulled back just
as I was getting into it.  He said I
should think about that kiss and figure out if we’d been on a date or not.”


Lita smiled, very slowly, very knowingly. “Bryce, you man of
action.”  She huffed out a satisfied
breath and clapped Kerri Ann’s shoulder. 
“Thank God one of you still had your wits about you.”


“I’m glad you’re enjoying this, but I need help here.”  She moved to the storage closet to
retrieve the broom and dustpan.  “I
don’t know what to do.”


Lita tilted her head and smirked.  “You’re a grown woman with a child.  I’m pretty sure you remember what comes
after a passionate kiss.”


“Don’t be crude. 
I mean, do I go to him or wait for him to come to me?  And either way, what do I say?”


“Why don’t you thank him for the date—and make sure
you call it a date and suggest you do it again sometime.  Sometime soon.”


“I can’t do that.”


“Why not?”


“Because he’s the man. 
He’s the one who’s supposed to ask me out, not the other way around.”


“Says who?  He
put his cards on the table, Kerri Ann. 
Now you have to be the one to ante up or fold.”


“Ante up or fold? 
This isn’t a bad western movie, Lita.  What does that even mean?”


“Kerri Ann.” 
Lita grabbed the broom handle and, in the process, stopped Kerri Ann
from using it on her.  “Follow your
heart.  You love him, don’t you?”


“I never said that.”


“You didn’t have to. 
You do, don’t you?”


“Probably…yes, alright…yes, I do love him.  But I can’t just go throwing the L word
around.  What if he just wants to
sleep with me?”


“Of course he wants to sleep with you.  But do you really think that’s all there
is?”


“No.”  She didn’t
think that was the case and that was the whole problem.  Just because Bryce had shown interest in
her didn’t mean their issues had changed. 
She still didn’t stand a chance with him, not for the long haul.  “So I should just ask him out?”


Lita tapped her finger on her chin, then snapped her
fingers.  “Invite him to dinner at
your place.  Make sure Ty is out for
the night with Jesse or Cal and seduce him.”


“I can’t do that. 
I wouldn’t even know how.”


“Kerri Ann, Bryce has already made it clear he wants
you.  All you have to do is admit it
was a date.  Say you’d like to make
it up to him by having him over for dinner and just let the night play out.”


Lita made it sound so simple, so easy and natural.  But nothing about her and Bryce had ever
been easy.  Could she really pull it
off?


***


Jesse pulled the last of the wet suits from the trough and
hung them to dry on the line that stretched from the shop to an adjacent
tree.  His summer employees would
soon take over the chores that filled his days at the very beginning of the
season, but for now it felt good to do something physical, something
honest.  


The air felt warm against his bare chest and the sky was so
blue it held him captive whenever he looked at it.  He hoped spring wouldn’t yield to a late
winter cold snap as sometimes happened in March.  He relied on good weather for a
profitable and enjoyable season. 
For personal reasons, he hoped the weather would hold for his raft trip
with Lita in the morning.  


He tried to be excited about spending time with her, but
thanks to Cal and their confrontation last night, he’d been in a funk all
day.  It wasn’t like Jesse to brood
about the past.  He’d made amends
with his former wife and son, made a life for himself back home where he was
available to them at any and all hours of the day.  Why did Cal have to go and rehash all
the mistakes he’d made and throw them back in his face?


Jesse hung the new helmets he’d bought on peg hooks and
sorted the older ones on a shelf behind the desk.  The new ones were color-coded according
to size, something that would save him and his staff time when they were trying
to get a big group off on schedule. 
He thought of the way he’d left town years ago as he picked up a fallen
helmet.  He knew he hadn’t handled
it well, but looking back, he wasn’t so sure those years away were a
mistake.  They were necessary and
ultimately allowed him to settle and become the person he’d always wanted to
be.  In his heart, he knew that
wouldn’t have been possible if he’d stayed.  


He glanced at his watch.  It was nearly time to pick up Ty from
school.  He was anxious to spend the
night with his son, make sure he hadn’t overheard any of the fight between him
and Cal last night.  Jesse couldn’t
stand to think Ty had heard and thought he wasn’t wanted or loved.  Ty hadn’t acted different or upset on
the ride home, but Jesse hadn’t been in the right frame of mind to pick up any
clues.  


He’d fought with his dad before; certainly, over the years,
there’d been many arguments.  Even
the first month or two after Jesse came back home for good, Cal seemed so sure
Jesse would bolt again, he didn’t dare mention all the stuff he got off his
chest last night.  It’d been
building for years.  But what Jesse
couldn’t understand was why last night? 
What had caused Cal’s dam to burst?   


Had Lita and her undeniable charm gotten under Cal’s skin
too?  Had she told Cal about her
father and his protective instincts had kicked in?  God knew he wouldn’t be getting the
answers out of Cal anytime soon. 
Jesse hung the last helmet, threw on his shirt, locked up the shop, and
headed for the Scout.


As he pulled onto the familiar high school grounds minutes
later, he saw kids milling around the parking lot and under the trees that
surrounded the old brick building. 
Some massed in groups, while others perched alone with their cell
phones.  No one seemed in a hurry to
leave.  


He could remember the feeling, ending the day at this same
school fifteen years ago.  They’d
been so anxious for the last bell to ring and yet had meandered through the
tree-laden campus like they hadn’t been chomping at the bit to get out of there
only minutes before.  It seemed like
just yesterday he and Bryce and Kerri Ann would huddle around these same trees
and make plans.  More often than
not, he’d been forced to leave first, with either practice beckoning or his
long list of chores at home.  He’d
leave Bryce to see to Kerri Ann, make sure she got home okay.  


Jesse remembered Lita saying Bryce and Kerri Ann had gone on
a date.  He wanted to see Kerri Ann
happy and Lord knew about the only man willing to take her on was Bryce
Jenson.  He was solid as a damn
rock.  His love for Kerri Ann ran as
deep as the still waters of the Powollachee.  So much of their lives, his, Kerri
Ann’s, and Bryce’s, had been affected by the gangly young boy who bounded down
the school steps, his backpack slung carelessly over one shoulder.  


He was getting so big. 
Jesse could see the changes in Ty’s body, hear it in his voice, feel it
in the way their relationship shifted toward friendship.  It overwhelmed him, the intense love and
pride he had for his son.  What
would Jesse do, he wondered, as Ty stopped to chat with a group of pretty
girls, if Ty became a young father and all their expectations for his life changed
without warning?  


Ty’s grades never dipped below a B and he’d proved to be an
unusually gifted athlete.  His
baseball and football coaches had already dropped hints that he’d be
scholarship material.  Jesse had
balked at such talk, particularly because he’d heard the same rumors and felt
the same pressure when he’d been in school.  He’d loved sports, all of them, but talk
of a scholarship had taken some of the fun out of playing.  


It had meant so much to Cal and Ellie to see Jesse
excel.  He’d wanted to please
them.  Hell, he mused, pleasing them
was half the reason he and Kerri Ann continued to date into his senior
year.  They’d both grown apart, were
growing up enough to want to experience something else, someone outside their
comfort zone.  Ty changed all that,
for everyone.


“Hey, Dad.”  Ty
hopped into the Scout and buckled his seat belt.  “Sorry about that.”  He motioned with his head to where the
girls, all three of them, watched the jeep pull away from the curb. 


Jesse laughed. 
“Don’t be sorry, son.  
Even a mutt like you can get a little attention every now and
again.”  He reached over and mussed
the thick brown hair on Ty’s head. 
The ends were touched with gold, both from the sun and his mother’s Nordic
genes.  “Good day at school?”


“As good as any day at school can be.”  Ty tossed his bulging backpack toward
the rear and stretched out his considerable legs.  “We going home or to the shop?”


“Up to you.  I’ve
got a few things to do around the shop if you don’t mind.”  Jesse maneuvered the roads and adjusted
the volume of his voice over the rushing of the wind.  “Ought to be a nice night.  We could float some, maybe throw a line
or two in the water?”


The quick smile that lit Ty’s face told Jesse they’d be on
the water within the hour.  It meant
something to Jesse for Ty to share and appreciate one of his most important
pastimes.  He and Cal had always had
sports and, in Jesse’s absence, he’d found Cal sharing that love with Ty.  Maybe that’s why Jesse never coaxed him
into passing the pigskin or throwing pitches when they had time together.  It would feel like an infringement on
Cal’s territory.  He’d already taken
enough from Cal, of that he was now certain.


“You have homework?” Jesse asked.


“Nothing that can’t wait until Sunday night.”


“Your mom hates it when I send you home with all the work
for her to oversee.  Why don’t you
knock at least some of it out before we hit the water?”


“I’m headed home tomorrow morning, remember?  When you hit the water with the
beautiful Lita.”


“If it makes you feel any better, I’ll trudge through some
paperwork I’ve put off while you get a good start on expanding your
brain.”  He swung into the gravel
parking lot and waited for the cloud of dust to pass before jumping out.  The wooden boards of the shop’s porch
creaked as it took their weight. 
He’d have to replace it in a few years, maybe sooner.  


Jesse threw his keys in a coffee mug Ty had painted for
Father’s Day years ago and sank into his old leather chair.  The size of his desk allowed Ty to pull
up one of the metal chairs Jesse kept leaning against the wall and spread his
books and notepad out on an end. 
Without another complaint or cross word, Ty dove into what looked to
Jesse like geometry.  Thank goodness
he didn’t need any help.  The
invoices and paperwork from his summer help were enough of a headache.  


An hour later, when they’d both had put a good dent in their
work, they settled into a two-man raft, the fishing rods and a cooler at their
feet between them.  The air was
cooling and the rocks and boulders sat in relief behind them as their shadows
cast patterns on the water.  These
were Jesse’s favorite times, dusk floats with Ty, where they could talk and
just hang out like pals.


“So,” Jesse broke the peaceful silence.  The lapping of the lazy water had held
them both captive with their own thoughts for awhile.  “Lita mentioned your mom and Bryce went
on a date.”  He scratched at what
felt like a mosquito bite on his neck. 
Damn bugs.  “How’d it go?”


“You jealous, Dad?” 



Ty’s teasing tone made the muscles in Jesse’s shoulders
relax.  He found it extremely
uncomfortable to talk about Kerri Ann with Ty and did so as little as
possible.  “Just curious.”


“I’m only kidding.” 
Ty flipped the ball cap around so the bill rested against the back of
his head.  “She didn’t say and I
didn’t ask.  She seemed a little
weird this morning, though.”


“Weird how?”


“Well, she put creamer on my cereal and milk in her coffee,
which was fine for her and not so great for me.  Then when I got to school, she’d packed
me an apple and her cell phone instead of lunch.”  


Jesse laughed. 
“Sounds like your mom’s either exhausted or showing signs of early
Alzheimer’s.”  As he figured it
couldn’t be the latter, he had to assume she and Bryce had finally consummated
their friendship.  Good for them.


“Who knows, but he’s coming over for dinner tonight.”


“Really?  Two
dates in two days.  What do you
think?”


Ty lifted a shoulder, swatted away a bug.  His gawky movements, his innocent eyes
reminded Jesse of the boy trapped inside the man’s body.  He felt his heart ache.  “Bryce knows what he’s getting
into.  He’s always been around,
helping mom, especially when you were gone.”


Ouch.  The truth,
Jesse was reminded for the second time in days, had fangs.  He had to wonder if Ty could see what
was left of Cal’s teeth marks. 
“Your granddad and I were just discussing my time away last night.”


“Discussing? 
Sounded more like arguing.”


“Cal and I have our best discussions at top volume.”  Ty casually glanced over, his eyes
narrowed.  Jesse wasn’t fooling him
one bit.  “He got a few things off
his chest.  It’d been building for
awhile.”


“About me,” Ty said with such certainty Jesse nearly
cringed.


“No, about me. 
About when I left for Atlanta years ago.”  They’d reached their favorite fishing
spot, a place on the river where the water babbled over shallow rocks and the
trout were likely to lurk.  Jesse
got out of the Cataraft into the shallow water and tied the boat off on a
nearby tree.  “We’ve never really
talked about when I was away, what it was like for you,” he said after he’d
climbed back in.  He handed Ty his
rod, started fiddling with his.


Ty took his time selecting the perfect fly, his ritual since
he’d been old enough to sling the rod. 
Once he’d plucked one from amongst the thirty or so Jesse kept in the
storage seat, he went about attaching it to the rod.  Jesse did the same, waiting for Ty to
finish with his fly and think of how he wanted to answer his dad.  


When his shoulder jerked again, Jesse knew Ty had been
sorting out what to say while he worked. 
“I don’t think about it much. 
Seems like such a long time ago.” 
He let out his line, began to expertly flick his wrist to begin the
dance of the fly fisherman.  “It was
hard on Mom, but Granddad was around and so was Bryce.”  He looked at Jesse for the first time
since the awkward conversation began. 
“I mostly remember it being fun, coming into the city, all the stuff we
did.  The dinosaurs at the museum,
the water park, the ballgames, and that great ice cream shop by your condo.”


He should have known Ty would make it easy on him.  Or was it the protection mechanism that
kept kids unaware of the struggles around them.  It may have been fun for him, but Jesse
knew it was nothing close to fun for Kerri Ann.  For that, he’d always love her.  


“It was fun, just us guys, back then.”  Jesse threw in his line, sat back, and
settled in for what qualified as fun these days.  


Ty jerked his line, thought he’d gotten a big one.  “Did you see that, Dad?  Damn fish took my favorite fly.”


“You jerked too hard. 
And don’t say damn.”  He drew
the fly case out of the dry box and passed it to Ty.


Ty meticulously picked another fly, then threaded it through
with just as much care as the first. 
Despite what he’d said, they were all his favorites.  


“Tell me about your hot date with the very hot Lita.”  Ty cast his line in the water again.


“You already know I’m taking her rafting.  And I doubt she’d appreciate you calling
her hot.”


“Why not?  She’s
a total babe.  If I were a few years
older….”


He was thankful Ty wasn’t any older, for he’d be serious
competition.  “She’s more than just
hot, Ty.  You shouldn’t want to date
a woman based only on her looks.”


“Easy for you to say.” 
He jerked again, not as hard, and was rewarded with a twelve-inch
rainbow.  “Hand me the net,
Dad.  Quick.”


Jesse passed over the net, admired Ty’s catch.  “Good-looking fish.”  Ty freed the hook and gently placed the
fish back in the water.  


Ty cast again as Jesse missed what looked like close to a
two-footer.  “She’s nice too,” Ty
continued.  “She always comes
outside to talk to me when I’m at Granddad’s.  And she makes the best cookies.”


“Cookies, huh?” 
Jesse imagined Angelita baking wearing nothing but a white apron.  He figured she had lots of hidden
talents up her sleeve.  He intended
to find out most of them over the weekend. 
He still hadn’t told her they were staying overnight and wondered just
how pissed she’d be when she figured it out.  “What kind?”


“Chocolate chip and oatmeal raisin.”   Ty continued to cast, jerking the
boat every so often when he’d get a little too eager.  “You like her a lot.  I can tell.”


More than he’d anticipated and much more than he should,
considering the number of times they’d been together.  But logic didn’t seem to factor into the
equation with Angelita.  He could
only chalk it up to fate.  She intrigued
him, aroused him, and confused him like no other woman ever had.  It was too heady a combination not to
explore.  “Yeah, I do.  You okay with me dating?  Haven’t done a whole lot of that in
awhile.”


“As long as it’s not one of my teachers.  That thing with Ms. Ferguson was just
weird.”


“Jenny,” Jesse sighed to annoy
Ty.  “I haven’t thought of her in
years.  How is she?”


“Married, so don’t even go there.”


Jesse laughed. 
The sun dipped below the tree line and he knew they only had a half hour
or so before they’d have to head back. 
“I’ve better places to go.” 
He thought of Angelita.  He
had to wonder, was she thinking of him?
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Kerri Ann had called and very simply thanked Bryce for the
date.  Her deliberate use of the
word had pleased him, but not as much as the dinner invitation she’d quietly,
shyly issued.  He’d felt his
shoulder and neck muscles relax as the conversation proceeded.  It was like being frozen and then dipped
into a vat of hot wax.  They’d be
alone, in her house, for an entire evening.  Ty wouldn’t be joining them, she’d
pointed out, as he’d planned to spend the night with Jesse.  


A man couldn’t hear talk like that and not assume she’d left
the door open for…anything.  Please,
God, he silently prayed as he shut down his computer and readied to leave the
office.  She hadn’t given him much
notice and he wanted to catch a quick shower and get a nice bottle of
wine.  But it wasn’t just the shower
he needed, it was Kerri Ann.  He’d
thought of nothing but her for nearly twenty-four hours and the sultry kiss
they’d shared.  


He’d damn near gulped her whole and was hungry for
more.  But this time he’d take it
slow, painfully, seductively slow. 
He’d have to because, if the sound of her voice were any indication,
she’d be a bundle of nerves an hour from now.  She’d cooked for him many times, mostly
at the restaurant, sometimes at home when he and Ty had been working on some
project or another.  It would relax
her, keep those nervous hands busy while he plied her with wine.  It’d be a damn wonder if he didn’t just
jump her when she answered the door. 
Dinner seemed like a positive step, one that would hopefully lead him
straight to her heart and her bed.  


He headed out of town toward the small bungalow he’d called
home since his mother died and he’d decided to live there instead of some
run-down apartment.  It was as good
a place as any to hang his hat at night. 
Of course, when he’d first come back to town, he’d expected to make some
headway with Kerri Ann and buy them a place where they could raise Ty and the
other children he planned to have with her.  Maybe, just maybe, his dream of sharing
a life with her had a chance.  That’s
all he’d ever wanted--a fair chance.


Just around the bend in the road, he passed Jesse and Ty in
the Scout.  He slowed down and
pulled off onto the shoulder when he saw Jesse brake and swing the car
around.  Bryce let the window down
and shut his eyes for a moment as the crisp air touched his face.


“Bryce,” Jesse said as he pulled up next to the sedan.  


“Hey, guys.” 
They’d been fishing; Bryce could smell the faint odor and see that Ty’s
shirt was wet.  “Catch anything?”


“I caught one, but the old man here didn’t even get a
nibble.”  Ty spoke with the easy
confidence of a teen with his whole life ahead of him.  Bryce knew he’d inherited the
competitive gene from both his parents.


Jesse turned down the country station and looked back at
Bryce.  “You headed to see Kerri Ann
tonight?”


“Yeah.”  He
couldn’t possibly object to their seeing each other after all this time.


“I’d told her I’d bring Ty back early in the morning before
I left, but I’ve decided to take him over to Cal’s.”  He winked and, with his head turned,
Bryce could only hope Ty hadn’t seen. 
“Tell her to sleep in and pick him up there whenever she’s ready.”


Nothing like the whole damn town knowing he hoped to get
laid that night.  “Sure thing.”
Bryce hoped he hadn’t blushed.  “See
ya around.”


***


Lita’s nerves made a return appearance as she sat by the
cabin’s open window and watched a small, dark brown bird Cal had identified as
a winter wren forage along the ground for bugs.  She’d learned a great deal about the
bird from Cal after finding a white egg covered in rust-colored spots.  Her temporary landlord had vast
knowledge of the birds that occupied the woods around his home.


He’d explained how the winter wrens, despite their petite
size, had exceptionally loud and varied songs.  Cal had hoped she’d be able to
distinguish their singing from the other birds, but she just couldn’t figure
out what kind of bird was singing when she happened to notice the music of the
forest.  


He’d told her other facts about the winter wren she’d found
even more fascinating than their beautiful voices.  He’d said the male bird built four
half-done nests for the female he’d lured with his voice to choose from.  She’d then help the male complete the
nest of her liking.  It tickled Lita
to think of birds behaving like humans. 
She thought of the homes of the few men she’d dated and the few she
called friends.  Their places were
sparsely furnished with what each had considered life’s necessities—big
screen televisions, massive stereo equipment, leather couches, and a bed.  Even the men with money to spend on
decorating seemed to be in wait for the right female to come along and bring a
little color and fabric into their lives. 



Lita watched the small bird hop into one of the many fallen
tree stumps at the edge of Cal’s drive and wondered if that was his home.  Cal had said their technical names meant
cave dwellers because they make their nests in places that provide cover.  She hadn’t seen Jesse’s home and
wondered if he lived with barren walls and mismatched manly furniture.  Something told her he waited for no
woman to decorate his walls or his life. 



She leaned her head against the window casing and
sighed.  She’d learned so much in
the week and a half she’d spent in the mountains, in a place that seemed her
life and problems in Atlanta couldn’t touch.  If only that were the case.  


Her father had called several times over the last
twenty-four hours.  She hadn’t
answered, but knew she couldn’t put it off forever.  She could only hope Jesse had made some
headway with his friend at the paper. 
After hours of racking her brain for ways out of the mess her father had
put her in, she found herself as stuck as when Jesse had forced the truth from
her.  What was is about him and his
ability to pry loose her usually tight lips?  


Lita had heard him and Cal fighting after she’d returned to
her cabin.  She’d been shocked at
first and then saddened.  She hadn’t
heard the words they’d said to each other, but from the tone she knew they’d
been harsh.  She’d have known
something was wrong even if she hadn’t heard them arguing for Cal had spent the
day stalking and scowling around the grounds where he usually ambled and
whistled.  His mood had kept her
inside, watching the birds from the window where she’d sat to watch the sunset,
so as not to disturb Cal as he rocked forcefully on his porch.  Whatever he and Jesse had fought about
hadn’t been resolved and she wasn’t about to put herself in the middle of
another family situation.  Her own
was enough of a train wreck at the moment. 



And yet she’d agreed to spend Saturday rafting with Jesse as
if she hadn’t a care in the world. 
What had she been thinking? 
But Lita knew underneath her fear and worry about home lay an undeniable
attraction to a man she barely knew. 
It drove her to tuck away her problems and focus only on the man who had
taken up a large chunk of space in her brain.  


A person didn’t have to know much about another person to be
attracted to him, but Lita anticipated that attraction leading to places she
wasn’t sure she was ready to go.  If
she closed her eyes, she could still feel the scratch of unshaven beard against
the delicate skin of her neck.  And
thinking of it made her pulse dance as if he were still inches away, his sultry
mouth ready and willing to take hers again, damn the consequences.  It had to be his reckless,
devil-may-care attitude that drew her so intensely.  


What would it be like to live life without a care as to what
people thought, where impulse ruled? 
She imagined it would be dangerous and darkly thrilling.  Thinking of it, and him, made the nerves
in her belly twist.  She’d given in
to attraction once before and ended up pregnant and alone…and heartbroken.  Not for the man who’d abandoned her, but
for the baby Lita still loved.


When she heard Cal’s screen door slam shut, she moved away
from the window and picked up one of the paperback novels she’d found on the
cabin’s stocked bookshelf.  Maybe a
murder mystery would keep her mind from wandering to more dangerous places than
an abandoned warehouse, like the character in the book.  Lita knew where real danger lurked, in
the dark and lonely places of her heart, the same places she’d locked away
years ago.  But if the door was
safely locked, why did she feel as if Jesse trod perilously close to where
she’d hidden the key?
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The potatoes gurgled on the stovetop.  The freshly baked bread cooled on the
counter and the smell of cooked prunes and apples lent the kitchen the familiar
smell of home.  Kerri Ann knew her
grandmother’s Danish pork tenderloin recipe was one of Bryce’s favorites.  She’d cleaned the asparagus spears she’d
picked up at the market and carefully arranged them with olive oil and kosher
salt.  The tray sat waiting to broil
and now she needed to change her clothes and do something with her hair.  


She dashed up the stairs and stripped to nothing, rinsed off
in the shower, and dug through her underwear drawer for the one nice bra and
panty set she’d bought with Lita’s help. 
Her nervous energy propelled her into the closet, where she came to a
dead stop.  What the hell was she
going to wear?  Jeans were too
casual, slacks too formal, a dress or skirt too obvious.  Urrrrrh.  


Kerri Ann could handle throwing together a home-cooked meal
in no time and picking up the house so it didn’t look like a tornado (her son)
had gone through in the last hour, but picking out what to wear to the most
important dinner of her life seemed insurmountable.  She’d planned to seduce him into bed,
but she didn’t want him to recognize her plan the moment he laid eyes on her.  It would have to be jeans.  Anything else wouldn’t seem normal.


She paired the low-rise jeans she never wore to work with a
form-fitting button-down in soft pink. 
The material clung to her skin and the nipped waist helped camouflage
her lack of cleavage.  She dusted
her face with powder and added gloss to her lips.  At the last minute, she pulled her hair
up in a simple twist and put on the one pair of dangly earrings she owned.  


She could hear the timer buzzing in the kitchen and felt
glad she didn’t have any more time to primp or concern herself with how she
looked.  After all this time, it
wasn’t like Bryce hadn’t seen her at her worst.  Tonight, she hoped he’d see her at her
best.  With a quick spritz of
perfume, she dashed downstairs to start on the mashed potatoes.


With the potatoes whirling in the mixer, Kerri Ann turned to
get a spatula from the drawer. 
That’s when she saw Bryce, standing in the doorway of her kitchen, a
bottle of wine in his hand, a sly smile on his face.  She gasped, but wasn’t sure if it was
from his unexpected appearance or the fact that he looked so handsome in his
jeans and black sweater.  


“Bryce.”  She
turned off the mixer off.  “You
startled me.”


“I knocked, but you didn’t hear.”  He stepped closer, held out the
wine.  “For you.”


“Thanks.”  She
set it on the counter and fished the opener out of a drawer.  Hopefully he wouldn’t notice the tremble
in her hands.  “Would you mind
opening it while I finish up these potatoes?”


“Of course not.” 



Kerri Ann turned on the mixer and dove into the
potatoes.  They stood side by side
and she could smell the spice from his cologne.  Her stomach flip-flopped and her fingers
tingled.  It was all she could do
not to burrow into the soft cashmere of his sweater and sniff him like a
dog.  She turned off the mixer, took
a deep breath, and turned to face him, willing herself to relax.


Bryce held up a half-filled wine glass.  She accepted it with a nod and, although
she’d wanted to down the glass in one gulp, took a delicate sip and set it to
rest on the counter.  “Ummm, that’s
nice.”


His blue eyes were dark and piercing, his expression
serious.  “You look beautiful, Kerri
Ann.”


Her pulse jumped, her knees nearly buckled, and just as she
opened her mouth to tell him how handsome he looked, the buzzer to the oven
went off.  It was just as well, for
she felt herself being pulled toward Bryce like a magnet.  “I’d better get that.”


“Pork tenderloin?” he asked.  “I love your Grandma’s recipe.”


“I know.”  She
reached into the oven with the looped potholders Ty had made as a Boy
Scout.  When she tried to look
seductively over her shoulder at Bryce, her hand slipped off the dish’s handle
and her pinkie brushed against the oven wall.  “Damn it.”


She dropped the dish onto the oven rack with a clatter and
brought her finger to her mouth. 
Bryce was beside her in an instant. 
“Let me see.”


She pulled it out of her mouth and shook her hand in the air
a few times before letting him lead her to the sink.  He turned on the cold water and held her
hand underneath the spray until most of the sting had passed.  He patted her hand dry with a kitchen
towel and brought her hand up to the light to look at the burn.  She could feel his breath on her
skin.  


“I don’t think it’ll blister.”  He moved his eyes to hers.  There was something there in his look
and she could feel herself being pulled toward him again.  With her hand in his, he gently brushed
his lips against the red mark on her finger.  All the breath left her chest with a
whimper.  


“Bryce.”  She
leaned up on tiptoe and brought her mouth to his.  The feel of his lips on her hand sparked
a need she was helpless to answer. 
With only one kiss, her need became an inferno.  She was engulfed in the flame, the hot,
molten fire that brewed to boiling the instant they touched.  He pushed her back to the counter in
what could only be described as a dance move and savaged her mouth as she
savaged his.  They were voracious,
lapping at each other as if all of life’s secrets could be found in the other.    


More, she thought. 
Take more, take it all.  And
he did.  His hands splayed in her
hair as his lips cruised over her face, along her jaw to nip at her neck and
ear.  The sheer force of his body
against hers was the only thing that kept her from sliding boneless to the
floor.  She let her hands creep
under his sweater to grip the smooth skin of his back.  He felt so warm, so right under her
hands.  She wanted to feel his skin
and his weight on her, along every inch of her body.


“Kerri Ann.”  His
lips cruised down the path of his hands as they unbuttoned her blouse.  


What was once a whimper became a moan as he flicked open her
bra and feasted.  Oh yes.  There wasn’t a thought in her head that
didn’t center on Bryce, the rough feel of his hands, the incredible sensations
he caused with his tongue.  She
arched and allowed her fingers the pleasure of memorizing the texture of his
hair.  It felt like silk in her
hands.  


It was so hot in the kitchen her head swirled.  But it was more than the heat he’d
created.  Even the silky strands of
his hair felt warm.  She opened her
eyes to slits and saw she’d left the oven door open.  She straightened and was more than a
little surprised to find herself unsteady and dizzy.  “Bryce…the oven.”  She tried to move away and he held her
still; his clever mouth made standing an almost insurmountable feat.  “Bryce…”


“I’ll get it.” He stood back, let his eyes drift over her
open shirt.  “Don’t you move, Kerri
Ann.  Not one single muscle.”  The tone of his voice, the edge of anger
that sprang into his command, had the blood pooling low in her belly.  


She nodded. 
“Hurry.”


He set the dish on the stovetop and had the oven off and
closed in seconds.  She braced for
his assault when he turned back, but to her amazement he stood where he was and
just looked at her.  She could see
so much in his eyes, the desire, the longing, the hint of fear she too felt at
what this would do to their relationship. 
Her need for him felt like a hammer blow to the head.  He held his hand out to her.  She stepped into his arms, wrapped
herself around him, and clung.  She
could feel the wild beating of his heart against her naked chest and could have
slapped herself for denying them this for so long.  “Make love to me, Bryce,” she said
against the warm skin of his neck. 
“I’ve wanted you to, for so long.”


When she stepped back to look at his face, she couldn’t read
his expression.  “Kerri Ann.”  The way he said her name, like she were
a precious treasure, had her throat nearly closing.  She reached for his hand and led him out
of the kitchen, down the narrow hall, and up the stairs to her bedroom.  They didn’t rush or explode against each
other as they’d done in the kitchen, but gently swayed together in a kiss so
slow, so tender, she sank into the bed and surrendered herself to him.


***


Bryce had dreamt of her this way hundreds, thousands of
times.  Nothing, absolutely nothing,
in his imagination came close to the feeling of holding Kerri Ann in his arms
while she gave herself to him completely. 
It was the giving, the total surrender of self, that left him staggered
and trying desperately not to rush and fill her as he’d longed to do for
years.  


He’d worried, in some secret place in the back of his mind,
that if he finally had her, it wouldn’t be as exciting, as consuming, as he’d
pictured it being all the years he’d pined for her.  He couldn’t have been more wrong.   She gave him everything, the
desire, the need, the strength he’d always associated with her.  But it was the vulnerability, the sweet
way she said his name, the blush that crept up her neck when he pulled the
final piece of clothing from her body that had him struggling for control.  


Deliberately, he slowed his hands.  Where he longed to grab and take, he
feathered his fingers, swept his lips around and in.  He was rewarded by her wild abandon.  He never imagined she’d ever let herself
go with him so wholly.  She was
driving him mad, killing him by inches. 
When he felt her body quake and pulse, he fixed his eyes on her face and
gloried in her utter abandonment of self. 
This is how he’d longed to see her, free from everything that bound her
to reality, released by his touch. 
Did she have any idea how spectacular she was; her athlete’s body
arousing, teasing, and holding him captive?  


By the time his lips returned to hers, she was begging for
him to join them.  Drunk on the
power, on her, he plunged inside and gloried in her response.  He could see the look in her eyes change
from surprised pleasure to sheer need as they came together.  She drove him, at times maddeningly
slow, then gloriously fast, to where he didn’t know up from down, in from
out.  All he knew was Kerri
Ann.  It was all he’d ever wanted to
know.  Sliding with the surety of her
desire for him, he drove her where she’d led them both and let himself follow.
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Cal had just poured his first cup of coffee when he heard
the roar of Jesse’s Scout bound up the steep drive.  He hadn’t expected to deal with him so
soon after their fight and the hurtful way they’d parted.  He wasn’t sure he was ready to cross the
bridge with him again or even meet him halfway.  He hadn’t slept a full night or eaten a
decent meal since he’d gotten everything off his chest.  Funny thing was, getting everything off
his chest only made him feel worse.


He added milk to his coffee, took a sip, and headed to the
screen door to wait for the inevitable. 
It wasn’t Jesse who bounded up the porch steps, but Ty.


“Hey, Granddad.”


Cal opened the screen and moved aside so Ty could come
in.  He still had the look on his
face that told Cal he wanted to head right back to bed.  “This is a surprise.”


“Mind if I crash for awhile until Mom gets here?”  Without waiting for an answer, Ty began
arranging the pillows at one end of the couch and curled into the fetal
position.  


“Why don’t you go on back to your room?  It’s much quieter back there.”


But the boy was already half asleep.  “I’m fine,” he mumbled and tipped the
brim of his ball cap over his eyes. 



Cal shrugged and headed onto the porch to see where Jesse
had gone.  The sun streaked through
the trees and the only sounds came from the birds and squirrels he considered
neighbors.  He’d just turned around
to head back inside when he heard Lita’s screen door slam shut and her and
Jesse talking.  Cal shielded his
eyes with his hand and watched as Jesse carried what looked like a beach bag to
the Scout and strapped Lita into the passenger seat.


“Hummm,” he said to no one and sat in one of the
rockers.  Just where were those two
heading, looking all cozy and chipper first thing in the morning?  He wasn’t going to get any answers from
Ty, that was for sure.  With the
push of his foot, he started the rocker in motion and decided to watch the sun
rise.  He normally didn’t take the
time to enjoy it.  Sunrise was
Ellie’s favorite time of day.  She’d
bring her coffee out and rock until the sun illuminated all the flowers and
bushes she’d planted over the years. 
Then she’d head out to see to the plants, damn near all day long.  


He ached for her now and the calm common sense she could
bring to any situation.  She’d
always been the buffer between his and Jesse’s bullheaded personalities.  What a mess he’d made of things, he
thought, as Jesse started the Scout and headed down the drive.  Ellie would be mad at him for throwing
old issues in Jesse’s face, especially after all the time that had passed.  “I screwed up, El,” he mumbled to the
early morning sky.  “I screwed up
big-time.”  The problem was, without
her here, he wasn’t sure how to fix it.


***


Jesse had felt nervous earlier on the drive over to the
cabins.  He didn’t know if it was
from the possibility of seeing Cal again or adolescent nerves over spending
time with Angelita.  The time they’d
spend together had become important; he’d made it important.  What he couldn’t figure out was
why.  Just another mystery.


After Jesse hesitated on the driveway, Ty mercifully waved
good-bye and headed straight to Cal’s. 
He could have kissed the kid for not insisting he join him.  That was one crisis avoided.  And truth be told, he’d wanted to gauge
Angelita’s reaction to him, and only him, when she answered her door this
morning.  


He didn’t know what he’d expected her to be wearing,
something completely frilly and useless, he supposed.  But when she answered the door in shorts
and a tank top he smiled.  Somewhere
inside her lived a practical person. 
He could see the tie to her bathing suit and the flash of bare skin he
got when she reached for a coffee mug told him her suit was a bikini.  He thanked God for small favors.  


“You wear contacts?” he asked.


She didn’t hesitate while straightening up the kitchen or
even wonder why he was asking.  “No,
not even reading glasses—yet.”


“Any medication you take daily?”  He was pushing it, but figured it’d be
best if she didn’t leave anything necessary behind.


She turned to face him at that question.  “Everything I need is in my purse.  Why do you ask?”


Jesse slugged down the rest of his coffee, placed the mug in
the sink.  “Just the standard
questions I ask all rafters on a day trip,” he hedged.  “Wouldn’t want any surprises while we’re
on the water.”


“I thought you said we were going on an easy ride.”  The panic on her face was vivid.  “Like a lazy river float.”


“We are, but there are basic safety issues we need to
cover.”  She eyed him suspiciously
and picked up her purse.


“Ready or not.” 
She followed Jesse out the door.


Once on the road, Jesse turned the stereo on low and stole a
glance at Angelita.  She looked
nervous with her hands gripping the seat edges as her hair flew wildly around
her head.  


After they’d gone a few miles out of town, Angelita asked,
“Where’s your place?”


“You mean my shop?” 
He knew perfectly well what she was asking.  She nodded and swept her hair into a
mock bun to keep it from lacerating her face.  


“About three miles east of here, back toward Sequoyah
Falls.”


 She nodded again
and then gripped his arm as it rested on the gearshift.  “Wait a minute.  If your shop is back toward Sequoyah
Falls, why are we headed this way?”


Weren’t women, especially beautiful women, supposed to have
terrible senses of direction?  He
thought they’d be much farther out of town before she figured out something
wasn’t right.  “I only do class two
through four at my place.  Since you
insisted on class one, we’ve got to go do the Opachee.”


“The Opachee? 
Where’s that?”


“Just a few hours drive.”  He watched the surprise on her face turn
to anger.  


“Hours?  I’ve got
to ride in this open-air tin can for hours?  How many hours?”


“Two and a half, maybe three if they haven’t finished the
construction between here and Marshall.”


She scowled and furiously rummaged through her purse.  Within minutes, she’d tied a scarf
around her head.  She should have
looked ridiculous with her hair pulled back in a bright red scarf, but she
managed to look sexy, like the retro movie stars Cal swooned over on late night
TV.  


“What are you laughing at?” she screamed over the roar of
the wind.  Jesse foolishly thought
she hadn’t seen him snicker.


“Nothing.  You’re
beautiful when you’re angry.”


“Then I must be damn near stunning.  I thought the whole trip wouldn’t take
more than an hour or two.”


“You got a hot date you’re rushing back for?”  He began to question whether or not
she’d forgive him for the overnight stay he’d planned.  


She only rolled her eyes and slipped a pair of sunglasses on
her face.  Even with her eyes covered,
he could tell she was fuming.


“If you want to go back and do a class two, I’d be more than
happy to turn around.”  He knew that
would shut her up.


“No,” she said, a little too quickly to mask the fear that
danced along her skin.  “I have to
assume I’m safer in this car than I would be in class two waves on a raft.  Despite the fact that you can’t seem to
drive the speed limit.”


“Oh, please, you’re from Atlanta.  No one there drives the speed limit.”


They snaked along the curvy mountain roads silently enjoying
the scenery.  At least Jesse
was.  He could tell Angelita’s
nerves were calming.  Her hands
rested comfortably in her lap and she’d relaxed her rigid back enough to sink
slightly into the seat.  Jesse
wasn’t unnerved by her lack of conversation.  In fact, he quite enjoyed a woman smart
enough to live with her anger before letting it go.


***


Lita had never seen anything like it.  The soaring peaks, the breathtaking
views around every corner.  She
couldn’t hold onto her anger at being manipulated by Jesse while surrounded by
such astonishing beauty.  It seemed
every turn they made led them higher and deeper into the forest that engulfed
them.  The wind that wreaked havoc
on her hair now felt like a caress against her skin, an invitation to
experience the cool air and outrageous wonders of nature.  She had to fight the urge to throw her
hands in the air and laugh out loud.


She’d wanted to get away from her life, her troubles, and
the stress she faced every day back home at the boutique.  Staring out at the landscape around her,
she realized she’d fully succeeded. 
She stole a glance at Jesse. 
He’d turned his ball cap backwards and the ends of his hair curled
around the bill.  He’d shown up at
her door, all smiles and smelling so good, freshly showered and gorgeously
rumpled.  Lord, it’d be a miracle if
she could keep her hands to herself for the hours they’d spend together in the
confines of a raft.  


Even as he’d told her they were headed hours away, she’d
been secretly thrilled.  The anger
had been born of frustration at his easy announcement of a change in
plans.  She liked to know where she
was headed at all times.  There were
never any detours in her life; her plans were always laid out and executed
precisely as she’d arranged.  That
was part of the reason why her father’s threats had thrown her for such a
loop.  No matter what her decision,
dealing with him in business had never been a part of her plan.


Lita had just decided to break her silence and ask questions
about the types of trees and terrain they’d traversed when Jesse slowed down
around a sharp bend as they encountered a long line of cars.  He turned the stereo down and looked
over at her, a satisfied smirk on his face.


“Looks like it’ll be more like three hours.”  He let his eyes roll over her from head
to toe.  It wasn’t the rising sun
that had her suddenly sweating and squirming in her seat.  Damn him for using his easy charm on
her.  He had to know how vulnerable
she was, especially after the other night. 
“I’ve got snacks in my bag if you’re hungry.”  He jerked his head toward the back seat.


Lita absently looked in the back.  The bag he’d mentioned, the bag she’d
assumed was the backpack she’d seen him sporting a time or two, turned out to
be a huge duffle bag, stuffed to near overflowing.  “What is all that stuff?  Did you pack your own raft in there?”


His eyes fluttered back and then returned to the road.  He seemed engrossed in the infinitesimal
progress they were making and the road construction a mile or so ahead.  “This is worse than usual,” he said with
a quick look out the side window. 
“Hope we don’t miss our put-in time.”


His avoidance of her question made the hairs on the back of
her neck stand at attention. 
“Jesse.” Lita waited until he’d turned to look at her, irritation clear
on his face.  “What’s in the bag?”


“Stuff.”  He
shrugged.  “You know, wet suits,
helmets, gear.”


“They won’t have that stuff when we get there?”


“Well, yeah, but I like using my own gear.”  He stuck his head out the window and
inched the car toward the middle of the lane to see about the holdup.  His answer made perfect sense, but the
way he’d said it… something made her think there was more to it.


They were back at top speed within ten minutes and pulling
onto a gravel drive an hour later. 
Around another bend, one Jesse took at warp speed, Lita caught her first
glimpse of the river.  It appeared
wider than the Powollachee and not as deep.  True to his word, it meandered over
small rocks instead of raging over gigantic boulders.  She felt her chest expanding, her lungs
filling in relief.  After his
whiplash driving, a lazy river float was all she could handle.


They parked alongside an old van, the only other vehicle in
the parking lot.  Lita saw a small
building she assumed was a restroom and felt thankful for modern
conveniences.  She’d had to pee for
over an hour.  Jesse hopped out of
the Scout and dragged the bag out with a groan.  


“I’m going to use the restroom over there.” Jesse nodded and
waved her on as he opened the zipper and delved into the bag.  To Lita’s horror, the bathroom, while in
a building, was nothing more than a dressed up port-o-potty.  She rejoined Jesse in record time.  He stood on the bank of the river, next
to a small float and a man who hadn’t seen a razor, or possibly a mirror, in more
than a few months.  His stringy
brown braid hung halfway down his back and his beard could have housed a small
rodent.  Next to the mountain man,
the usually scruffy Jesse looked almost metrosexual.  


Lita approached cautiously, her nerves bouncing just under
her skin.  It wasn’t that she was
afraid of rafting, but her experiences with water could be counted on one
hand.  Jesse turned and smiled as
she approached.  “Jerry,” he said to
the other man, not taking his eyes off Lita.  “This is Angelita Barros.  She’s a newbie.”


Jerry gave her an approving nod and turned back to
Jesse.  “A virgin.  No wonder you’re messing with this
stretch.”


“It’s all I could talk her into, so far,” he added with a
glint in his eyes. 


He looked so handsome, the way his hair fluttered in the
breeze, the way his muscles bunched under his shirt as he packed equipment into
the raft…Wait a minute, she thought. 
She didn’t know what they were going in, but it certainly didn’t look
like a raft.


“What is this thing?”


“An inflatable kayak, otherwise known as a ducky.”  He didn’t even look up at her.  If he had, he’d have seen her
scowling.  Nothing about this trip
had turned out as expected.  


“I thought you said we’d be in a raft?”


“This is a raft.” 
He kicked the side with his foot and the sound it made, like a kid
playing kickball at gym class, assured her it had been inflated.  “It doesn’t look like the rafts I’ve
seen on the Powollachee,” she said.


“Those rafts are for larger groups, three minimum.”  He gave her a devil’s smile as he
stood.  “It’s just you and me,
kid.”  He walked toward her, clasped
her upper arms in his hands, and squeezed reassuringly.  “Duckies are completely safe and very
comfortable, I promise.”


“Okay, you’re the expert.”


“That’s right, I am.” 
He led her back to the car where he pulled out a wet suit and flotation
device, both of which looked three sizes too small.  “Now, I need you to put these on while I
get the boat ready.”


Lita held the suit over her arm and wondered where and how
to start.  “Do I wear my clothes
under this?”


“Just your bathing suit.  We’ll leave your clothes in the car.”


Lita wondered if she should try to squeeze into the suit
back in the bathroom, the only available spot for privacy.  But she knew she wouldn’t be able to
handle the smell.  With a huff of
impatience, she lifted the tank off her body and rolled the shorts off her
hips.  She couldn’t have felt more
exposed to Jesse if she’d been naked. 



When she set her clothes on the seat of the Scout, she saw
him stand up slowly, his eyes on her. 
For the second time that day, she cursed not having a one-piece bathing
suit.  He didn’t move or speak, but
stood watching as she inched the wet suit up the length of her body.  It was a tight fit and took some serious
muscle to get over her hips.  She’d
gotten both arms in the sleeves, but couldn’t get it up and over her
shoulders.  Jesse moved behind her
and slowly, reverently, pulled the suit up and around her neck.  He turned her in his arms and with sure,
steady fingers, lifted the zipper. 
His eyes followed the path and then zeroed in on hers when he’d
finished.


“I feel like I’ve been shrink wrapped,” she said to lighten
the mood that hung thickly in the air between them.  “This thing is like a second skin.”


“Nothing compares to your skin, Angelita.”  Jesse’s voice sounded no more than a
whisper as his fingers feathered under her jaw.  “I’ve never seen skin
so…shimmering.  It looks like your
coffee after you’ve swirled milk into it.”


She nearly offered him a sip, just a taste to whet both
their appetites.


“Jess.”  It was
Jerry, calling from the shore, that broke the spell.  Lita took a deep breath as Jesse stepped
back reluctantly.  She didn’t know
what she was more afraid of at the moment, the water or the path she and Jesse
were headed along that ended, she felt sure, in a plunge.  There was no doubt, after the look he’d
just given her and her still frantic heartbeat that they’d be sharing more than
a raft very soon.  Hell.
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Kerri Ann couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept until
nine or the last time she’d woken with a man’s arms around her.  She felt ambivalent about the time
and…edgy about the man.  She didn’t
want to move, or breathe too hard and wake him.  She’d kept him up half the night as it
was.


Oh, how she wanted to stretch her body in joyous
relief.  She and Bryce were lovers,
of that she was now certain. 
There’d be no going back to just friends after the tender and excitingly
wild love they’d made.  She hadn’t
known she had it in her to be so…uninhibited in bed.  And Bryce, by God, the man was a
genius.  Her body felt more alive,
more human, than it’d ever felt before.


She felt him stir beside her and her pulse jack hammered in
response.  Would he want her again
in the light of day or would there be an awkward embarrassment between
them?  She didn’t have long to fret
over how it might be.  His arm
tightened around her and she found her back against his chest.  “Good morning,” he whispered in her ear
and nuzzled her neck.  The feel of
his lips on her skin sent shivers over her body.  “I had the best dream.”  His hands shifted to her breasts and
began kneading.  


“Did you now?” 
It was all she could do not to tremble.  Where had this undeniable need come
from?  She turned to face him, had
to see how gorgeous he looked in her bed with the light streaming through the
open windows.  They’d been in too
big a hurry to shut them the night before.


“Ummm.”  He took
her mouth in a kiss so hot it could have set the sheets on fire.  “I see it’s not over.”  He pulled back and stroked his hand
through her hair and looked at her, just studied her face.  “This is real, Kerri Ann.”


Suddenly close to tears, she nodded.  It was real.  Bryce Jenson, in her bed, making love to
her, was reality, not some fantasy in her mind.  Overwhelmed by emotion, she answered him
the only way she knew how, with her body and her soul.  


Past ten, struggling not to fall asleep atop Bryce with the
sheets tangled around their feet, Kerri Ann thought of Ty.  She needed to pick him up from Cal’s.  She wondered how she’d feel around him,
how to act with Bryce now so much more a part of their lives, at least for a
little while.  


“What are you thinking about?” Bryce asked.  His eyes were still closed and his hand
made lazy circles over the small of her back.  


“Ty.  I need to
go get him soon.”


He opened his eyes. 
“I guess I’ll have to get dressed then?”


She smiled and felt an almost physical disappointment at the
thought of him leaving.  She’d
waited so long to be with him, she didn’t want it to end.


“Why so sad?” he asked.


“I’m not sad.  I
just wish we could stay here like this all day.”  She sat up and braced her arm on his
chest.  It felt amazing to be this
comfortable with him, so free of her usual insecurities about her body.  He’d spent most of the night telling her
how much he craved it.  


“You’re worried about him.  How he’ll feel about this…about us.”


She nodded.  As
usual, he’d read her mood almost before she had.  


“I’m not sneaking around with you, Kerri Ann.  There’s nothing shameful about us being
together.  Either you tell him or I
will.”


The serious tone of his voice made her shiver.  She felt like he’d pledged to do a gun
battle over her.  “I’m going to tell
him, Bryce.  I never considered
otherwise.”  She got up and started
dressing.  “It won’t be the most
comfortable conversation in the world, but I won’t lie to him.”  She moved around to where he sat on the
edge of the bed, ran her hand through his disheveled hair.  “And I won’t ask you to sneak around,
either.  We’ll figure it out--all of
us.”


***


Cal heard the car door slam and came out of the storage shed
to see who’d arrived.  He figured it
was Kerri Ann, but since the last time he’d checked on Ty he’d been sound
asleep, a little pool of drool collecting on Ellie’s needlepoint pillow, he
figured he’d spare the kid a few minutes more rest.  He came around the corner of the cabin
just as Kerri Ann got out of her car. 
He felt a stab of disappointment. 
He’d hoped Ty could spend the day with him, help him with some chores
and maybe catch a TV movie in the afternoon.  Anything but sitting alone wondering how
bad he’d messed things up with Jesse.


“Hey there, girl.” 
She’d started along the path to his house and spun around when she heard
his greeting.  The smile she gave
him lit up her whole face and his.  


“Hey, yourself. 
Heard you’ve got a loafer around here somewhere.”  She held her hand over her head.  “Five-six, about a hundred fifty pounds,
not a morning person?  Sound
familiar?”


“I think I’ve got what you came for.  Although, he was still asleep last time
I checked.”


“Figures.”  He
met Kerri Ann at the entrance to the walkway and they both swung their arms
around each other as they headed for Cal’s.  Her presence and their easy camaraderie
calmed him.  It always did.  “How’s my favorite father-in-law?”


“Ready for spring. 
How about my favorite daughter-in-law?”  He held her at arm’s length before they
stepped onto the porch.  The haircut
she’d gotten with Lita flattered her strong face and she looked happy.  “You’re looking good.”


“I’m feeling pretty good, too.”  Cal could have sworn she blushed.  She hopped on the porch and peeked her
head in the screen door.  “Still
sound asleep.  I swear, that boy
could sleep through an earthquake.”


“Why don’t you leave him here?  I’ll put him to work after awhile, bring
him back after supper.”  He’d be
grateful for the company, especially since Jesse had ushered Lita out first
thing this morning.  


“Oh, Cal, you spoil him.”  She stuck her hands in her back pockets
and considered his offer.  “I need
to talk to him about something, thought I’d splurge on breakfast at DJ’s as
incentive.  You know he’d rather be
here than just about anywhere, except maybe with Jesse.”


“Speaking of Jesse,” Cal began.  “He and Lita took off this morning,
bright and early.  Any idea where
they were headed?”


“Oh, I’d forgotten. 
He’s taking her rafting, poor thing.  She’s not looking forward to it.”


Cal thought he heard something in her tone.  “You think he’s pressuring her?”


“Pressuring her?” 
Kerri Ann laughed.  “Chasing
after her is more like it.”


He knew Jesse had been trying to get her into bed.  “But do you think she wanted to
go?”  


“She’s not here, is she?” Kerri Ann asked
sarcastically.  “She likes him, Lord
knows why.”  She seemed to remember
she was talking to Jesse’s father and backtracked.  “I mean no disrespect, Cal, you know
that.  Jesse’s come a long way.  I’ve bashed him for so long it’s hard to
change old habits.”


“I’d say you were justified in bashing.  He put y’all through hell.”


“Water under the bridge, Cal.”  Kerri Ann leaned against the banister
and spoke softly even though she knew Ty was still asleep.  “I think Lita likes your boy more than
she’s willing to admit.  And she’s
no pushover, so he’ll have his hands full with that one.”  To Cal’s amazement, she laughed
again.  “Lord, she’s made quite an
impression on this town in a very short time.”


He hadn’t thought about Lita leaving and realized he’d
better get used the place being quiet, at least until spring hung around for
good.  “Sure you don’t want to let
him sleep, come back for him later? 
Or I can run him over to the restaurant.”


“I’m sure, but I appreciate the offer.”  She twisted toward the door, but turned
around before going in.  “You okay,
Cal?  You don’t seem yourself this
morning.”


I’m lonely, he thought. 
Lonely and missing Ellie. 
“I’m fine, sweet girl,” he said instead.  “Go and get your son.”
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Jesse hadn’t thought he could enjoy a float down one of the
slowest, quietest stretches of river in western North Carolina.  But he’d never envisioned floating down
a calm stretch with a Brazilian-American beauty.  In the span of an hour, he’d watched as
Angelita slowly let go of her anxiety and reclined back against the ducky the
way he imagined her sprawled on a float in a pool.  He’d enjoyed every step of her
transformation from tightly wound to completely relaxed.


“Oh, Jesse,” she said. 
“Look at the cows!  I never
thought we’d see wildlife along the riverbank.”


Wildlife?  Was
she making this up?  “I hate to
burst your bubble, sugar, but cows aren’t considered wildlife.”


“They are where I’m from.”  


She’d taken the rag off her head and tied her hair in a
careless ponytail.  As the breeze
picked up, springs of her dark curls bounced free to frame her stunning
face.  When Jesse was able to pull
his eyes from her, he noticed storm clouds forming to their west.  He couldn’t gauge how long it would take
them to float to the take-out spot where Jerry and his friend had driven
Jesse’s car and left it for them.  He
hoped, for Angelita’s sake, they got to the take-out spot before the storm got
to them.  He knew for sure
Angelita’s relaxed mood wouldn’t survive a soaking.


“It’s not uncommon to see deer along the banks and at the
rate we’re headed we sure won’t miss them.”


“Deer!  They’re
not dangerous, are they?”


She was too good to be true.  “Not unless a tick flies off their hide
onto you.  But we won’t get that
close,” he added when she looked alarmed. 
He could have so much fun with her if he wanted to.  Although, come to think of it…  “You know, it’d be a good idea to check
each other really well after we get back to make sure we don’t have any
ticks.  That spot where we stopped
for lunch was pretty wooded.”


“You think we’ve got ticks?”


He deserved a medal for not laughing at the look of abject
horror on her face.  “It’s a
possibility.  We’d better check to
be on the safe side.”


She ripped her hair free of the ponytail and ran her hands
frantically through her hair.  He
had to pretend to look through the dry bag for something to hide his
chuckle.  Once she’d scratched every
inch of her scalp, she settled in and relaxed again.  Ten minutes later, she was bored.


“So,” she said. 
“Is this all there is to it?”


“I told you to let me take you on a class two.”


“No, I’m not complaining, but we’re not moving very
fast.  And those clouds over there
are getting dark.”  She pointed
toward the sky behind Jesse.  “And
close.”


He looked over his shoulder.  Yep.  They were going to get wet.  “Here.”  He handed her a paddle.  “This’ll make it go faster.”


“What do I do with this?”


“You row.”  Jesse
gave her a demonstration with a few strokes.   “See, it’s easy.  But we won’t make any progress if we aren’t
in sync, so try to get in a rhythm.”


“Why can’t you row?”


He sneered at her snotty attitude, although he could tell by
the quirk of her lips she was goading him. 
“Because when you raft the Powollachee, you’re going to have to do some
rowing.  You may as well learn now.”


“Who said I was rafting the Powollachee?”


“You already admitted you’re bored with this.  You deserve a little excitement in your
life, Angelita, and I’m the one who’s going to give it to you.”  In more ways than one, he thought.  She did too, if the look she gave him
were any indication.  He was happy
to row if that meant they got to the cabin sooner.  “That’s good.  Use your whole body to row, not just
your arms.”


Thirty seconds later, she stopped rowing and placed the
paddle on her lap.  “This is harder
than it looks.  No wonder you’re in
such good shape.”


A crack of thunder had her eyes popping out like
saucers.  “Jesse, how much farther?”


“I don’t know.  I
haven’t rafted over here since high school.  We’ve been on the water for an hour and
a half.”  He shrugged, even though
he knew for certain they weren’t anywhere close to being done.  And they’d stopped for lunch.  She wasn’t going to be happy.  “It could be a least that much farther.”


***


DJ’s Biscuit House had mostly cleared out from the Saturday
rush.  Kerri Ann and Ty snagged a
corner booth and settled in for the best biscuits in town.  She watched Ty eat his first biscuit in
three bites and in less time than it took her to unfold the wrapper from the
one she’d ordered.  The kid had a
hollow leg.  


“Slow down and taste it, Ty.  You might enjoy it more.”


His only reply was a full-mouthed smirk.  He was hopeless.  “You and your dad have a good time last
night?”  She knew she needed to go ahead
and dive into the prepared talk she’d rehearsed in the car on the drive
over.  She found it hard to
concentrate on anything after the kiss Bryce had given her as they parted this
morning.  


He nodded and swallowed, washed it down with a slug of
Coke.  “We fished for awhile and
watched a ballgame.  And I started
on my homework.”


“Did you?  Well,
that’s something new.”  


“How was your date with Bryce?”  He sat grinning at her while she fumbled
with how to answer.


“It was fine, just fine.  Thank you for asking.”  Her mouth was suddenly so dry she could
barely swallow.  After a sip of tea
and a big breath, she attempted to explain.  “How do you feel about me and
Bryce…dating?”


Ty shrugged, clearly more interested in his biscuit than his
mother’s love life.  


“Because I think we’re doing that now.  Dating, I mean.”


“Okay.”  He took
another colossal bite.  


She watched him chew and chew and chew before swallowing and
taking another bite.  That couldn’t
be all he had to say about the matter. 
“I didn’t know how you’d feel about me dating since I haven’t done a
whole lot of it since your dad and I split up.”


“I’m fine with it, Mom. 
Bryce’s great.”


Bryce is great, she thought, but this conversation wasn’t
going at all how she’d planned.  It
couldn’t be this simple.  “A lot of
kids have a hard time watching their parents move on and start to date other
people after a divorce, no matter how long it’s been.  Most kids hold out hope their parents
will get back together and they’ll all live happily ever after.”


“Mom, I know you and Dad aren’t getting back together.”  He slurped his drink and she could see
the mound of food travel down his throat. 
“I’ve known that for a long time.” 



“Well, I…that’s very mature of you.  I’ve always wondered how you felt about
us not being together like a family.”


“We are a family.” 
He reached for a napkin from the dispenser on the table.  “I remember the way you two would fight
when Dad lived with us.  It’s better
this way.”


“You remember…?” 
She felt the familiar pang of guilt.  She’d hoped he’d forgotten the anger and
harsh words they’d uttered to each other on a regular basis.  “I’m sorry for that, Ty.  Those couldn’t have been pleasant times
for you.”


“I don’t blame you, Mom.  You or Dad.  It didn’t work out.”  He shrugged.  “I get that.”


As the conversation headed toward boggy ground, Kerri Ann
decided to swallow her pride and set him straight before he had a string of
marriages behind him.  “Ty, I think
you need to understand a few things. 
Your dad and I were very young when we got married…too young.”


He polished off his second biscuit and slurped the remains
of his Coke until it was gone.  “I
know you got married because of me. 
You don’t have to explain.”


“I think I do. 
Ty, when you fall in love and get married, I want you to understand it’s
forever.”  She held up her hand when
he took a breath to respond.  “I
know your dad and I aren’t married anymore and that seems to void this whole
conversation, but it doesn’t.  We
got married because we were stupid. 
We were too young to be having sex, especially unprotected sex.  I hope you understand how dangerous that
can be--and for more reasons than just pregnancy.”


“I do, Mom.” 
He’d slouched down into the seat and his eyes darted around the
restaurant, making sure no one overheard their conversation.  “You don’t need to lecture me about
this.”


“Ty, I loved your father when we had you.  I still love your father, but more like
a friend.  We weren’t supposed to be
together and if I hadn’t gotten pregnant and we’d had the time to figure things
out, we would have seen that. 
Neither of us would change what happened, not for a second, but I don’t
want you to think you can marry and divorce like it’s no big deal.  It’s a very big deal.”


“Mom.” Ty leaned his head toward her and whispered, “Dad’s
already explained about the divorce and everything.  He said it was his fault you two split
up and he threatened to kill me if I even thought of having sex without using a
condom.”


“He said it was his fault?”  She couldn’t believe her ears.  Since when did Jesse beat her to the
punch on the hard issues with Ty?


“Yeah.  He said
he was too selfish and immature to deal with a marriage.  He said he left because he couldn’t
handle things anymore, not because of anything you did.”


Well, she ought to look in the sky for flying pigs because
she never saw this coming.  “Oh,
well…”  She sipped her tea.  “What were we talking about?”


Ty rolled his eyes. 
“You and Bryce are dating…sound familiar?”


“Oh, yeah, right. 
He’ll be spending a lot more time with us, around the house at night and
stuff.”


“No problem, Mom. 
He’s always been around.”


“It’ll be different.”


“I know, I know. 
You’ll kiss and hold hands and stuff.”  He rolled his eyes again.  “I’ll just look away.”


Kerri Ann felt tears threaten.  Her little boy was growing up right
before her eyes.  She’d never loved
him more.  “I love you, Ty.”


He gave her a killer smile as he eased his big body from the
booth and stretched.  “Enough to
take me to Asheville and buy me a new PS3 game?”


“Don’t push it.” But she’d have bought him the moon if she
could.
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Lita ran for the Scout and didn’t give a hoot about Jesse,
out in the rain, lugging the raft and their gear to shore all by himself.  When she realized he’d left the doors
off, she cursed him again and ran for the pavilion another fifty yards from
where she stood fuming.  


The sky had opened up, literally opened up like a dam, and
poured not only rain, but hail down on them for a solid hour.  The drizzle that fell from the sky now
felt like mist compared to the drenching they’d rafted through.  Jesse had the nerve to hoot and holler
in joy as the river rose and he steered them through the quickening
waters.  The man had proved himself
insane.  The only good news was that
their increased pace got them to the car faster.  The car with no windows or doors, where
the clothes she’d taken off earlier sat puddled in the backseat.  


It didn’t take long for Jesse to drag everything to the
Scout and saunter toward her like a man with absolutely no reason to
hurry.  


“Did you see your car?” she sputtered before he’d made it to
the pavilion.  “It’s soaked, just
like we are.  We’re going to freeze
on the drive home.”


Jesse shook the rain from his hair and grinned at her.  With his dripping hair and glistening
chest, she almost forgot to be angry. 
“Good thing we’re not headed home.”


“What?  What are
you talking about?”


He looked at his watch. 
“It’s after five.  It takes
three hours to get home.  Plus, as
you pointed out, my car’s soaked.” 
He pulled a small towel out of a bag and handed it to her.  Miraculously, it was dry.  “I’ve made arrangements for us to stay
overnight in a cabin not too far from here.  We’ll head home in the morning.”


The idea of a warm cabin and hot shower almost had her
skimming his explanation.  “When did
you arrange this?”


“It’s dark and you’re freezing, Angelita.  I can see your teeth chattering.  Let’s go warm up and we’ll get some
dinner.”  He tried to lead her to
the car and she pulled her arm free.


“I asked you a question.  We’ve been on the river all afternoon
and I’ve been with you since seven this morning.”  She shook her head at him and wondered at
the depths of his manipulations. 
Even though she’d never admit she was thrilled to hear they didn’t have
to drive home sopping wet, she couldn’t believe he’d done all this before
they’d even left.  “You set this up
from the beginning.”


Jesse ducked his head, looked up at her with a rueful
shrug.  She wasn’t fooled for a
second.  “I figured it’d be late
when we got off the river and didn’t think you’d feel comfortable driving back
in the dark.  But if you’d rather
head home now, I’ll towel off the seats and we can get going.”


“Uuuurrrrrr, you’re infuriating.  Why didn’t you just tell me what you’d
planned?  Were you so sure I’d say
no?”


“Would you have said yes?”


“We’ll never know now, will we?”  She marched to the car and got in.  She buckled her seatbelt and folded her
arms across her chest like a spoiled child.  She didn’t care how she looked; she was
freezing and irritated.  “I’m
showering first,” she declared. 
“And there’d better be hot water.” 



***


The cabin looked just as Jesse remembered it, small and
alone in a thick stand of trees. 
The rain had stopped and when they stepped out of the Scout, he could
hear the river churning along the bank in the distance.  Angelita was still mad; he could tell by
the irritated look on her face as she got out of the Scout and looked
around.  He knew she’d calm down as
soon as she warmed up and had some food. 



“Is that the river I hear?” she asked as he pulled his bag
from the back of the Scout.  


“Yes, we may be able to see it from the deck if the leaves
aren’t blocking the view.”  He
pulled her wet clothes from the back and wrung them out like a rag.  


Angelita watched him and scowled.  “Great, I’ve got nothing dry to wear.”


“I packed some extra clothes in case yours got wet.”


She turned to face him on the front porch.  “If you’d told me we were staying
overnight, I could have packed my own bag.”


“Good thing you didn’t.”  He watched her brow furrow.  “Your fancy luggage would’ve been ruined
in the rain.”  


Jesse opened the door and stood back so Angelita could go inside
first.  The air smelled damp and
woodsy.  With a flick of the light
switch, he saw a huge stack of firewood by the hearth and blessed Jerry for
following his instructions.


Angelita walked to the bathroom, clicked on the light, and
turned around to face him.  “This is
it?” she asked.  Her eyes darted
between the bathroom and the bedroom on the opposite wall.  “Who gets the bedroom?”


His plan necessitated only one bed and very little
sleep.  But he wasn’t about to own
up to it.  Yet.  “You do.”  He began stacking wood in the
fireplace.  “I’ll crash on the
futon.”


Angelita walked over to the pea green futon and pushed it
with her fist.  “This thing is hard
as a rock.  Hope your back’s up to
it.”  She turned in a circle,
considered the place through narrowed eyes.  He tried to see it as she would and
thought she’d pronounce it unsuitable. 
It had always met his needs just fine.  


“It’ll do,” she said. 
“As long as the water’s hot and the pressure’s good.”


Jesse lit a match for the fire starter.  “Look through the bag and dig out
whatever you want to wear.  There’s
a pizza place that actually delivers here from town, so don’t worry about
impressing anyone.”


She lugged the entire bag into the bathroom and shut the
door with a slam.  He could only
shake his head and wonder how long she’d shower and what she’d emerge
wearing.  Once he got the fire
started, he found the beer he’d asked Jerry to get in the refrigerator and
plopped on the floor by the hearth to wait.  


They’d had fun today and he’d seen her let her guard down
and enjoy herself in a way he hadn’t before.  At least from that standpoint, the trip
had been a success.  Throughout the
day, there’d been an undercurrent of desire, in the shared looks and simple
touches.  He wanted her like he
hadn’t wanted another woman and yet felt hesitant to take her
without…what?  Promises?  A future?  Since when did he think of a woman in terms
like that?  


He’d never thought of women as anything other than necessary
and very delightful diversions.  His
first priority was to Ty and, in many ways Kerri Ann.  Maybe because Angelita knew Kerri Ann
and Ty, and she knew the history of their relationship, he felt willing to move
forward with her.  He couldn’t be
sure, but he did know if they became lovers, tonight or any other, it wouldn’t
be a casual fling.  


He didn’t have time for his thoughts to settle before
Angelita emerged from the bathroom wearing the t-shirt and shorts he’d packed
for her.  They belonged to Ty, the
old Sequoyah County Football shirt and drawstring shorts.  They’d fit Ty when he was ten.  They fit Angelita like the wetsuit.  Except this time there wasn’t a bathing
suit, or even underwear, between the clothes and her skin.  It’d be a cold shower for Jesse.  Very cold indeed.  “I see you found the clothes.”


She looked down at herself and cringed.  “You’re lucky I left the others for
you.  I had half a mind to stick you
with these things.”


“I thought they’d fit.” 
He shrugged and stood up. 
The faded gray fabric was as good as see through.  He needed to shower and fast.  “There’s beer in the fridge and wine on
the counter.  Take your pick.”  At the door of the bathroom, he turned and
delighted in the view of her backside. 
“I put the menu on the counter. 
Order whatever you like. 
I’ll eat anything.”


***


Angelita meandered around the small cabin, fingered
knickknacks on the coffee table. 
She walked to stand in front of the popping wood.  The fire felt good on her skin, but she
couldn’t relax enough to sit and enjoy it. 
She saw her cell phone on the counter and grabbed it.  No service.  Sophie had called last night and pleaded
with Lita to call her father again. 
He’d been harassing her at the store.  Lita had ignored his repeated calls, but
after speaking to Sophie, she intended to call him as soon as they got
back.  It would have to wait until
tomorrow.


She heard the shower begin to run and felt her pulse
race.  Jesse stood fifteen feet
away, gloriously naked.  Why, she
thought as she ran her hands through her wet hair, did she have so little
self-control where he was concerned? 
All day he’d taunted her with his easy smile, carefree attitude, and
piercing eyes.  Damn it, she didn’t
need this kind of distraction in her life. 



She’d been so distracted by him she hadn’t even asked him if
he’d contacted his friend and found out about the consulate.  She moved to the kitchen and searched
the drawers for a bottle opener. 
What she really needed to do was make arrangements to get back and deal
with her problems, instead of running from them.  As she twisted the opener into the
wine’s cork, the bathroom door opened and Jesse appeared, shirtless and
smelling of soap.  His cargo shorts
hung low on his hips and drops of water ran down his chest at will.  


She flashed back to their first meeting, when he’d scared
her half to death coming out of the bathroom at Cal’s.  He moved toward her, his shirt in his
hand, the look in his eyes the same that had broken her concentration all
day.  


“You order the pizza?” 
He yanked the shirt over his head.


She couldn’t decide if she felt relief or disappointment
that he’d covered himself.  What was
wrong with her?  


“Ah…no, I didn’t.” 
She handed the menu to Jesse. 
“You decide.  I’m so hungry
it doesn’t matter what you get.”  


He poured her wine in a tumbler and told her to wait by the fire
while he ordered enough food to feed four. 
He joined her on the futon after he’d hung up the phone.  


“I guess I’m not the only one who’s hungry,” she said. 


“You’re not. 
Besides, there’s nothing better in the morning than cold pizza.”  He tapped his bottle of beer to her
glass.  “Cheers.”  He watched her as he swallowed.  “How’s the wine?”


The only taste on her tongue was desire, laced with
anticipation.  The wine could have
been the best in the world or caster oil. 
“Good.”  


“Shower okay?”


“Perfect.”  He’d
rested his bare feet on the coffee table and crossed his ankles.  His arm stretched along the back of the
futon and she could feel his fingers playing with the damp ends of her
hair.  It was just the kind of
casual contact he’d tormented her with throughout the day.  Except now they were alone with nothing
to do but wait for dinner to arrive. 
She needed a distraction and fast. 
“I heard you and Cal arguing the other night.  I hope it wasn’t serious.”


Jesse looked into the fire for a long time and she wondered
if she should have asked.  “Cal and
I…well, let’s just say we’ve been avoiding this argument for years.”


She hated to see the pain in his eyes, especially when she’d
witnessed Cal’s behavior the day before she left.  She could only guess they hadn’t settled
anything or made up.  Didn’t they
know how precious their relationship was and that it shouldn’t be compromised
by petty disagreements?  “Want to
talk about it?”


“No, it’s…it’ll work itself out.”  


  “Okay.  If you don’t want to talk about your
problems, then how about we talk about mine?  Were you able to reach your friend at
the paper about the consulate?”


“Umm,” he nodded and put his feet on the ground.  “I talked to him yesterday.  He said he’d check it out.  He hadn’t heard anything, but he’s a
feature’s guy, so he might not have paid much attention.”  He put his empty bottle on the coffee
table and looked at Angelita.  “I
told him to let me know as soon as possible, so maybe by Monday.”   


Jesse got up to get a beer and added another log to the fire
on the way back.  “Have you made any
decisions about your father, what you’re going to do?”


Making decisions about anything wasn’t her forte.  “No.”  She sighed.  “I need to talk to Sophie about it.  He’s been hounding her too.”


“Sophie?”


“My business partner. 
You’d like her.  She’s blond,
southern, and very attractive.”


Jesse laughed. 
“You’ve just described every woman in Atlanta.”


She’d forgotten he’d lived there.  “I can’t imagine you in Atlanta.  You seem so happy here.”


“I am happy here. 
I…”  He took a deep
breath.  “My mom had just died,
Kerri Ann and I were headed for divorce, and I needed to get away.  It’s hard to explain without it sounding
shallow, but, for the longest time, I felt like I’d missed out on
something.  The freedom I assumed
I’d have in college.  Ty changed all
that.  It’s hard to go wild taking
night classes and going home to a wife and kid.  Atlanta was my time to sow my wild oats,
as they say.”


“How long did you live there?”


“Three years.”


“That’s a long time to sow your oats.  What made you come back?”


He was staring into the fire again, his feet propped lazily
on the table.  But there wasn’t
anything lazy or easy about the look on his face.  “I worked hard there, made a lot of
money.  I played as hard as I
worked, sometimes harder.  It was
fun at first, really fun.  I’d see
Ty every other weekend and we’d go do all the stuff you do in a big
city—the zoo, museums, ballgames. 
Thankfully he remembers those times as being as fun as I do.”  He took a sip, smiled wistfully like he
was reliving the good times in his mind. 
“But then, after a few years…” 
He shrugged.  “It got old,
the constant work and play routine. 
Whenever I slowed down long enough to think about things, I realized how
bored and unhappy I’d become.  The
city and all its impersonal glitz, all the stuff I couldn’t get enough of at
first, started closing in on me. 


“One night,” he continued as if in a daze, “I was out at a
bar and someone offered me a line of coke. 
For a second, just a second, I actually considered doing it.”  He looked at her then and held his eyes
to hers.  “I’d never done drugs
before, ever.  But I was feeling
restless and unhappy and I thought, why not?  I could use a pick me up.  That’s when I knew it was time to go
home.”


“I take it you didn’t do the line?”


“Nope.  I went
home and started packing.”


“You’re very decisive, Jesse.”  It was one of the things she found so
attractive about him.  Amongst all
the others.


“It felt right and turned out to be.  Partly because it was my decision to go
home and not one that was made for me. 
I’ve never wanted to leave since.”


“Why would you?” she murmured.  “It’s beautiful, your family’s
here.  You’re very lucky.”


“Why do you stay in Atlanta?  You’re not close with your father and
you don’t seem too eager to return.”


“My business is there, Sophie and Steve.”


“Steve?”


“Sophie’s husband. 
They’re my family.  Besides,
Atlanta’s all I’ve ever known.”


He inched toward her on the couch, ran his hand along her
cheek.  “Not anymore.  You’re happy here too.”


“Vacations are supposed to make you happy.”  Why did her voice sound so breathy?  Could she be any more obvious?  Just as she moved toward him, or him
toward her, she couldn’t be sure, they heard a car door slam and footsteps on
the porch.  


“That’s the pizza,” he said, but didn’t move from his
seat.  “We’re not done,
Angelita.  Not by a long shot.”
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Bryce knew he was coming on too strong with Kerri Ann.  But for the first time in his life, he
didn’t care.  With the flowers he’d
picked from his neighbor’s garden tucked under his arm, he headed inside the
Pizza Den and took a seat at the counter beside Ty.  He’d known they’d be there.  Lord knew Kerri Ann wouldn’t take more
than two nights off work, ever.  He
didn’t mind her dedication to the restaurant, as he’d always understood it kept
her pockets filled and her mind busy. 



“Hey, boy,” he said to Ty as he sat.  Bryce flipped the cover to his
book.  “Geometry, huh?  Yuck.”


“My thoughts exactly.” 
Ty took a long gulp of Coke and tapped his pencil against his notebook
paper.  “You here to see Mom?”


Bryce had talked to Kerri Ann and knew she’d explained
things to Ty.  She’d told him Ty had
been fine with the idea, even happy for her.  It didn’t mean he hadn’t planned to discuss
it with the boy himself.  “Yeah, I
am.”  It wouldn’t be as easy as he’d
anticipated.  “You okay with that,
with us…seeing each other?”


Ty grinned.  “You
want me to ask your intentions?”


“You can, if you want to.  I’ll answer whatever questions you’ve got.”


Ty slapped Bryce on the shoulder and squeezed.  “Relax, Bryce.  I’m cool with it.  Mom’s happy.  That’s all that matters.”


“No, it’s not all that matters.  You matter too.”  He watched the boy’s eyes turn serious
and felt glad he’d broached the topic right away.  He wanted Ty to know how important he
was to him, how much he wanted them to be able to hang out even though things
had changed.  “I don’t want you to
feel like we’re competing for her time and affections.  I want us to hang out together, the
three of us, like we’ve always done.”


Ty nodded, but didn’t say anything.


“I love her, Ty. 
I have for a long time.”  It
felt good to say it out loud and know he wasn’t just making excuses.  “I haven’t told her yet, although she’d
be a damn fool if she hasn’t already figured it out.  But you need to know I won’t hurt her or
you.”  Ty nodded again, clearly
uncomfortable.  It was time to
change the subject.  “So, you eaten
yet?”


The boy exhaled audibly.  “Yeah, I had lasagna.  It’s good.”


“Always is.”  He
tossed the flowers from hand to hand, wondered what else to say.


“Those for Mom?” Ty asked with a smile.  


Seeing the genuine pleasure on his face eased the tension in
Bryce’s shoulders.  “Thought she’d
like them.”


“She will.  Girls
like that kind of thing.”  Ty
shifted in his seat, looked at Bryce. 
“If Mom had to pick someone to be with, I’m glad it’s you.”


He smiled and knocked Ty affectionately with his elbow.  “I’m glad it’s me too.”


***


The first thing Kerri Ann saw when she came out of the
kitchen was Ty, laughing and jabbing at Bryce.  Her heart turned over in her chest.  If she hadn’t already been head over
heels in love with him, she’d have turned a corner just seeing them
together.  Her son and her lover,
the man she loved and had loved for more years than she could count, were still
friends.  Everything she’d ever
wanted sat right in front of her. 
So why did she feel so panicked about Bryce?


When he spotted her, he stood up and cleared his
throat.  “These are for you.”  He handed her a wilting bouquet of
camellias.  “I think they need some
water.”


“Thank you.  That
was really sweet.”  She filled a
large mug and set the flowers at the end of the bar.  “You hungry?”


“I could eat.” 
He settled back into the chair. 



She got him a glass of sweet tea.  “What would you like?”


“Whatever you’ve got in the kitchen is fine.  You know I like all your cooking.”


He made everything easy.  Everything, but where their relationship
was headed.  “How about the
lasagna?  It’s a fresh batch and I
can have it out in just a few minutes.”


“Perfect.  Will
you join me?”


“Oh, I…”  She
looked at Ty first, then around the restaurant.  The dinner crowd had yet to arrive.  “Okay, but just for a few minutes.”


“Great, I’ll go grab a booth.”  Bryce looked at Ty.  “You want to join us?”


“No, thanks.”  Ty
winked at his mother.  “This
homework’s got to be done.”


Kerri Ann set the plate on the table and slid in the booth
opposite Bryce.  He took her hand
and lifted her knuckles to his lips. 
“You’d better taste it first.”


“That’s not for the food.”  


She blushed and looked over toward the bar.  Ty sat hunched over his books, engrossed
in angles and curves.  


“He’s fine with it, Kerri Ann.  I just talked to him.”


“You did?  What’d
he say?”


Bryce dove into the steaming lasagna before she could warn
him about the temperature.  “Damn,
that’s hot.”


“If you hadn’t shoveled it in so fast, I could have told
you.”  She twisted the paper from
Bryce’s napkin in her hands and waited for him to tell her about Ty.  “So?”


“I told him we’d hang out like usual, that I wouldn’t be
trying to take you away from him. 
It’ll basically be the same as it was, except for the sex.”


“What?” she practically screamed.  She ducked her head and whispered, “Are
you out of your mind?”


Bryce laughed. 
“I’m just kidding, Kerri Ann. 
I think that part’s implied.”


She watched him attempt another bite, decide it was okay,
and take another.  “How are we going to…ya know?”


He sipped his tea. 
“Have sex?  The usual way,
missionary style, you on top, against the wall…”


“Bryce, I’m serious.”


“So am I.”


She slapped his arm. 
“Think about it.  I live with
a teenager.  It’s not like he goes
to bed at eight o’clock every night. 
What are we going to do?”


He looked at her with his brows raised, seemed to think a
minute.  “I don’t know, Kerri
Ann.  It all depends on what you’re
comfortable with.”


“You want to sleep over.”  It wasn’t a question and the answer was
written all over his face.


“Wasn’t that the whole reason we both had very uncomfortable
conversations with him?  Okay, maybe
not the only reason, but a big part of the reason?  I don’t think we’ll fool him if you walk
me out to the car and you’re gone for an hour.”


Hell, there’d be no getting around it.  “We could just do it at your place.”


“We could, but you don’t leave here until late at
night.  I know you, Kerri Ann.  You won’t feel comfortable leaving Ty
alone at home for hours at a time.”


“No, you’re right, I won’t.  Damn it, why does it have to be so
complicated?”


“Because it is.” 
He dropped his fork and picked up her hand.  “I guess we’ll just have to do it when
he’s at Jesse’s.  It’s not ideal and
not nearly enough,” he said with a grin, “but it’ll have to do.”


“I knew this wouldn’t be easy.”


“Nothing worth having ever is,” he said.
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The pizza carton sat on the coffee table, empty except for
the paper napkins and plates Jesse and Angelita had used to devour it.  Jesse had put the extra box in the
refrigerator before he’d been tempted to start in on it after finishing off
three-quarters of the first.  They’d
dived into the pizza as if it were their last meal.


“I’m stuffed,” Angelita announced as she leaned back into
the futon and patted her flat stomach. 
“I shouldn’t have eaten that last piece.”  She looked over at Jesse and shook her
head.  “I don’t know where all the
food you put in your body goes.  How
many pieces did you eat?  Five?”


“Six.”  He
mirrored her position on the couch and angled his head to study her.  They’d been so intent on eating, the
earlier threads of their conversation got lost in the jostling of plates and
shoveling of pizza.  When it came to
food, he had a one-track mind.  With
most of the food gone, his mind reeled back to the whole reason they sat alone
in a deserted cabin in the woods. 
His unquenchable need for her.  “I’ll probably be hungry again in an
hour.”  Hungry for more than pizza.
“You want some more wine?”  He’d had
to ply her with a second glass. 
She’d resisted as if drinking it would make her clothes fall off.  


“No, I’ve had enough of that too.”  She looked around the cabin.  He itched to touch the ends of her dark
corkscrews as they bounced around her shoulders.  “There’s no TV in here?”


“Nope.”  He
stretched his arm along the back of the futon.  “Jerry’s too stingy to spring for
cable.”


“This is Jerry’s cabin?”


“Yeah.  Would you
believe he’s a professor of English literature at WCU?”


“You’re kidding.” 
She looked around again and the ends of her hair teased his
fingers.  “Where are all his
books?  You’d think an English
professor would read in his spare time.”


“Don’t know.”  He
opened the drawer of the end table and rooted through coasters and old
receipts.  “He’s got a deck of
cards.  Want to play?”


She pursed her lips and considered.  “Play what?  I’m not much for cards.”


“Strip poker” nearly slipped off his tongue, but he’d seen
how irritated she got whenever he’d insinuated a sexual relationship between
them.  He didn’t want to run the
risk of turning her off.  But after
six pieces of pizza and a couple beers, he couldn’t help himself.  “How about strip poker?”


Fortunately, she took his comment in stride. 


“Very funny. 
It’d only take two hands before I’d be naked.”  A very appealing blush crept into her
caramel skin, reminding him of the good girl wrapped in the sex kitten
body.  


“So that’s a no?”


She sat up and readjusted herself on the couch.  “Let’s just say if you want to get me
naked, it’s going to take more than just a winning poker hand.”


That was more than he’d expected.  “What’ll it take, Angelita?”  


“I didn’t mean it that way,” she said.  But her voice had taken on a husky
quality and the rapid rise and fall of her chest had him thinking no matter how
she meant it, it’d served to reignite their banked desire.


Jesse lifted his arm and let his fingers twist the ends of
her hair.  “I know you were
kidding.”  But he moved closer and
let his fingertips wind deeper into her hair until they touched her scalp.  “Your hair’s still wet.”


“A little,” she murmured and closed her eyes.  


“You look so beautiful in the firelight.”  


Her eyes sprang open as if she’d heard a gunshot.  She creased her brow and her lips
settled in a downward slant that made them all the more appealing.  “You have all the moves down.”  She angled her head so his fingers fell
to the cushion.  “Why do I feel like
the opening act for a summer full of romance for you?”


She’d sucker punched him just when he was inching toward
more.  “Angelita, we’ve been through
this.  Getting involved with a woman
isn’t a part of my daily routine.”


“Just the seasonal routine?”


“Where is this coming from?  Do you need me to tell you I care?”  He ran a hand through his hair and tried
to calm his frustrations.  “Look, I
don’t know where you got the idea that I feel this way about every woman I
stumble across.  I’ve got an
impressionable son and a business to run. 
Those two things keep me pretty busy most of the time.”


“I’m sorry,” she said. 
He’d surprised himself with the heat of his words.  Clearly, he’d surprised her too.  “I don’t indulge in casual affairs.”


“I want you, Angelita. 
There’s nothing casual about it.” 
The choice, he understood, had to be hers.  Her eyes softened and, if possible,
became a deeper shade of brown. 
He’d say or do anything to keep them that way.  


“I’m no good with this stuff,” she admitted shyly.  “I can’t tell if you’re feeding me lines
or if you’re sincere.”


He inched closer, tried not to push.  “What does your heart tell you?”


“I can’t trust my heart.”  Her voice was only a whisper and her
hands rubbed furiously against her knees. 



“Then you’ll have to trust mine.  Angelita…”  He brushed his lips to hers, once,
twice.  Her eyes flickered and then
fell closed with a sigh.  She gave
in to him and to herself as quickly and completely as she had the other night
on the path.  Only this time, Cal
and Ty weren’t around to bring them back to earth.  Alone in the cabin in the woods, they
floated toward a place Jesse knew they’d head the moment he’d laid eyes on
her.  “Let me love you, Angelita.  Let me have you.”


She lifted her hands to his shoulders and dug in with her
nails.  He hadn’t moved toward
her.  She closed the distance
between them and kept it closed with every breath she took.  Deliberately, he ran his hands along her
back, up and down, to tease and to guide her toward him.  She knew he wanted her, all of her, but
he wouldn’t take her if she didn’t give herself freely.  He’d never forced a woman and wouldn’t
do so now, even when being with her, sharing all of himself with her, felt like
the most important thing in the world. 


***


Too much, Lita thought. 
There was too much pleasure, too much pressure within her body straining
for release.  She wanted him like
she’d never wanted another.  Her
body and the sensations he’d aroused had taken over her brain to where she
couldn’t decide, couldn’t think, but could only react.  Her desperate need to stay in control,
she thought dimly, was why she rarely shared her body with another.  And even when she had, she’d always kept
herself in check and had led her lover where she wanted him to go.  


There was no leading Jesse.  


He became her breath, her voice, her hunger.  She’d known they’d end up here and had
fought it so hard that, when she gave in to the need, it swamped her and nearly
swallowed her whole.  It was like
riding the river after the sky had opened, one dangerous curve after another,
one crest after another until there was nothing left to give.  She could only take, take what he
offered and demand more.  With a
sigh, she settled onto his lap and rode the tide.


“Angelita,” Jesse said her name as she pulled the shirt from
his back.  “I’ll be careful with
you.”


“Don’t.”  His
chest felt like gold beneath her fingers, glistening and dangerous.  She nipped his shoulder with her teeth
and wondered how she ever thought to deny them both this pleasure.  “I want everything you can give me.”


His eyes, the hazel that seesawed between blue and green,
were dark in the firelight, but she could see the intensity in them as he
looked at her.  She saw the moment
her words registered, the moment his control shattered.  She should have been scared, would have
been if he hadn’t pulled her shirt off and lunged for her breasts and all
thoughts drained from her brain in an instant.  It should have hurt, the scrape of his
beard, the tug of his teeth, but it only served to urge her on.


She arched and twisted toward him.  He’d stripped her shorts off in one
fluid motion while she strained to rid him of his clothes.  The tremble in her hands made it nearly
impossible.  The more frantic she
became, the more she pulsed for his touch, the slower he moved, as if to
demonstrate his control.  He seemed
to savor her with a patience she no longer possessed.  


She’d known; deep down, she’d known he would take her places
she’d never dare go on her own.  And
the fear of it, the panic she’d anticipated, melded with a need so strong it
created something dark and thrilling and dangerous.  His mouth cruised along her body,
tasting, testing, while his hands held her wrists above her head as if he knew
she’d never lie still for his sweet torture otherwise.  How did he seem to know her so
intimately, so soon?  And why did
his knowing make her desire all the more thrilling?


“Angelita.”  She
felt her name in the ragged breath as he nipped her ear.  “Look at me.”


She opened her eyes. 
His lips brushed hers, his breath touched her face, and the look on his
face went straight to her soul.  “I
want you to look at me when I take you.”


And take her he did. 
She struggled to keep her eyes on his, when her body bucked and shook
with pleasure.  This was more than
wanting, more than need, more than desire. 
This was everything, if only she could let herself believe.  Confused, delighted, soaring, she let
herself go.


***


Jesse lay in a forest surrounded by trees, damp with rain
and dew, encircled by the scent of wildflowers.  The air lifted their smell, sweet and
spicy like the woods they called home. 
He savored it and thought of his mother.  He felt so happy, so free, he knew she
had to be there, at the edge the forest planting flowers or pruning
shrubs.  He rushed to find her and
woke with a start.  


He lay in a forest, all right.  A forest of hair, dark and rich and
curling over the very tempting shoulder of the woman he’d spent half the night
loving.  How had he dreamt of his
mother after all the things he’d done to Angelita, all the ways she’d touched
him?  It wasn’t something he wanted
to explore, but the naked body nestled beside him certainly was.  


He studied her as the first hint of dawn crept sidelong
through the bedroom window.  She
looked so peaceful, almost angelic, with her skin the color of a latte, her big
brown eyes shielded from view by her lids and a lock of hair over her
face.  He’d never seen anyone more
beautiful or more filled with contradictions.  She’d nervously tackled the river, shyly
discussed their mutual attraction, and voraciously gave herself to him
throughout the night.  The tiger now
slept like a kitten.  


What in the hell was he going to do with her?


He wanted to ease her out of sleep and ease himself back
inside of her.  His physical need
didn’t worry him, but the need he felt to hold her while she slept, to hold her
when she woke, to hold her and never let her go…scared him to death.  He could tell by her breathing she’d be
asleep for awhile.  He needed time
to get his thoughts in order.  He
found his shorts in the den and moved into the kitchen to make coffee and try
to get a grip on his emotions.


***


Lita woke to the smell of coffee and the feel of soft cotton
sheets against her bare skin.  She
stretched her arms out and felt the cold sheet beside her.  She opened her eyes and sat up.  Where was she?  Reality came crashing back like a movie
clip.  She and Jesse had made love,
repeatedly, throughout the night. 
At some point, he’d carried her to bed and had loved her again.  But where had he gone and why did his
not being beside her fill her with panic?


She buried her face in the pillow that still held the
indentation from his head and breathed in his scent.  Her insides twisted with longing and she
could have slapped herself.  How
could she have these feelings after only one night?  It’d been one hell of a night, and one
they both knew they’d been heading for, but how did it lead to this…desperation
for him?  And what the hell was she
going to do about it?  


She sat up and looked around the room.  Her clothes were in the den where he’d
peeled them off the night before and there wasn’t a swatch of anything to drape
herself in.  With a huff, she stood
up and tried to pull the sheet from the bed like people in movies do.  Somehow, it wasn’t as graceful or as
easy as they made it look.  After
tugging the sheet off, she wrapped it around herself and walked carefully to
the door.  


Jesse stood at the sink, shirtless with a mug of coffee in
his hand, peering out the window. 
When the door clicked closed behind her, he turned.  If she’d longed for him when she’d woken
up, nothing could prepare her for the stab of need that shot through her with
just one look.  His hair was
rumpled, the button to his shorts undone, and his expression unreadable.


“Sleep well?” he asked as his eyes lazily roamed over her
body.  


“Very.”  She
reached up to swat the hair out of her face and the sheet slipped.  His lips twitched as she struggled to
keep herself covered.  “It’s been a
long time since I’ve slept in bed with a man.”


Jesse raised his brows. 
“Coffee?”


“Please.”  Could
he actually be so kind as to let that ridiculously revealing comment go?  She took the steaming cup he offered,
mixed with sugar and milk just the way she liked it, and let the heat of the
mug mix with the heat of her embarrassment.  “I shouldn’t be allowed to speak until
I’ve had at least one cup.”


“How long?” he asked.


“How long what?”


“How long has it been since you’ve slept in bed with a man?”


Lita took another sip and considered his arrogant look over
the lip of the mug.  “Maybe neither
one of us should speak before we’ve had a cup.”


Jesse set his own mug down and moved to stand in front of
her, his eyes alive with desire. 
“Maybe we just shouldn’t speak.” 


Her first impulse was to object--it was too early, they had
to get back, it would make things more complicated than they already were.  But when he pulled the mug from her
hands and placed it on the counter, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled
her into his chest.  Foolishly, she
felt tears sting her eyes.  What was
the matter with her?  A tiny show of
tenderness had her heart squeezing tight? 
How did he shatter the walls she’d spent years building with a simple
embrace?  


He didn’t give her time to think.  He’d moved his mouth to the sensitive
skin of her neck.  If not for the
counter at her back, she’d have slid to the floor.  Powerless, she gave herself to him
again.  Somewhere in the far
recesses of her mind, she felt her conscience tapping her on the shoulder.  You know this can’t
last, it said.  You know you have no future together.  But for once, she didn’t listen.  Sensible, organized, responsible
Angelita Barros gave herself a rare treat. 
Again.
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Kerri Ann had just finished her latest go-round with the
books and come downstairs to the bar for some tea when she heard the
clickity-clack of heels on the floor. 
She looked up into the glow of Lita’s bright smile as her hands gripped
the bar like a dog begging for a bone.


“Well, what’s new with you?” Lita asked.


“Hummm,” Kerri Ann let her eyes drift to the ceiling.  “The new cutlery I ordered should be in
any day now and from my latest calculations we’ve had a profitable winter,
despite the drop in tourism.”


Lita slapped her hand against the wood surface.  “You know I’m not asking about your
business.”


“You’re not? 
Strange, I thought my love life was my business.”


“It is your business, but where’s the fun in keeping it all
to yourself?”  She sat on a barstool
and flung her parrot yellow hobo bag on the bar.  “I want details.”


Kerri Ann rubbed away the knot that doing the books always
left in her neck and came around the bar to join her.  She’d wondered, earlier in the day, when
Lita would come sniffing around. 
“How about generalities?”


“Whatever.  Spill
it.”


She drew in a big breath and let it out with a dreamy
smile.  “We consummated our
friendship and plan to do so as often as possible.”


“Aaaahhh!” Lita screamed.  “I knew it.”  Her eyes roamed over Kerri Ann, from her
scuffed tennis shoes and faded jeans to her sauce splattered t-shirt.  “You look radiant.  I could tell by just looking at you.”


She had to laugh. 
Only Lita could understand the romance of the act and the
significance.  She was tempted to
share more of the details, like the way Bryce held her after they’d made love
and made her feel like the most beautiful woman in the world.  Like the way he called her, without
fail, mid-morning before the lunch rush to tell her he’d thought of nothing but
her since they’d last parted.  Like
the way he said her name and pulled her close when he’d see her, cradling her
neck in his hand and promising secret things with a kiss.  “I don’t know about that, but I do feel
good.”  She spotted a forgotten fork
under a table and got up to retrieve it. 
She’d always wanted this with Bryce, talking to him every day on the
phone and in person, sneaking kisses and touches when they were together, and
it was better than she’d ever imagined. 
But it couldn’t last.  Why
did everyone act like it would last?


 “I hear I’m not
the only one who had a date.  Cal
told me you and Jesse went rafting. 
Word on the street is you were gone overnight.”


Lita’s expression turned serious.  “How on earth did you know that?”


Kerri Ann shrugged. 
“Small town.  Things get
around.”  She sat at the bar and
looked at her friend.  She looked
troubled.  “So what’s the problem?”


“What do you mean?”


“Lita,” Kerri Ann said and reached for her hand.  “What’s going on with you and Jesse?”


Lita pulled her hand away and locked her fingers together in
her lap.  Her eyes bore a hole into
the bar.  “We rafted.”  She shrugged.  “He managed not to kill me and I managed
not to kill him in return.”  


“And?”  If Kerri
Ann could admit she and Bryce had sex, the least Lita could do was reciprocate.


Lita huffed out a breath and covered her face with her
hands.  Kerri Ann saw her nails were
bitten to the quick.  “We…he…we had
sex.”


Kerri Ann hadn’t imagined someone like Lita would be
embarrassed by sex.  But she saw
more than embarrassment on Lita’s face. 
Her friend looked miserable. 
“I know it’s been awhile since I’ve been with Jess, but was it really
that bad?”


“No, of course it wasn’t bad.”  She flung her hands in the air.  “It was the absolute opposite of bad.”


“Then why do you look so sad?”


Lita hopped off the stool and began to pace.  “I’ve only known him for a little over a
week.  Seven days and I jump into
bed with him at the first chance.” 
She grabbed the sides of her hair in each hand and shook her head.  “What in the world was I thinking?”


Amused, and a little bit concerned to see Lita walking the
primrose path, she smiled.  “I doubt
there was much thought involved. 
Jesse always had a way of sort of…blanking a woman’s mind.”


“You’re laughing at me.”  She stopped pacing and turned to face
Kerri Ann.  “I’m in crisis mode and
you think it’s funny.”


“I don’t think it’s funny.  Well, maybe a little funny,” she said
with a grin.  “I’m just
kidding.  Now, what exactly is the problem?  You do like him, don’t you?”


“Yes, I like him. 
That’s the problem.”  She
slumped against the bar.  “I have to
go home at some point and…I care about him.  We talked about things, a lot of things,
about me and about him.  I haven’t
felt this close to a man…ever.”


“Lita, it doesn’t have to end when you go home.  Atlanta’s not that far.  Lord knows, I’ve driven there and back
many times.”


Lita slid onto the stool and looked her in the eye.  “He told me about living there, his time
away from you and Ty.”  She twisted
the citrine ring on her finger. 
“God, this is so weird talking to you about this.  Do you hate me?”


“Don’t be stupid.” 
She looked at Lita, her beautiful face etched in worry and something
more.  She had real feelings for
Jesse.  Kerri Ann recognized the
look of a woman worried about sliding headfirst into trouble.  “You know, I was pissed off when he
left.  We were fighting all the
time.  He was miserable and I was
miserable.  We were making Ty
miserable.  So I told him to
go.  He wouldn’t do it at
first—leave me and Ty and his dad. 
He needed to.  I could see
everything building up in him.  So I
told him, if he didn’t go, I’d divorce him and sue for full custody.  He knew I’d do it, so he left.”  She fingered the hole in her jeans and
picked at the strings coming loose. 
“It was hard.  Hell, it was
the hardest thing I’d ever done, letting him go, taking care of Ty all by
myself.  And I missed him, more than
I thought I would.  But then I
realized I had missed something more than him.”


“What?” Lita asked, her attention riveted.


“Me.  Kerri Ann
Russell.  When he left, it was the
first time I’d ever been on my own. 
It was the first time I thought about me and what I wanted apart from
Jesse. I hadn’t been anything other than his since I was thirteen.  Can you imagine?  Once I got over being mad at him for
wanting something different and for having to leave to get it, I realized that
I wasn’t in love with him.  I’ll
always love him, but we aren’t supposed to be together.  Even when he came back, I didn’t want
him back.”


“Why are you telling me this?”


“Because you’re scared of your feelings for him.  You’re scared of what he’s got here and
of taking a piece of it with you. 
You taking some of Jesse isn’t any different than Bryce taking some of
me.  We’re still a family.”  She tapped Lita’s knee lightly with her
fist.  “If you get scared and run
back to Atlanta instead of dealing with your feelings, it wouldn’t change a
thing that’s going on here.  But if
you take off, don’t think you’re doing him a favor.  I’d be on you.”


“A part of me wants to run back and forget about everything
he’s stirred up inside of me.  But I
know I won’t forget.  And there’s my
business and my father to deal with.” 
She’d had six missed calls from him while they’d been away and another
conversation where he’d simultaneously pleaded and demanded she return.  She knew she was living on borrowed
time.


“What does your father have to do with you and Jesse?”


Lita shook her head. 
“Nothing.  Nothing I can
explain, anyway.  Regardless, I’ve
been away from work for over a week.”


“You’ve been working. 
I’ve seen your sketches. 
Besides, your business isn’t a person.  It can’t love you back.”  


She stood up abruptly. 
“I’ve got to go.  I’m
thrilled for you and Bryce.  I
didn’t come here to chew your ear with my problems.”


Kerri Ann gave Lita a quick hug.  “What are friends for?”


***


Bryce shifted back and forth from the balls of his feet to
his heels.  The light from the
overhead lamps bounced over the glass cases in front of him and made him feel
like he stood in a spotlight.  He
wondered if the jeweler could hear the pounding of his heart over the elevator
music that played on a continuous loop in the most exclusive store in
Asheville.  He’d just come in to
look when he’d passed the shop on the way to lunch after a meeting with
opposing council.  How had he ended
up making a purchase and how in the hell did he plan to sit on the hot potato
until he felt sure Kerri Ann would be ready to say yes?


“Here you are, Mr. Jenson,” the jeweler said as he returned
from the back of the store.  “A
perfect two and a half carat solitaire. 
Simple, elegant, and perfectly matched with the band you brought
in.”  He put the two rings together,
his mother’s simple platinum band and the sparkling diamond he’d chosen after
much debate.  


“I’ll take it.” 
Bryce passed them back.  “Can
you box them together?”


“Absolutely, it will be just a moment.”  


He moved to the other end of the store and placed the rings
on a velvet swatch before arranging them in an ivory box.  Bryce had been carting his mother’s band
around for weeks, pulling it out, thinking of her and what she’d said to him on
her deathbed.  “Give it to the woman
who has your heart,” she’d said. 
He’d known then the only woman he’d ever give it to was Kerri Ann.  They’d moved forward in a way he’d
imagined a million times and yet something deep inside told him baby steps were
in order.  


As Bryce passed over his charge card and picked up the
pretty box, he wondered how he’d managed to turn baby steps into a headlong
leap into marriage.  The question
remained whether he’d be able to push Kerri Ann along to catch up.
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Lita had just come from the storage shed looking for Cal
when she heard the rumble of Jesse’s Scout.  She hurried back like a lovesick
schoolgirl, nearly tripping in her espadrilles.  She rushed to the bathroom, pulled her
hair from the ponytail she’d absently knotted it in earlier, and cringed at her
less than stellar image.  Oh well,
Jesse had seen her sopping wet and first thing in the morning.  She couldn’t be worse than that.


He’d brought Ty and she watched as they hopped out of the
vehicle and headed toward the stairs. 
She met them at the door. 
“Hi.”  She stood back to let
them in.


“I heard a rumor you made some pretty good cookies,” Jesse
said before placing a quick kiss on her forehead.  The smell of him, of the outdoors and
man, had her pulse jumping in response. 



“I can’t imagine who told you that.”  She poked Ty in the belly.  To her utter delight, he blushed.  “Lucky for both of you, I happen to have
made some yesterday.”  She walked to
the kitchen and retrieved the plastic container from the cabinet.  “Who wants milk?”


Both father and son raised their hands.  She filled three glasses and led them to
the porch.  As they sat, the black
cat purred and rubbed at Ty’s ankles. 
“Hey there, beauty,” the boy said and scratched behind his ear.  He looked up at Lita.  “Have you seen the other cat lately?”


“He’s around here somewhere.  I see him lurking in the woods most of
the time, but not this one.”  She
motioned with her cookie to the cat that lay cradled in Ty’s lap.  “I think he’s stalking me.”


“With treats like this,” Jesse said, “I can see why.  Who knew you were so handy in the
kitchen?”  The look he gave her
could have baked a few cookies of their own.  “Ty, why don’t you go see if your
granddad wants a cookie?”


“Sure.”  Ty
gently placed the cat on the porch and grabbed two more cookies.  “For the road,” he said when Jesse
scowled. 


They watched him lope toward Cal’s house.  “I don’t think he’s home,” Lita
explained.  “I tried to find him
earlier and he wasn’t around.”


“I don’t really care where Cal is at the moment.” He stood
up and pulled Lita to her feet.  She
felt the ridge of muscle beneath his shirt as he two-stepped her to the corner
of the deck where he kissed her behind the cover of the tall bushes.  “I’ve missed you.”  He changed the angle of the kiss and
drew her deeper under his spell.  


She let her fingers weave through his hair and
surrendered.  This, she now
understood, was as much the reason for her earlier edginess as her worries
about how Cal was feeling about her and Jesse.  Now, with his lips on hers, his hands
gripping her hips, and their bodies pressed tightly together, she wondered how
she’d lasted the twenty-four plus hours she’d gone without touching him.  Her sudden epiphany didn’t sit well.  “Jesse…”


“Shhhh,” he whispered along the column of her neck.  “Just a little more.”


She’d have given him anything if he’d keep touching her like
he was.  Somehow, the possibility of
being discovered by Cal or Ty or both only made their reckless desire more
exciting.  “Jesse, we can’t.”  She pulled his hands away from the tie
to her blouse.


He backed up, his eyes unfocused, and ran both his hands
through his hair. “Damn, sorry.  Got
a little carried away for a minute.” 
He took a deep breath and blew it out slowly.  “We should sit down so I’m not tempted
to jump you again.”


They took their seats at the table and grinned like fools at
each other.  “You’re awfully cute
when you’re contrite.”  She linked
her fingers with his.  “So, you’ve
got Ty tonight?”  She’d wanted to
talk to him alone, explain that she needed to go home.  Her suitcase lay open in the bedroom.


“Yeah.”  He made
lazy circles on her palm with his thumb. 
“But I won’t have him tomorrow. 
I need to be with you, Angelita.”


“Okay.”  He’d
said need.  Did he mean it the way
she felt it, like her skin was stretched too tight, holding the desire and
emotion within the confines of her body? 
Leaving him would be so hard. 
“Can you come over tomorrow night?”


“I’ll pick you up.” 
He pulled his hand away and sat up in his chair.  “I want to take you to my house.  I want you to see where I live; I want
to see you there.”


Odd how she didn’t care where he lived or how he lived.  He could call a metal trailer along the
side of the road his home and she’d just be thrilled to be with him.  “I knew I couldn’t be with you once and
be done with it.”


He smiled.  “You
never answered my question the other day.”


“What question?”


“How long has it been since you’ve been with a man, and more
importantly, why has it been so long when you’re clearly gifted in that
particular area?”


She laughed and hoped he hadn’t heard the nervous edge in
her voice.  “Let’s just say I’m
careful about who I sleep with.”


“Why, besides the obvious?”


“The obvious being disease and pregnancy?”  When he nodded, she said, “I like sex
too much.”


Just then, Cal came up the stairs and smiled at Lita, his
eyes drifting to the container of cookies on the table.  “Hey there.  I heard you had some of these over here you’re
looking to give away.”


“I sure do,” she said and watched Jesse’s sullen expression
when Cal took a seat at the table and ignored him.  “Can I get you some milk?”


Cal glanced at Jesse, then back at her.  “No, just the cookies are fine.” 


“Where’s Ty?” Jesse asked.  “We sent him to find you.”


“I’ve put him to work in the shed.”  He knocked the crumbs from his lap and
looked between Jesse and Lita.  “So,
what are you two discussing so seriously over here?”


Before Lita could answer, Jesse said, “Sex.”  Cal stood up and gave Lita an awkward smile.  “Thanks for the cookie, Lita.  I’ll just go and check on Ty.”  She watched him retreat down the steps
and up the hill.


Lita scowled at Jesse. 
“Why did you embarrass him like that?”


Jesse glanced innocently toward where his dad had beaten a
hasty retreat.  “Calvin?   He’s not embarrassed.”  His eyes returned to hers, full of
challenge.  “But you are.”


He’d hit the nail on the head.  “I’m not embarrassed, but that was
rude.”


“No, it wasn’t. 
Cal came over here to share cookies and stories with his beautiful
guest.  You’re too eager to listen.”


“I like his stories.” 
Clearly, the two of them hadn’t made up.  “Seeing as how most of them are about
you when you were younger, I’d think you’d like them too.”


He shrugged and reached for another cookie.  “I’ve heard them all before and Cal just
likes to hear himself talk.”  He
picked up his milk and swirled the creamy liquid in the glass.  “Besides, you’d just loosened up enough
to have our conversation about sex—specifically why you don’t have much
of it when you like it too much.”


“Oh no.”  She
swatted his hand from the container. 
“That’ll have to wait for another day.”


“Until tomorrow?” 
He snagged her from behind as she tried to scoot past him to the
door.  He scraped the nape of her
neck with his teeth.  She nearly
moaned.  “I’ll pick you up at
six-thirty.”


***


Kerri Ann blew the bubbles from Bryce’s back and fished
around what little space was left in her tub for the small sponge.  When she found it, she wiped it lovingly
over his shoulders, down along his chest, and delighted in her ability to make
him shudder.  She’d only managed to
get a few bites of food in him before he’d led her to bed and made her forget
everything else but him.  Every time
they were together, she fell more and more in love with him.  How in the world would she be able to
give him up?


Bryce switched around in the tub and wrestled the sponge
from her grasp.  “It’s my turn,” he
said with the drawl she now recognized as deceptively lazy.  There wasn’t anything lazy about Bryce
Jenson or how he planned to torture her. 
Helpless.  All she could
think was how helpless she was to defend herself from his hands, mouth, and
tongue.  And how helpless she’d been
in defending the most fragile places deep inside herself against him.  


He’d relentlessly stripped her of her clothes and her
defenses when he’d led her to the bath he’d drawn.  The candles he’d lit along the edges of
the tub cast a romantic glow over their skin and the air, infused with the scent
of soap and bath salts, felt like a living thing in the small room with
them.  


He ran the sponge over the crest of her nipple and kept his
eyes on hers.  She saw a challenge
in his stare as she squirmed.  “Tell
me to stop, Kerri Ann.  Tell me if
you don’t want me to touch you.”


He asked questions like that to draw her out of herself, but
mostly so she’d reward him with the words he seemed to treasure like gems.  He needed her to tell him she wanted
him, wanted his touch, wanted him to do anything and everything to her
body.  She could give her body
freely, without hesitation.  But
when she looked at him, really looked, she saw he needed more than her
body.  “Say it.  Tell me.”


“I don’t want you to stop, Bryce.  I want you to touch me…everywhere.”


She and Jesse had been too young and too conflicted to find
any playful joy in sex during their marriage.  For them, it had been a release, the
same way a swim in the cold river on a hot day brings relief.  Being with Bryce was so different, so
much more than she’d ever known two people could be with each other.  She was growing, one day at a time, one
touch at a time, to need him in ways she’d never expected.  Air, food, water, Bryce.  At that moment, and every moment in
between, he’d become essential.  


The water grew cold and their skin wrinkled when she dragged
her head from his chest and reached for a towel.  Bryce groaned.  “Do we have to move?”


“I don’t know about you, but I’m turning into a raisin.  A cold one.”  She pulled her arms into the soft terry
robe she kept on the hook behind the door and handed him a towel as he stood.


He ran his fingers over his skin and wrinkled his nose.  “That salt I put in the tub feels
weird.  I’m going to hop in the
shower and rinse off real quick.”


“Okay, but don’t blame me if you end up with scales.”  She pinched the taut skin of his
backside as he stood.  She left him
singing an old Elvis tune in the shower as she wandered into the bedroom and
assessed the damage.  They’d wrecked
the bed, but seeing as how they were headed there shortly, it didn’t seem to
matter.  Their clothes littered the
floor.  She balled up her underwear,
jeans, and top and stuffed them in the hamper.  Bryce should be more careful with his
suits, she thought, as she picked up his pants and carefully folded them along
the crease line before draping them over her desk chair.  When she picked up his coat, something
fell with a clunk on the hardwood floor. 
She bent down to retrieve what had fallen and the coat slipped from her
arm as she realized what it was.  


The small ivory jeweler’s box weighed practically nothing,
but felt like a velvet boulder in her hand.  She stood cradling it when Bryce came
out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped loosely around his waist.  


“Can I use your toothbrush?  I think I got that salt in my
mou—” His words trailed off as he realized what she held in her
hand.  “Oh…”


She blinked at him and waited for an explanation as to why
he had a jeweler’s box in his coat pocket. 
She wanted him to tell her it was a gift for his secretary, his sister
who lived in Hoboken that he hardly ever saw or talked about.  Anyone but her.  


She filled the silence. 
“I wasn’t snooping.”  She
shoved the box into his stomach and forced him to take it.  “It fell out of your coat when I picked
if up off the floor.”


Bryce looked at the box, then up at Kerri Ann.  Her face felt hot, her pulse raced, and
she felt so lightheaded she nearly passed out.  His sheepish expression didn’t help.  “Well, I hadn’t planned on giving this
to you just yet, but…”  He tossed
the box at her and laughed when she let it bounce off her robe and fall to the
floor.  “It won’t bite, Kerri
Ann.”  He stooped to pick it up and
held it out for her.  “Open it.”


She twisted her hands behind her back and stepped away.  “I can’t.”


Bryce cocked his head. 
“Sure you can, just lift the lid, like this.”  He tilted back the top and extended his
arm to show her the largest and most beautiful diamond ring she’d ever
seen.  It looked bigger and more
sparkly than Mrs. Foster’s, who told anyone who’d listen her husband had spent
five days in the diamond district in New York picking out the perfect ring for
her.  


Kerri Ann strained her neck to get a better look, but kept
her hands behind her back.  When the
diamond caught the light from the bathroom, it glinted in her face and she
whimpered.  “Bryce…”  He had the same puppy dog look on his
face he habitually wore in middle school when he’d offer to do her homework for
her or do one chore or another so she could go to the football game or go out
with her friends.  Back then, she
thought his attempts at courtship were pathetic.  But now, as he stood nearly naked in her
bedroom offering up the most beautiful diamond she’d ever seen, he looked
magnificent and so far out of her reach.


“I want you to be my wife, Kerri Ann.”  He stepped closer, still holding the box
in his hand.  “I love you, I’ve
always loved you, and I want everyone on the face of this earth to know you
belong to me.”


Oh God, how could he do this to her?  How could he say those musical
words?  “I can’t,” she whispered
through the lump in her throat.  “I
can’t let you do this, Bryce.”


His brow furrowed, as if he couldn’t decide whether to be
confused or angry.  “I know this
seems kind of sudden, Kerri Ann, but…we’re not just dating here.”  He swung his arm around the room to
emphasize the things they’d just done to each other and he raised his
voice.  “What did you think, we’d
have a few laughs, have some fun in bed, and then move on with our lives?  Damn it, woman, I love you.”


“I love you too.” 
She reached out and closed the lid to the ring.  “That’s why I can’t let you do
this.  I won’t marry you, Bryce.”


He swirled around and paced two steps away and was back in
her face in an instant.  “Just what
the hell does that mean?  You’ve
said some pretty stupid things over the years, but that just about takes the
cake.”


If he’d respond better to anger, then she’d give him
anger.  “I think you should go.”


He laughed scornfully. 
“You think I should go? 
Well, let me tell you something, I’ve had it.  I’ve had it with you and your crazy
ideas.  I’ve had it with chasing you
all around town like a lovesick puppy. 
If I leave this house tonight, I’m done, Kerri Ann.  Done.  You won’t get another chance to do this
to me again, so you be real sure you want me to leave.”


She knew it would end, had to end sooner or later.  Better to do it now, rip the bandage off
quick and spare herself and him the pain of a slow pull.  “I want you to leave, Bryce.  I want you to find someone else to love,
someone who can give you what you deserve.”


She saw a flash of pain in his eyes just before the anger
seeped back in.  He turned without a
word, grabbed his clothes and shoes, and slammed the door in her face.  She took a step toward the door, but
then turned away.  She couldn’t go
after him, couldn’t stop him from leaving. 
That had always been the problem. 
She knew she’d have to let him go. 
She just hadn’t thought it would be so soon.  When it hit her, his leaving, her knees
buckled and she literally sank to the floor, curled into a ball, and howled.
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The beauty of the mountains still amazed Lita.  She tried to hold onto the sense of
peace they gave her on her morning hike through the woods at the start of every
day.   At the top of the path,
just before it switched back down, she’d pause and watch the sun cast its glow
across the valley below.  The breeze
always rustled her hair and kissed her face as she closed her eyes and took a
deep breath of clean mountain air. 
She’d never smelled anything as fresh and invigorating as the woodsy
scent of the mountains.  She wanted
to bottle it, capture it in her lungs, so when she was home and feeling
suffocated, she could close her eyes and conjure up the scent and drench
herself in its purity.


The list she kept in her head of all the things she’d miss
when she left kept growing.  The
mountains and watching the sky wake up were near the top.  Jesse was another.  Somehow, he’d taken up the number one
spot and it worried her, for more reasons than one.  She’d let herself get attached to him
and his family.  Cal, Ty, Kerri Ann,
and Bryce—they were all connected and all a part of her life now.  She couldn’t imagine not seeing them
during the week, not witnessing the relationship between Kerri Ann and Bryce
take root and grow.  Ty, on the
verge of manhood, seemed to change everyday.  It fascinated her, watching Jesse with
his son.  It made her wonder what it
would have been like for her if her boy had lived.  She’d never been able to imagine him
beyond toddlerhood, but seeing Jesse and Ty made her wonder.  What would it have been like to have an
almost adult relationship with her child? 



She poured herself another cup of coffee and sat down at the
kitchen table to work on her designs and answer e-mails when her cell phone
rang.  She flipped it open with a
quick glance at the number.  Her
father.  She knew she couldn’t avoid
him forever.  


“Angelita, finally you answer.”  The anger she heard in his voice had her
regretting her decision to speak to him. 
She hadn’t decided what to do and didn’t know how to put him off again,
especially when under the gun.  “Are
you home?”


She feared he’d soon hire a private investigator to find her
and drag her back.  “I’m still out
of town.  It’s difficult to answer
when I’m in meetings,” she lied and hoped he’d buy her excuse.


“I received a call from a reporter from the Atlanta Sentinel yesterday.”  Oh no.  She should have told Jesse to have his
friend keep it low-key.  


“Why are you telling me this?”  She tried to sound bored when inside she
trembled.  


“Apparently, he’d heard a rumor that the consulate might be
closing.”  He cleared his throat
and, as he did when she was younger, waited for her to fill the silence with
information.  When she offered
nothing, his control snapped.  “Tell
me you’re not responsible for this.”


“Of course I’m not responsible.” She hoped she’d come across
as insulted, instead of scared to the core.  “I’ve barely had the time to give
your…proposal a second thought.” 
She got up to pace, suddenly unable to sit while her nerves bounced
uncomfortably beneath her skin.  “If
you’ve heard the rumors, surely you can’t be surprised someone in the media
heard them too.”  Unless he’d lied
to her and the supposed rumor was, as she’d hoped, a fabrication.  


“It’s highly unlikely anyone outside the government in
Brazil would know.”  He exhaled
forcefully.  “Arre, Angelita, you
disappoint me.”


A fate worse than death when she’d been a teen now seemed a
million times worse.  She needed to
get off the phone.  “I’ve got to go.  My meeting is about to start.”


“Are you in expansion meetings?  Have you moved forward with your
decision?”  Was it her imagination
or did she detect a hint of desperation in his voice?


“We’re still feeling out the possibilities.  I really can’t get into it now.”


“Angelita?” His tone made her stop pacing.  “It may be more than my life at stake.”


Her imaginary meeting forgotten, she fell into the
chair.  “What are you talking
about?”


“If you won’t cooperate, your life could be in danger too.”


“I don’t understand. 
How can I be in danger?”


“They won’t stop with me, Angelita.  If you can’t come through for me and our
country, your life, your pretty little business partner, anyone you care
about...” He let the threat hang in the air.  “Is it worth the risk?”


He’d just tightened the noose around her neck.  “How much time do I have?”


“A week, at best. 
You need to come home, Angelita, so we can head off the danger.  The longer you’re away, the more
perilous it becomes, for everyone.”


“I’ll be home within the week.  Davi?”


He answered her with silence.  


“Leave Sophie alone. 
I’ll call you when I get back.”


“I look forward to it.” 
She heard the click of the disconnect and could have thrown her phone at
the wall.  She’d never be free of
him, never be able to live without his interference or control.  True or not, threatening Sophie and
others made her decision easy. 
Hadn’t she wished for an easy solution to her problem?  She should have been more careful what
she wished for.


***


Cal swung into the parking lot of Sequoyah Falls Federal
Bank, right next to his old reserved spot under the sycamore tree.  It had gotten so big since his
retirement it had left a five-foot crack in the sidewalk.  When he’d been president, he’d have had
that fixed right away instead of waiting until some little old lady tripped and
attorneys got involved.  But it
wasn’t his place to say anything and that fact really chapped his hide.


He’d been fuming since wandering over to Lita’s porch the
night before to extend an olive branch to Jesse when he’d made that outrageous
comment and sent him scurrying away. 
He should have known making things right with him wouldn’t be
simple.  


He slipped the deposit slip and checks out of his billfold
and waited in line for the next available teller.  The girl on the end must have been from
the new family who’d just moved to town from Knoxville.  Cal hoped he got to deposit his money
with her instead of Molly Pearson. 
She and Sally Robinson were thick as thieves and she never let him
forget he’d missed the boat as far as Sally was concerned.  


“Next,” Molly called. 
Hell.  Luck just wasn’t on
his side.   He moved to Molly’s
spot on the counter and watched her eyes twinkle.  “Well, well, Mr. Bloodworth.  It’s always a pleasure to see you.”  She had a smudge of bright red lipstick
on her teeth and it made her look like she’d taken a little sip of the last
customer’s blood.  “What can I do
for you today?”


“Just a deposit, Molly.”  He didn’t encourage small talk, but
always managed to get sucked in anyway. 
The woman loved to gossip.


“Sure thing, hon. 
Oh, I don’t need that,” she said as he tried to pass his driver’s
license across the counter.  Of
course she knew who he was, but rules were rules.  What kind of operation were they running
here anyway?  “Say, I just got back
from a late lunch and saw the strangest thing.  Walked right past the tavern and
happened to look in the window.  Do
you know who I saw, slumped against the bar tying on a good one?”  She didn’t give him a chance to ponder a
guess, but he never would have imagined the name that came out of her
mouth.  “Bryce Jenson, can you
believe it?  Patty Scoggins was
having her smoke break outside as I passed.  I don’t know why they don’t just let her
smoke inside; it just drifts right back in the screen anyway.”  She leaned down and spoke in a whisper
loud enough for everyone in line to hear. 
“Patty said he’d been in there since she got there at eleven.”  She shook her head and pushed the
deposit slip across the counter, but didn’t lift her hand so he could take
it.  Clearly, she hadn’t finished gossiping
yet.  “I sure hope he hasn’t gone
and followed in his daddy’s footsteps with the devil alcohol.  You know his mama had to work two jobs
while that no good drunk went about drinking himself to death.  Bryce seems like such a nice boy.”  She lifted her hand and he quickly
grabbed the receipt.  “Hey, speaking
of nice boys, there’s your son.”


Sure enough, when Cal turned around he saw Jesse, checks
spread over the island counter and filling out his deposit slip.  “Thanks, Molly.  See you around.”


He considered slipping out, but when Jesse lifted his head,
he spotted Cal a few steps away and lifted his brows.  


“You really should fill the slip out before you come in,”
Cal said.  Hadn’t he been telling
him that for years?


“Didn’t have time.” 
Jesse scrawled his name at the bottom.  He collected his checks and looked at
Cal defiantly.  


If they were going to get past their argument, it was
obvious he had to make the first move. 
“Molly just said she saw Bryce tying one on at the tavern.  Said he’d been there since before
eleven.”  He checked his watch and
confirmed the time.  “What the hell
do you think he’s doing drinking in the middle of the day for over four hours?”


Jesse looked surprised and shrugged his shoulders.  “I don’t have a clue.”


“Well, I guess I could head on over and see what’s going
on.”


Jesse looked at his watch.  “I’ll go.  I’ve got a few hours before…I’ve got a
few hours.  I’ll let you know if I
find anything out.”


“Thanks.”  He had
to guess Jesse was meeting with Lita later from the way he’d cut his
explanation short.  Damn it, he
didn’t care if he and Lita saw one another; that hadn’t been the reason for
their argument.  They stood
awkwardly for a moment before Jesse moved to get in line.  


As he got back in his car, he wondered if they’d ever be
able to let the past die.  He sure
hoped they would.


***


Jesse hadn’t been in the tavern for months, not since Jim
Baxter’s bachelor party.  He
certainly hadn’t been inside before nine o’clock at night since
probably…college.  He’d forgotten
how dark it got the moment you entered or just how embedded the cigarette smoke
was in the dingy carpet and cloth seats. 
Who needed to smoke when you could just sniff the furniture?


When his eyes adjusted, he saw Bryce slumped against the
antique bar, his suit coat hung over the back of a barstool.  He walked over and took the vacant seat
beside him.  Bryce’s head swung
toward him in slow motion, his eyes red-rimmed, his pupils dilated.  Yep, Molly was right.  Bryce was wasted.


“What’s up, buddy?” Jesse asked and motioned for the
barkeep.


He growled and took another swig of what looked and smelled
like scotch.  


“I’ll have a draft,” Jesse told the bartender.  As the song goes, it’s five o’clock
somewhere.  When he got his beer, he
lifted it in Bryce’s direction.  “Cheers.”


Bryce glanced over, downed what was left of his drink.  “I’m not in the mood for company.”


“Me neither. 
Just came in to get a beer.”


Bryce laughed. 
“If you’d wanted a beer, you’d have gone to the Den and gotten one for
free.  Kerri Ann would give you
anything you asked for.”


From the snide way he’d said her name, Jesse knew Kerri Ann
had somehow caused Bryce to take a walk on the wild side.  Just what he didn’t want to get in the
middle of.  “Oh, I don’t know.  Seems to me you’re on the top of her
list these days.”


“I’ve taken my name off her list.”  He motioned for another drink.


Jesse needed to talk fast before Bryce was beyond help.  “Oh, come on now.  I know she’s just about the most
stubborn woman on the planet, but if you two are going to be together, you’ve
got to try and ride out the rough patches.”


Bryce rested his head on his hand and looked at Jesse.  He looked the same as he did as a kid,
all long legs and arms, his hair hung haphazardly over his forehead.  “That’s great advice from the man who’s
never ridden out a rough patch. 
Things get tough and you’re the first one out the door.”  He toasted Jesse with the fresh drink
he’d just received.  


Jesse sat still in the seat and let the sting of Bryce’s
words flow like poison through his veins. 
He was damn tired of being on the receiving end of everyone’s
anger.  He had half a mind to walk
out and let Bryce drink himself to sleep, but whatever was going on wasn’t
about him.  


“Look.”  Bryce
slapped his hand on the bar.  “She’s
all yours.  She always has been and
from now on, she always will be.”


“You know, for a smart man, you’re being incredibly
stupid.  I may have married her,
Bryce, but she’s always been yours.”


“Ha.”  He turned
so quick in the chair he nearly tumbled out of it.  He poked Jesse in the chest.  “She’s been yours since we were kids.”


“That’s bullshit. 
She may have been my girlfriend, but you’re the one she wanted.  You just didn’t hang around long enough
to find out.”


“Oh please.”  He
boosted himself back into the chair and shook his head.  “Just cause you don’t want her, don’t
try to distort the past.  I was
there.  I know what happened.”


“Do you, Bryce?” 
He took a sip of beer and thought about what he was about to say.  “You ever asked Kerri Ann about the day
Ty was conceived?”


His face contorted into an angry grimace.  “Why the hell would I do that?  I know how it happened.”


“You ask her and we’ll see how much you know.”


Bryce picked up his drink, brought the glass to his lips,
and then slammed it down on the bar. 
“No, you brought it up, you tell me what happened.”


“I think you should ask Kerri Ann.”


“I’m not speaking to Kerri Ann, so if you think this makes
some kind of difference, then you tell me.”


Jesse took a deep breath and figured, even as wrecked as
Bryce seemed to be, he just might have enough sense in him to listen.  “It was a Friday, after school.  I’d gone home to help Cal with
something.  You two were going
downtown to get some ice cream. 
About an hour later, she came barreling through the woods as if her butt
was on fire and jumped me behind the old shed.  Literally pulled off my clothes.  I didn’t know what the hell had gotten
into her, but at seventeen,” he shrugged, “I wasn’t going to argue.  The minute we were done she started
crying.  She damn near hyperventilated.”  He took a swallow of beer and thought
about how young and stupid they’d been. 
“When I finally got her calmed down, she said she wanted to break up.  She said she thought she was in love
with you.”


Jesse looked up at Bryce.  His eyes were narrowed, his brow
furrowed.  “I don’t believe you,” he
said.  “If that were true, she’d
have told me.”


“I told her to. 
When she left, she said she was going to talk to you.”


“She never did.”


“We broke up, Bryce. 
We’d been heading that way for awhile.  I always wondered why you two didn’t
start going out, but I figured you were and just hadn’t let the cat out of the
bag.  Next thing I knew, she was
pregnant and she said you and her hadn’t been together.”  


“Well…” Bryce shook his head, pushed his drink away.  “That doesn’t change anything.  She still doesn’t want to be with me.”


Jesse finished his beer.  “Look, I’ve got no idea what’s going on,
but…whatever kept her from telling you all those years ago may be what’s
keeping her from you now.  You’ll
never know until you ask her.”


“I’m through with her.”


Jesse squeezed his shoulder and stood up to leave.  He looked at Patty and winked when she
held up Bryce’s keys.  “Then I guess
you’ll never know.”
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The drive to Jesse’s didn’t take long.  Just over a ridge of the mountain,
against the backdrop of enormous trees and soaring views, sat his farmhouse
nestled in a flat clearing, the lawn freshly mowed, the planters filled with
yellow and purple flowers.  Lita
couldn’t have been more surprised by his home than if he’d driven her to a tent
in the woods.  


“You getting out?” he asked when she sat in the passenger
seat of the Scout and just stared. 


“This is where you live?”


“Yeah.” He came over to her side of the car and took her hand.  “Is there a problem?”


“I…” She looked at him. 
His hair was tousled from the wind and his black sweater gave him a
dangerous edge.  But his house
resembled one she’d seen on late night television.  She half-expected to hear John Boy
whisper goodnight over the rustling breeze.  “You surprise me, Jesse.  I keep trying to pin you down and you
keep shifting on me.”


“Disappointed?” 
He led her up the three steps to the covered front porch.  It ran the whole length of the house and
around one side.  He had well-used
rockers and a porch swing that hung in the corner with a pretty red cushion
that matched the shutters on the clapboard house. 


“No, not even close.” 
She walked along the porch, leaned over the banister at the corner, and
looked westward toward the setting sun. 
The trees, with their budding leaves and long trunks, swayed like lovers
in the wind.  Lita wanted to
unbutton the simple cotton dress she’d purchased at the general store and let
the cool evening air dance over her naked skin.  Where, she had to wonder, had that
impulse come from?


“I like the dress.” 
Jesse came up behind her and wrapped his arms under the chunky sweater
she’d worn over it.  “Not your usual
getup.”


“I’m not in the mood for getups tonight.”  She turned to face him, tried to
memorize the curve of his cheek, the flecks of gold in his hazel eyes, the
small scar across his temple.  She
didn’t want to forget any detail about him, wanted to be able to shut her eyes
at any time during the day and summon his image in her mind, just as he stood
now, a sly smile playing over his lips, mischief in his eyes.  


“That sounds like a challenge.”  His smile faded.   “Angelita, what’s wrong?”  He pulled back and studied her.  “You’re pale and…shaking.”  His hands slid to her wrists where her pulse
throbbed beneath his thumbs.


She pulled him closer, drank in his scent.  “Nothing, just a little cold.  Hold me, would you?”


He ran his hands up and down her back, soothing, melting her
against him.  Why did she have to
meet him when her life was a mess and her heart so starved for affection?  But it was more than affection she felt
for him, more than wanting.  They’d
exposed the kernel of something in the time they’d shared.  If only her father hadn’t wielded his
puppet strings and caused her to forfeit her right to explore their
relationship.  She pulled back and
tried to smile.  “How about a tour?”


“Sure.”  He held
her at arm’s length for a minute before letting her go.  He had a way of looking at her that left
her feeling exposed. “Are you sure you’re okay?”  When she nodded, he held the door open
and followed her inside.  


If the outside of the house hadn’t already astonished her,
the inside would have knocked her off her feet.  She’d never been in a place that so
clearly spelled home.  She heard it
whispered in the creaking of the wide plank flooring, smelled it in the musty
rugs and cinnamon-scented candles on the mantle, saw it in the rich tones of
the wooden staircase and window moldings. 



“It’s beautiful.” 
She crossed her hands over her chest and turned around in the narrow
entrance hall.  Dark woods, splashes
of deep red, gold, and chocolate in the rugs and pillows.  Heavy window panels in the dining area and
naked windows in the kitchen.  Every
room he led her through called to her to linger, slip off her shoes, and
unwind.  “Jesse,” she said as he
wound her back through to the kitchen. 
“It’s so wonderful.  I don’t
how you keep surprising me.”


He pulled a bottle of wine from the counter and retrieved
two glasses.  “The house took a lot
of work; still does to keep it up. 
But I like it.”


“It suits you.  I
never would have pictured you here, but it suits you perfectly.”  She accepted the glass and felt tears
sting her eyes.  She didn’t want to
give him up.  The man she’d casually
dismissed as a carefree loafer owned his own business, had raised a
well-adjusted son, and owned a high maintenance home.  Oh, and he made her toes curl with a
look.  “I half-expected you to rent
a dive apartment or live in a trailer park.”


“I didn’t start out this way, Angelita.  Your first impression was pretty dead-on
when I was your age.”


“When you were my age you lived in Atlanta?”


“Yes.”  He pulled
a tray of cheese from the refrigerator and opened a box of crackers.  “I don’t even think my apartments are
still standing.  At least, I hope
they’re not.”


“I live next to the park.” She hadn’t thought of her
condominium since she’d arrived. 
Funny, she thought.  She’d
always loved it, with its wide windows and funky decorations.  She didn’t miss it a bit.  “I loved the view until I came
here.  Now I can’t imagine all the
streets and city noise.”  She
shrugged and, when Jesse turned to get more peppers from the sink, commandeered
the knife and began cutting.  


“You don’t have to do that, Angelita.”


“I know, but I like to cook.”  It would keep her hands busy. Her
fingers itched to touch him, the soft cashmere of his sweater, the wavy ends of
his hair, the smooth skin of his cheek. 
It was the first time she’d seen him freshly shaved and she wanted to
feel the gentle glide of soft skin over soft skin.  


They shared lingering looks over the sizzle of meat on his
island stovetop, laughs over the bar where she perched to watch him cook.  The meal was simple and prepared to
perfection.  There was something
about a complicated man cooking a simple meal for a woman, a woman who intended
to end their complications after this one last night together.  She savored the food just as she savored
each moment in his presence.


The house was his grandmother’s, his mother’s mother, he
explained over dinner.  Jesse was a
man who adored his mother and having lost her hung heavy on his shoulders.  It was her death, Lita now knew, that
drew him away from home as much as the dissolution of his marriage all those
years ago.


With every moment, she fell more and more in love with him,
with the idea of spending time with him and becoming a part of his life.  


“It’s a big house for just you and Ty,” she said over a
confessed store-bought cheesecake. 
“Ever consider something smaller?”


“Never.”  He took
a sip of coffee, locked his hazel eyes on hers.  “I want to fill it, every room, with
children.”


She felt the painful stab to her heart and twisted the knife
herself by asking, “How many bedrooms?” 



“Four.”


“So you want three more kids?”


“Or two, depending on whether or not Ty’s still living
here.”


She couldn’t take the look he sent her and the hint of a
promise in his eyes.  “I’ll do the
dishes.”  She stood to clear away
the plates.


***


Angelita bolted up from the table and Jesse couldn’t help
but notice the shake in her hands as she reached for his plate.  He’d spooked her; he could tell from her
jittery reaction to his proclamation of wanting more children.  A house full.  Well, as he’d already pictured a
daughter with his adventurous spirit and her bouncing curls, she’d have to get
used to the idea.  


He’d wanted her here, in his house, in his bed, from the
moment he’d come out of the bathroom in her cabin and seen her standing there
like a vision.  But she was real and
he knew his need for her was more than the physical pull that excited him, more
than the dizzying tug he felt on his heart when she was near.  Could he feel this way about someone so
soon, to the point where it consumed him? 
He’d been consumed before, consumed with getting away, being on his own,
facing his mistakes, building his relationships and his business.  But this consumption required more than
just his own grit and perseverance. 
It required Angelita, the only woman who’d ever made him think of
permanence and children and forever. 



He picked up their glasses and walked into the kitchen where
she stood rinsing the dishes.  “What
are you thinking?” he asked as she watched the water swirl in the sink.  


She flicked off the spout and smiled, although it didn’t
come close to touching her eyes.  “I
was just thinking about how quickly things happened between us.  How short a time I’ve known you.”


“You know me. 
You know my father, my son, my ex-wife.  You know about my past.  And I know you.”  He turned her in his arms.  “I know you had an unhappy
childhood.  You’ve got really good
friends and a thriving business of which you’re proud, and rightfully so.  We’ve both lost our mothers and I know
how much that hurts you.”


“I never knew my mother, Jesse.  Our hurt isn’t the same.”


“No, you’re right. 
I knew my mother.  She was
real, she had flaws, although I don’t recall many. Never knowing your mom makes
her perfect in your mind and you miss her.”


Lita walked to the French doors and looked out, her arms
wrapped tightly together.  “She had
one very big flaw.”


Jesse walked behind her and wrapped his arms around
her.  The sorrow in her voice felt
like a presence in the room. 
“What’s that?”


Lita turned in his arms.  “She didn’t come back for me.  She never fought for me, fought to have
me.  If I had a baby…”


“Maybe she was doing all she could to get back to you.  You can’t assume she’d just written you
off.”


“I guess I’ll never know.”  She let out a big breath.  “How do you do this?  How do you get me talking about things I
don’t ever talk about?”


“You share things with people you care about.  It’s how you show you care, and know
you’re cared for.”


Something passed across her face, but she closed it off
carefully, purposefully.  “Jesse,”
she said.  “I have to go back home.”


He knew she had to go back, was planning on it,
eventually.  But something about the
way she’d said it made him feel panicked. 
“Not tonight, you don’t.”


He kissed her then, a gentle brush of his lips over hers,
felt her shudder in his arms before he backed her against the door and ran his
lips down her throat.  She’d taken
off her sweater at dinner and he nudged the twisted straps of her dress from
her shoulders and savored her golden skin. 
She tasted like glory, like sin and innocence and something else,
something just beyond his reach.  He
tightened his grip and drew her farther into his spell.


Here, he could control her, hold her captive with soft
murmurs and slow brushes of lips and teeth.  Here, she was helpless but to surrender
to him, to give him everything she couldn’t say with words.  Her body, the soft curves and gilded
skin, felt like sunshine in his hands, felt like…fate.  With one dip of his shoulder, he scooped
her into his arms.


“Jesse, put me down.”


“No.  Hang on to
me, Angelita.  It’s not far.”  He climbed the stairs and watched her
face as he slipped her onto his bed. 
“Take your dress off.”


As he watched, she came up to her knees and slowly
unfastened the row of buttons that ran down the thin cotton.  When she finished, he moved to stand
before her, nudged the dress from her shoulders and looked his fill.  “You’re so beautiful, Angelita.”  When she opened her mouth to protest, he
could see by the look on her face she would, he stopped her with a touch of his
finger to her lips.  “Shhh.  Let me tell you what I see, what you do
to me.”  His hands drifted to the
clasp on her bra and, with one quick flick, let her breasts free.  She was like nothing he’d ever seen
before, so wary and yet so willing. 
“You could ask anything of me now and I’d do it.  You could destroy me by walking away.”


“Step closer.” 
Her voice and the softly muttered command floated like a spark over
kindling.  “Let me show you what you
do to me, Jesse.  Let me touch
you.”  When she reached for him, he
went willingly.  There wasn’t a
force strong enough to keep his hands from her, his body from merging with
hers.  Every time they came
together, every caress, kiss, moan felt like a link.  He wanted to do things to her, touch her
in ways that would make her leaving seem incomprehensible.  


With the scrape of his teeth along her neck, she brought him
down to the bed with her, where they stayed until daybreak.  Or at least he did.  When he woke, she was gone.
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Kerri Ann stood up from behind the bar and knocked her head
against the old-fashioned cash register that sat open above her.  “Damn it,” she cried with a quick rub to
her temple.  “Emilio?  Frank?”  When she got no answer, she swung
through the kitchen door and looked around for anyone to yell at.  It didn’t matter who, she just needed to
yell. 


“Who left the drawer open again?”


Both men looked up, one from the oven and the other peeked
his head out of the freezer.  “Huh?”
they both said.  


Shit.  She
realized as soon as she saw their faces that they hadn’t stepped foot outside
the kitchen all morning, hadn’t stepped anywhere near her in the last two
days.  The damn drawer popped open
every now and again and obviously had done so today, like a giant tongue
blowing a raspberry in her face.  


“Never mind.” 
She stalked back into the restaurant.  It probably wasn’t the best idea to be
around customers, but she needed the distraction.  Whenever she sat down at her desk or got
behind the wheel of her car, her mind popped back to Bryce and all the hate
she’d seen in his eyes, all the goodness she’d walked away from.  “For his own damn good,” she muttered to
herself and then stuck her chin in the air when two college kids gave her a
queer look for talking to herself.  


She’d get through this, she told herself for the hundredth time
that day.  She’d spent years, over a
decade, tamping down her feelings for Bryce.  She could do it again.  But this time she knew what she was
giving up.  She could picture it so
clearly, the love, the cherishing touches and words…STOP IT, she ordered herself.  With a huff that teetered toward tears,
she pushed out the front door and gulped for air, nearly barreling into Molly
Pearson, the old biddy from the bank. 



“Goodness, Kerri Ann,” the woman fanned her face as if their
near collision had been life threatening. 
“What on earth’s gotten you so upset?”


Like she’d tell the town’s biggest busybody.  “Nothing, Molly.  Just needed some fresh air.”


Molly clucked her tongue and narrowed her eyes.  “You look tired, Kerri Ann.  Course, having to deal with your
boyfriend’s drinking could do that to you.”


“What are you talking about, Molly?”


“Bryce.  Saw him
tie on a good one yesterday.”  She
moved closer as if to spare any passersby the details.  “I wouldn’t stand for him drinking if I
was you, Kerri Ann.  You remember
what happened to his daddy and his ma.” 
She put a conciliatory hand on Kerri Ann’s arm before scooting on her
way.  What the hell?


Oh God.  Had she
driven him to drink?  Bryce never
drank more than one or two, ever. 
She’d never forget the shame on his face when he’d catch his dad
stumbling out of the tavern in the middle of the day or go home to find him
passed out on the couch.  And she’d
driven him into a drunken stupor, could drive him to more if he’d inherited his
dad’s love of the bottle.  She
looked down the street toward his office, could just make out the bumper of his
car as it sat along the curb next to Misty’s ancient beetle.  


She’d taken off down the sidewalk before she even knew what
she was doing.  Not until she got to
the steps leading to the front door did she pause and wonder what she’d say,
how he’d react to seeing her.  She
was the last person who needed to warn him about drinking and probably the best
one to drive him to it, but she couldn’t stand herself for not trying to steer
him away from it.  With a visible
shake in her step, she mounted the stairs.


The office smelled like him, like the manly goodness she’d
always associated with Bryce.  Misty
looked up from typing on her computer and shook her head at Kerri Ann.  Great, she thought.  Word travels fast.  


“Can I help you with something?” she asked.  Although Kerri Ann stood over her, Misty
somehow managed to look down her nose at her.


“Is Bryce….is he…can I see him?”  Kerri Ann swiped her sweaty palms on her
jeans.


“I don’t think that’s such a great idea, Kerri Ann.”  Misty stood up as if to physically block
the hall toward his office. 
“He’s…not been himself the last few days.  Your being here would probably make it
worse.”


“But I—”


Kerri Ann stopped when Bryce appeared in the hallway, all
six foot three of him.  He looked a
day or so from freshly shaved and he’d made a row of finger tracks through his
thick black hair.  “What are you doing
here?”  His voice sounded like
gravel.


“I…” She just looked at him.  She could tell by his expression that he
couldn’t stand the sight of her. 
She wanted to beg for mercy at his feet.  She didn’t think anything could be worse
than when he’d stormed out of her house that night, but seeing his quiet stare
of disgust was worse, so much worse. 
“How are you?”


“What do you want, Kerri Ann?”


“I want to make sure you’re okay.  I heard, well, I heard you’d…” She
looked back at Misty, who wasn’t even trying not to listen.  “Can we discuss this in your office?”


“No.”  His eyes
flickered.  “I don’t have time for
this.  In case you forgot, I’m not
your concern any longer.”  


Okay, if he wanted a public scene, he’d get one.  “You’ve always been my concern,
Bryce.  I don’t expect that to
change.”


He sneered. 
“Since when, huh?  Since when
have I been your concern?  Since
when have you bothered to think about anything but what you want?”


“What do you mean?”


He took a step closer, then another when she tensed and
lifted her chin.  “How long have you
thought about me and my feelings? 
How long have you cared about me?”


“Well…always, since we were kids.”  What did he want?  She could see by the impatient look on
his face her answer hadn’t appeased him. 
“You know that.”


“I don’t know anything about you if what your ex-husband
says is true.”


“Jesse?  What did
he say?”


Bryce narrowed his eyes at her, looked over at Misty, who by
this time was nearly salivating.  In
one long lunge, he had Kerri Ann by the arm and dragged her down the hall to
his office.  The door slammed shut
behind her and the sound of it made her jump.  She watched as Bryce paced to his desk,
nearly sat, then bounded up to stand in front of her.  


“What happened the day Ty was conceived?” he asked.


Her mouth fell open, her knees turned to goo, and she felt
herself sway before Bryce reached out to steady her.  “What?”


“You heard me.” 
He slowly pulled his arm away after leading her to a chair.  “Tell me about the day Ty was
conceived.”


Damn Jesse for opening his big mouth.  “Don’t you know how those kinds of
things happen by now?”


“Don’t joke, Kerri Ann. 
I’m two seconds away from tossing you out on your butt.”  He took a seat at the chair opposite her
and tapped his foot with impatience. 
“Tell me what happened.”


Her mouth was so dry; suddenly it felt like she’d swallowed
a handful of cotton.  “Okay, I…we,
that is you and I, walked down to get some ice cream after school one day.  Jesse couldn’t come because he had
chores to do for Cal.”  She shifted
in the seat and gripped the edge like she was free falling and the cushion was
the only thing that could save her. 
“I’d…had feelings for you for a while then, more than friendship
feelings.”  She stole a quick glance
at Bryce as he sat with his legs spread, his elbows resting on his knees, and
his head cradled in his hands.  A
captive audience if there ever was one. 
“We…you wiped some ice cream off my face and we almost kissed.  It freaked me out, how much I wanted you
to and yet didn’t want you to.  I
gave you some lame excuse and ran off to find Jesse.”  


Unable to sit, she hopped up and began pacing the room.  “I found him at home, dragged him behind
the woodshed, and threw myself at him. 
I thought if I could remember who I was supposed to be in love with, who
I was supposed to have a life with, my mind would stop wandering to you all the
time.”  She stopped pacing and faced
him.  “It didn’t work.  As soon as we were done, I burst into
tears and told him I wanted to break up. 
I told him I thought I was in love with you.”


Bryce jumped up, grabbed both her arms, and gave her a
hearty shake.  “Why didn’t you tell
me?”


“I tried to,” she shot back and then took a deep breath to
steady her nerves.  “You were in an
awful mood for days and, when I finally got the courage up to ask you what was
wrong, you said it was the town. 
You said you couldn’t wait to get out of here, said you’d changed your
mind about going to WCU and had accepted the partial scholarship you got to
UNC.”  She shrugged when his hands
slipped from her arms.  “I figured
it was too late.  And then I found
out I was pregnant.”


“Damn it, Kerri Ann. 
I’d have given all that up to be with you.  Don’t you know that?”


“No, I didn’t know that and I’m glad I didn’t say
anything.  I’d have still been
pregnant.  You’d have felt trapped
or at the very least obligated.  I
never wanted you to be in that position. 
Just like I don’t think you should tie yourself down to someone like me
when you could have any woman you set your mind to.”


“What?”


“I never should have started this up with you.”  She flung her arms in the air, so
infuriated by the stupefied look on his face.  “I knew it had to end, I knew it would
hurt like hell, but I just couldn’t help myself.  Being with you has meant everything to
me, but I can’t tie you down to me and this town, to this life.  I can’t do it.”


“Tie me down? 
Where do you come up with this stuff?”


“Don’t do this, Bryce. 
You’re making it harder than it has to be.”


“I’m making it harder?” 
He grabbed her arms again and held tight.  “I love you, Kerri Ann.  I want to spend the rest of my life with
you and Ty. I want to be a family. 
I want to make a family with you. 
I thought you wanted that too.”


Hearing it again was like being shot at close range.  “Don’t you see?  I can’t do that to you.”


“Do what?  Make
me happy?”


It was time to wrestle the gun from his hands.  “You may think this is what you
want—now.  But what about
later when all the newness and excitement wears off?  You’ll wake up one day and wonder why
you tied yourself to me and Ty and this little town.  I love you, Bryce, and I won’t be able
to stand watching you yearn for things you gave up to be with me.”  


He dropped her arms, paced away, only to pace right
back.  “Do you have any idea what I
yearn for, what I’ve spent years yearning for?”  He reached out and grabbed her head,
threaded his fingers through her hair. 
“You, you stupid, stubborn woman.”


She tried to pull away, but he held tight.  “You deserve to be with someone you can
be proud to walk into a room with and know she’s not going to embarrass you by
saying the wrong thing or not knowing what to say at all.  You’ve got your whole life ahead of you,
Bryce.  I’ve cherished every moment
we’ve had together, but I’ve got to let you go live.”


“Kerri Ann, you are my life.”  He dropped his hands and then fisted
them at his sides.  “This is the
stupidest conversation I’ve ever had. 
Do you love me?”


He twisted the knife in her heart.  “Yes, but—”


“No buts.  Do you
want to be with me?”


“Bryce, this isn’t about what I want.”


“Answer the question,” he ordered like the lawyer he
was.  “Do you want to be with me?”


“Yes.”


“Then marry me, Kerri Ann.  Marry me and stop all this nonsense.”


Her heart thundered in her chest, her limbs felt weak and
tingly.  “You’re going to regret
this.”


“Never.”


“I’ll frustrate the hell out of you.”


“You already do.”


“If I say yes, it’ll be forever,” she warned, waited for him
to waver.


“It damn well better be.”  He lowered himself to a knee and plucked
her hand from the other it clung to. 
“Kerri Ann, marry me and make me the happiest man on earth?”


He looked up at her with everything she needed in his
eyes.  “Don’t say I didn’t warn
you,” she said before sliding into his arms.  “I love you.”  She kissed him hard and quick on the
mouth.  “Yes, I’ll marry you.”


He hopped up and fished through his desk drawer for the
ivory box she’d found only days before in his suit coat.  He opened it, pulled the ring from the
box, and slipped it on her finger. 
“There, now it’s official.”


She looked down at the sparkling diamond on her hand.  “Lord, Bryce.  I could kill someone with this.”


He leaned her back onto the soft rug, covered her body with
his.  Everything inside of her
sighed with contentment.  “Just as
long as it’s not me,” he said before showing her what she’d almost given up.
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Lita measured the miles in minutes, heartbeats, and
tears.  Why was she crying?  She’d had the vacation of her life, made
new friends, discovered a town and a way of life that she’d found surprisingly
attractive.  She’d even had sex, for
God’s sake, that had made her other experiences pale in comparison.  Of all the things she’d expected out of
her time away, being more upset heading home wasn’t one of them.    


She’d let herself dream, let her creative juices flow into
other more dangerous parts of her life, and now she’d pay the price for seeking
out new adventure and time away. 
She’d expected a clear head and fresh perspective when she returned, not
a broken heart and more worries about her father.  She wiped the last of her tears away and
willed herself to think of the future.


Davi was adamant she expand, but her original concerns
hadn’t been allayed.  Expansion
meant suffering a profit loss, even for a little while, loans, and, most
disturbing, loss of creative control. 
No matter how she limited Davi’s involvement, he’d insist on managing
everything.  How in the world would
she explain her perilous position to Sophie?  She’d put her business partner’s life
and her half of the company in jeopardy.


She still couldn’t figure his reasons for wanting in on her
business.  She and Sophie had thrown
around the idea of opening another store, possibly in New York or maybe Dallas,
but how could that play a role in keeping the consulate open?  There had to be more at stake, but she
didn’t know what.  Damn it, she’d
never get out from under his iron thumb.


When she reached the interstate, she thought of how she’d
stressed over navigating the curves and mountain roads.  Now, with six lanes of blacktop in front
of her, she wondered how she’d navigate the rest of her life knowing she’d left
a piece of herself behind in the mountains.


***


Jesse spun his wheels out at the base of Cal’s drive and
continued up the steep incline.  He
didn’t know why Angelita’s not being around when he woke disturbed him so, but
he knew he needed to find her, make her talk to him about her troubles.  She’d been upset about something last
night, but he hadn’t pushed her. 
Now, with the nagging feeling like something was terribly wrong, he
wished he’d pressed the issue.


Her car was gone and his knock at the door went
unanswered.  Damn.  He headed around to the back to see if
she’d left word with Cal when his dad sauntered down the cabin’s deck
stairs.  


“That you knocking?” Cal asked, his arms full of sheets and
towels.  


“Where’s Angelita?” Jesse demanded.  


“Gone.  She left
first thing this morning.”  He
attempted to retrieve something from his shirt pocket without dropping the
linens and then threw them to the ground when he realized he couldn’t manage
both.  “She left this for you.”  He handed Jesse an envelope with his
name scrawled across the top.


Jesse tore into the envelope and pulled out the scented
card.  


Jesse~  


I had to go back to Atlanta rather
suddenly.  I’m sorry for leaving
without saying good-bye, but this may be easier for both of us.  To say I’ve enjoyed our time together
wouldn’t say enough.  Jesse, I’ll
see your face in every sunrise and hear your voice in the wind.  You’ve touched me in a way I never
expected and will never forget.  Be
happy. 


 ~Angelita.


When Jesse looked up, Cal watched warily as he crumpled the
card in his fist.  “Did you know she
was leaving?” he asked his dad. 
“Did she tell you yesterday she’d be leaving today?”


“No.”  He reached
down to gather the sheets and towels. 
“She knocked on my door first thing and said she had to head back.  Her car was already loaded.”


Damn it.  Why
didn’t she say anything last night and why did his chest hurt so badly he had
to rub it with his fist?  


“I take it you didn’t know about this.”


“No, I didn’t.” 
He looked down at the note. 
Be happy?  How the hell could
he be happy when she’d upped and disappeared just when he’d planned on talking
to her about making things permanent? 


“You want to come inside and have some coffee?” Cal
asked.  “I could rustle us up some
bagels, maybe make a few eggs.”


“That’s okay.  I’d
better head out.”  But he couldn’t
move.  He just stared at the
deserted cabin and felt like he’d received a swift kick to the gut.


Cal put his hand on Jesse’s arm as he turned to leave.  “I’m sorry, Jess.  I know you care about her.  You want to talk about it?”


He looked at his dad and all the anger they’d spewed at each
other faded like mist in the wind. 
“Not now.  I’ll call you.”


  Hours later,
he’d scrubbed the bathroom and patched the hole in the last of the hand-me-
down rafts he kept around for emergencies. 
It was tedious physical work that kept his hands busy and allowed the
thoughts in his head to zing like lottery balls.  He couldn’t decide if he felt angry or
hurt by Angelita’s abrupt departure. 
Was she in trouble?  Had her
father threatened her again and she felt compelled to face him?  Or did their burgeoning relationship
scare her into running home?  
Either way, she’d gone without telling him, tucked tail and run like a
child.  


What did he expect? 
Did he possibly think she’d give up her weekends and active social life
by hiking up the highway to small town America to date a single dad with a
rafting business?  He’d waited his
whole life to feel this way about a woman and the moment he did, she upped and
left without a word, save for a note with some pithy catchphrases.  


“Hear my voice in the wind,” he spat out in disgust.  “Can you hear me now, Angelita?  Can you hear my heart break?”  He set aside the raft and stood up to
ease his aching back.  “We’ll see if
you hear me having a good old time at your expense.  I won’t pine for you, darlin’.  Don’t expect to hear me weeping.”


“Who the hell are you talking to?”


He whirled around to see Kerri Ann just a few feet behind
him.  He hadn’t heard her approach
and wondered how long she’d been standing there.  “No one.”  He ran his hands through his hair,
walked up to where she stood with a foot resting on an old canoe.  “What are you doing here?  Is something wrong with Ty?”


“No, nothing’s wrong.” 
She looked down at her feet, up at him again.  “I wanted to tell you something, that’s
all.  Didn’t mean to interrupt.”


“You’re not.”  He
suddenly remembered the odd friendship she’d begun with Angelita.  “Is this about Angelita?  Did you know she was leaving?”


“She left? 
When?”


Great, another dead end and now he looked like a fool.  “This morning.  You didn’t know she was going?”


“No,” she said. 
“I guess she didn’t tell you good-bye?”


“Never mind. 
What’d you want to tell me?”


She eyed him a moment, then held out her left hand.  He’d probably seen a bigger diamond, but
couldn’t actually recall where. 
“Bryce and I are engaged. 
We’re getting married.”


She couldn’t say it without blushing like a schoolgirl and
he couldn’t hear it without thinking at least someone finally got what they
deserved.  “Congratulations,
sweetheart.  I mean that.”


“I know you do.” 
She walked into his embrace and he could feel a big chapter of his life
close.  She backed away and clasped
her hands in front of her.  “We’re
telling Ty tonight and I wanted you to know first, in case he’s upset or wants
to talk to you about it.”


“I don’t think he’ll be upset, Kerri Ann.  I think he’ll be happy.”  He looked at her, fidgeting like she did
when she got nervous and pretty as a picture.  “Are you happy?”


She scrunched up her shoulders as a shy smile spread across
her face.  “Oh, Jesse.  I’m…over the moon.”


 “There’ll be no
living with Bryce now.”  Jesse
turned to walk back to the shop.  He
stopped when she placed a hand on his arm. 



“Jesse, what happened with Lita?”


He should have known she wouldn’t drop it.  “I don’t know.  We had dinner last night and this
morning she’s gone.”  He kept
walking, couldn’t face the pity he saw in her eyes.


“I don’t understand. 
Why wouldn’t she say anything to anyone?  Why would she just slink off like she did?”  


“I can’t worry about it, about her.”  He plopped onto the stool behind the
counter and rustled through the papers he’d walked away from when his mind
couldn’t focus.  “Too much to do and
now a wedding to get ready for.”


“Jesse, I’m sorry. 
I know you care about her.”


“Yeah,” he admitted. 
“Isn’t it just a pisser?”


“You should call her, find out what happened.”  She pushed the papers he held down to
get his full attention.  “Jesse, it
doesn’t seem right, her leaving without saying anything.  Do you think something happened?  Do you think she’s in trouble?”


He’d thought of that, of her father and her worries over his
threats.  But, damn it, no matter
what happened, she should have told him she was leaving.  After all they’d shared together, after
he’d opened himself up to her about his past and the future…  “I don’t know, but I’m not gonna chase
her down.  She wants to talk to me,
she can call.”


Kerri Ann huffed out a breath.  “Don’t let your thick-headed pride get
in the way of this, Jesse.  Take it
from me, it’s better to be honest than just make assumptions that keep you
alone and unhappy.”


He looked at her, near beaming with joy, her whole life
ahead of her with the man she’d always loved, and he felt a small pebble of
jealously for what she had.  He felt
instantly contrite for the stupidity of his feelings.  She deserved nothing but happiness from
here on out.  “I’ll deal with it,
but if you hear from her, will you let me know?”


“Of course I will.”
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Lita stood outside the store, gazing at the window display
and the customers milling about inside. 
Sophie had changed the shoes in the front to showcase the spring and
summer sandals and had blown up the advance article in Atlanta
Wears to use as a backdrop. 
She looked at it, at the smiling picture of herself, and wondered just
what she had to be happy about.  


The sound of a scream jolted her out of her stupor.  


“Oh my God,” Sophie said as she bounded out the door.  “You’re back!  I was starting to think you were never
coming back.”  Lita held her hug
longer than normal and when Sophie pulled back she must have seen the tears in
her eyes.  “What’s wrong?”


“Nothing, I just missed you.”  


Sophie cocked her head, her straight blond ponytail swinging
like a pendulum against her back. 
“You’re the worst liar.  Come
in,” she said when a group of women bustled past them on the sidewalk.  “I’m dying to hear about your trip.”


It looked the same inside, or nearly the same, with the new
merchandise out and the fall shoes on the sale rack in the back.  How could it all look the same when she
felt so different?  “I’ve got a
fresh pot of coffee.  Let me tell
Christina.”  She hurried to the
college student who worked a few mornings a week and then dragged Lita to the
office in the back of the store.  


“So,” Sophie said when the door closed behind her.  “Tell me everything.”


Where to start. 
“Well, I had a really great time. 
It’s a beautiful part of the country.”  She wandered the room, fingered the
leather and fabric, picked up some beaded thread.  Anything but look Sophie in the
eye.  “We should go sometime and
hike or raft.”


“Wait a minute.” Sophie turned around, the cup of coffee
she’d poured forgotten.  “Since when
do you hike?  And raft?  Are you kidding me?”


“I tried some new things.”  What she really wanted to say was that
she’d changed.  In two weeks, her
whole life had changed.  But she had
bigger, more pressing issues to deal with. 
“Listen, Sophie, I need to talk to you about something.”


“Oh, God.”  She
clutched the side of her floral silk blouse.  Sophie always wore solid colors and the
fact that Lita had only just noticed the print meant she had changed too.  “You’re quitting and moving to the
mountains.”


“No,” Lita chuckled, and yet the thought of it, not of
quitting, but of living amongst the nature, the fresh air, Jesse, struck a
chord in her heart.  “It’s about my
father.”


She explained what little he’d told her and Sophie listened
while nervously tapping a shoehorn against her skirt.  “Shit.  What does this mean?  We have to do business with him?”


“I think so. 
God, Sophie, I’m so sorry about this.  I would never, ever consider it if he
hadn’t made those threats.  And if
it were just me he’d alluded to, it wouldn’t have mattered, but as soon as he
threw you in the mix…”


“Lita, what does he even want from you?  I’m not quite sure I understand.”


“He wants us to order all our supplies from Brazil and he
seems to think we have to expand.  I
tried to tell him how little income our supplies would generate, but he’s
adamant.”


“Is there anything we can do?  Can we go to the police?”


“With what? 
Believe me, I’ve thought of this from every angle, but he’s made it
sound like that’s the kind of move that would set these people off and get us
all killed.”


“Jesus,” Sophie dropped the shoe horn on the desk and stood
up.  “Steve is going to freak.”


“I’m so sorry.”


Sophie waved her hand in front of her face.  “He’s a little freaked out these days
anyway.”  She walked to where Lita
leaned against a small counter. 
“I’m not sure how to tell you this, but…”  She took a deep breath.  “I’m pregnant.”


“Oh…”  Lita felt
the waterworks about to start again. 
“Sophie, I’m so thrilled for you and Steve.”  She grabbed her friend in a fierce
hug.  She’d done the right thing,
coming back, dealing with her father. 
There was no way she’d let him touch a hair on Sophie’s head, especially
now. 


“I wasn’t sure how you’d take the news.”


“What?  I’m so
excited for you.  You had to know
I’d be happy.”


“Yeah, I knew you’d be happy for me, but I didn’t want it to
make you sad, you know, because of what happened to you.”


“Sophie, what happened to me was a long time ago and…” She
felt her throat closing and turned away to get her voice back.  “That’s not going to happen to
you.”  She turned around,
smiled.  “Please don’t worry about
me.  I’m thrilled and even more
determined to do what Davi wants and be done with him.”


“Do you think it’ll be that simple?  If we do what he says, do you think
he’ll leave us alone?”


“I hope so, Sophie, because I don’t know what else to do.”


***


Jesse heard the door to Ty’s room slam and chuckled.  The kid had just gotten a call from a
girl and bolted to his room for privacy. 
It felt good having him around, hearing noise in his impossibly quiet
house.  Funny how he’d always loved
the solitude.  Until he’d brought
Angelita home and seen her in his kitchen, his bed, his life.  Damn it, he had to stop thinking about
her every second of every day.  It
would help if he couldn’t still smell her on his sheets.


Ty bounded down the stairs a moment later, red-faced and
acting as if nothing had happened. 
“Everything okay?” Jesse asked.


Ty shrugged, slumped over his math book at the kitchen
table.  “Yeah, just a homework
question.”  He chewed the end of his
pencil.  “No big deal.”


Jesse decided to let it go, for now.  He had lots of time to wiggle
information out of Ty now that he’d be staying the week with him while Kerri
Ann and Bryce took some time to plan their wedding and enjoy their engagement.  “I’m going to make chili with some of
Cal’s venison.  That okay with you?”


“Sure, whatever,” Ty said, already tuning him out.  


Jesse had his head in the freezer when his cell rang.  When he didn’t recognize the number, he
stepped outside on the porch. 
“Hello?”   He could hear
the sound of cars zooming past and the whistle of wind in the receiver.  


“Jess, man, what the hell did you get me into?”


“Mike?” he asked. 
“Where are you?”


“I’m at a pay phone—you wouldn’t believe how hard
those are to find these days.  I
swear to God, man, the next time you ask for a favor, I’m going to run in the
opposite direction.”  


“What do you mean?”


“That guy you asked me to check out, the Brazilian
consul?  Whatever you do, I suggest
you stay as far away from him as possible.”


“What’d you find out?”


“Nothing, other than the fact that he’s under investigation
by the Feds for brokering companies to smuggle drugs into the U.S.”


“Are you serious?” 
Jesse could feel the phone slipping in his sweaty palm and his heart
rate spike.  


“I’m not sure who I’m more scared of at this point, the Feds
for investigating every facet of my life or him.  My apartment got trashed.”


“Jesus, Mike. 
I’m sorry, man.  I didn’t
know.”


“I’m going to take you at your word and assume that’s true
because if you had any idea, I’d have to kill you.  This has seriously fucked with my life,
not to mention my career.”


“Shit.”  Jesse’s
brain bounced in more directions than he could count.  “Is there anything I can do?”


“Hold tight, my friend, because the Feds are about to crawl
up your ass.  I had to explain why I
was poking around the consulate when I’m supposed to be writing about the new
panda cub at the zoo.”


“Be careful, Mike, and I owe you big time.”


“That’s the understatement of the year.”  He cleared his throat.  “Watch your back, man, that guy’s bad
news.”


***


Cal had just walked Betsy Callahan to her car and watched
the young woman drive away after she’d spent three hours cleaning the small
cabin and getting it ready to rent when the sound of tires on the drive made
him turn around.  He knew Jesse was
disappointed about Lita leaving without a word, but that was no excuse for
driving like a maniac up the slope.


“I’m glad you’re here.” 
Jesse hopped out of the car and pulled Ty’s duffle from the trunk.  “I need you to watch Ty for a few days.”


“Where the hell are you going?”  The look on his son’s face and the
concern in Ty’s eyes had him worried. 



“Atlanta.  I
don’t know how long I’ll be gone, but I promised Kerri Ann I’d let Ty stay with
me for a few days and now I need him to stay with you.  Is that a problem?”


He smiled at Ty. 
“Of course that’s not a problem, but why are you going to Atlanta?”  Like he didn’t already know.  “Does this have something to do with
Lita?”


Jesse tossed the duffle to Ty.  “Go unpack while I talk to your
granddad.”  He watched until Ty had
gone into Cal’s house and the screen door had slammed behind him.  “I’m going to find her.  I think I know why she left.  I think she’s in trouble.”


“What kind of trouble?”


“I can’t go into it now, but, trust me, she needs some
help.”


“What the hell are you talking about?”  Cal laid a hand on Jesse’s tense
shoulder and squeezed.  “Look, Jess,
I know you’re upset about her leaving, but you can’t just shuck your
responsibilities here and run after her. 
You two barely know each other.”


Cal saw a muscle in Jesse’s jaw clench.  “I’m in love with her.”


“Don’t be ridiculous.” 
He regretted the words as soon as he saw the angry look in Jesse’s
eyes.  “Don’t you think you’re
rushing things a bit?”


Jesse glared at Cal. 
He had to work at not squirming under the weight of his stare.  “How many times do you think I’ve heard
the story of how you and Mom met? 
What did it take you, Dad? 
Two hours to fall in love?”


“That was different.”


“You’re right, I’ve had about three hundred more hours to
figure it out.”  He pulled the hands
he’d angrily stuffed in his pockets out and held them in front of him.  “Look, if you can’t help, that’s
fine.  I’m sure Kerri Ann would
understand.”  He started off toward
Cal’s house.


“Wait just a minute,” Cal called, surprised when Jesse
turned around right away.  Maybe he
wasn’t the only one who wanted to make up. 
“What kind of trouble is she in?”


“Something to do with her father and her company.  I can’t get into the details.  I just need to go see for myself that
she’s okay.”  


His pleading look said it all.  “Go on, then.  Just call me when you find her, let me
know you’re both okay.”


He rushed back to the car.  “I will.  Thanks.”


Watching Jesse’s relief, his eagerness to get to Lita, made
him realize how little credit he’d given his son.  He’d fallen in love with a wonderful
woman, someone who could make him happy, someone he could build a life
with.  Hell, he was half in love
with her himself.  “Wait just a
second,” Cal said before Jesse closed the door.  “I’ll be right back.”


He rushed into the house, back to his bedroom to the carved
wooden box next to the picture of his own beautiful woman.  “I think it’s time, Ellie,” he said to
her smiling face.


Jesse sat in the car, his fingers impatiently tapping the
steering wheel.  He hopped out when
he saw Cal running.  “What is it,
Dad?  I need to get going.”


Cal stretched out his hand and uncurled his fingers.  Ellie’s rings sat in his palm, still as
bright and beautiful as the day he’d given them to her.  “These were your mother’s.  She’d want you to have them.”


Jesse stared at Cal, his hands jammed into his pockets.  He cleared his throat before
speaking.  “I’d be honored.”


Cal smiled and stuffed them into Jesse’s palm.  “Go get our girl, then.”
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Sophie sat behind the counter, collected the checks from the
register, and scrolled through the names at the top of each check.  It was a habit she’d picked up lately,
in the last three weeks to be exact, to try them out for size.  “Amanda?”  She scrunched her nose and moved
on.  “Carlyle?”  No way.  “Sarah?”  Classic, she thought, and Steve would
approve.  Definite maybe.  When the door chimed, she stuffed them
back under the cash drawer and looked up. 



It was strange enough to see a guy walk through the door of
Angelita Feet, but to see one so clearly out of his element put a smirky smile
on her face as she stood to greet the customer.  He had windblown dirty-blond hair, a
chiseled jaw, and enough character around his eyes to make her queasy stomach
tingle.  He walked into the store
the way she imagined him walking into any room, his loose limbed gait relaxed
and yet purposeful enough to make every head turn in his direction.  She may have been married and pregnant,
but she sure as hell wasn’t dead.


“Can I help you with something?” His hazel eyes homed in on
her like a laser.  


“I’m looking for Angelita Barros.  Is she in?”


My, my, my…where did Lita stumble across someone
so…manly?  “She’s out at the
moment.  Is there anything I can
help you with?  I’m her business
partner.”


“Sophie?”


“Yes, Mr…?”


“Jesse.”  He held
out his hand.  “Jesse Bloodworth.”


The name didn’t sound familiar, but the pieces of the puzzle
started clicking together in her brain as she placed her hand in his calloused
one.  This had to be Lita’s mountain
man.  “Mr. Bloodworth, as in
Bloodworth Cabins?”


He grinned and Sophie knew right away why Lita looked so
lonely since she’d come back. 
“That’s my dad’s deal.”  He
cleared his throat.  “Listen, I
really need to find Angelita.  Do
you know where she is?”


“She had some errands to run and then I think she was
heading home.”  She watched his
brows draw together and his smile fade. 
“Was she expecting you?”


“Ah…no, she wasn’t.” 
He looked around the shop, rubbed his hand over his day-old stubble, and
when his eyes came back to hers she studied him curiously.  “Look, Sophie, I think she’s in
trouble.  In fact, I know she
is.  I really need to find her.”


“Is this about her father?”


“She told you about him?”


“Well, she said he’d forced her into brokering our
vendors.”  Her stomach clenched in
worry.  “Is there something
else?”   The door chimed again
when two young women entered and began browsing.  “I’ll be with you in a minute,” Sophie
said over his shoulder and turned her attention back to Jesse.


“Does she know why he wants to broker the materials?”


“No.  We’re both
a bit stumped, but apparently he made some pretty serious threats about our
safety if we didn’t cooperate.” 
Sophie reached out and clutched his arm.  “Jesse, do you know something about
Davi?”


He pulled her over to the register when the customers came
within earshot.  “I had a friend
look into it for me.  Well, for
Angelita.  He’s under investigation
with the DEA.”


“Oh my God, you mean…the Drug Enforcement Administration?”
Could she have sounded like more of an idiot?  “Are you sure?”


“Yes.  Has she
signed anything or done anything to make the deal legal?”


“No.”  She
gripped the counter before she fell over. 
“We’ve got a meeting set up with him in a couple of days.  Lita wanted an attorney to look over the
contract he faxed over yesterday.”


“Good.”  Sophie
saw his shoulders relax and then tense again when one of the women interrupted.



“Do you have this sandal in size eight?” she asked.


“I’ll check on that for you.”  She then looked back at Jesse.  “Lita had a meeting with an attorney
this afternoon.”  She pulled a piece
of paper from behind the register and wrote down her address.  “Here’s her home address and cell
number.  I’d give you the address to
the attorney’s office, but I don’t know it.”


He squeezed her arm and flashed a cunning smile.  “Thanks.”  He walked briskly out the door.  She watched him stride out of the store
like a long-legged gunslinger, admired his backside, and then went into the
storeroom to look for the sandal. 
She prayed Lita’s gorgeous mountain man would save them from making a
huge and potentially dangerous mistake with her father.


***


Lita felt her phone vibrate in her purse and picked it up as
she sat in the reception area of McAlister, Henry, and Smith, PC.  When she didn’t recognize the number,
she ignored it and threw the phone back in her bag.  The half sandwich she’d eaten for lunch
felt like a brick in her stomach. 
She’d met Barton Smith at a social function she’d attended with Sophie
and he’d hit on her throughout the night with  all the confidence of a buzzed
egomaniac.  She’d refused flatly and
hadn’t given him a second thought until Steve’s recommendation.   


Steve had freaked out, as Sophie said he would, and then
sent her to what he termed the best corporate law firm in the city.  She’d already faxed Bart the contract,
two pages of legal mumbo jumbo that seemed too small a document to chain her to
her father forever.  Thankfully, his
pretty secretary retrieved her from the waiting area and led her to his office
before she’d drawn blood twisting her ring around her finger.


“Lita,” Bart said, his too bright smile and thousand dollar
suit as glaring as the sun through the floor-to-ceiling windows of his
office.  “Come on in and have a
seat.”  He shook her hand in the way
some men do, all wrist and no grip, as if her dainty self would melt under
decent pressure.  The last thing she
wanted was a limp-wristed attorney. 
“Can I get you something to drink?”


“No,” she said and heard the impatience in her voice.  The million reasons she’d turned him down
flooded her with as much anxiety as the contract she hoped he could
decipher.  “I’m fine.”  She sat in the straight-backed chair in
front of his desk and crossed her hands over her lap, tried to control her
nerves.  “So, what do you think?”


“Everything looks good. 
It’s pretty straight forward, but thorough.  You’ll relinquish control of importing
textiles including, but not limited to, leathers, fabrics, and exotics to Davi
Barros upon your and Sophie’s signature.” 
He sat back in his chair and pulled his tie out with both hands, a
nervous gesture she’d seem him do the only other time their paths had
crossed.  “If you don’t mind my
asking,” he sat up and flashed his capped teeth, “why are you agreeing to give
up this much control over your company? 
I know he’s your dad, but, from what Steve told me, you and Sophie built
this thing from the ground up.”


Lita ground her teeth and wondered how little of the truth
she should sprinkle into the mound of bull she was about to shovel.  “I don’t know if Steve told you, but
Sophie’s expecting.”  His surprised
expression told her he hadn’t known. 
“She’ll have less time to devote to the business and, well…” She crossed
her fingers.  “Who better to look
over my needs than family?”


“Of course.”  He
nodded his head as if her explanation said it all and got to his feet.  Bart walked her to the door, cradling
her elbow as if she were ninety and couldn’t make the six steps without his
assistance.  “Be sure to give Sophie
my congratulations.”


“I’ll do that, Bart, and thanks for your time.”  She tried to escape before he started on
the inevitable date/drink request she’d seen simmering on his tongue.


“Say, Lita…” He subtly blocked the door with his body.  “What do you say you and I have a drink
sometime?  The office has opera
season tickets.”


Wasn’t his exorbitant fee enough payment for his
services?  “Gee, Bart, that’s
tempting, but I don’t think so.  I’m
not much of an opera fan.”


“We’ve got Braves tickets if you’re more the sports type?”  He leaned in and leered at her, as
though sheer will would make her change her mind.  “I’d really like to see you.”


I’d really like you to see the man I’ve
given my heart to, she wanted to say.   He’d laugh in
your face and squash you like a bug for looking at me like that.  But since I took off without a backwards
glance, I’ve got nothing more to look forward to than a lifetime of offers like
yours, but thanks anyway. 
“You’re sweet to ask, Bart, but I don’t think so.”


When he looked ready to go for strike number three, she
reached beyond him for the doorknob. 
“Thanks for seeing me on such short notice.”


She let out a deep breath as the elevator doors closed and
she retrieved her phone.  She’d
ignored its drumming while fending off Bart’s advances.  No messages, but three missed calls from
the same number.  Hummm.  Probably a wrong number.  She needed to call Sophie, let her know
the contract looked legit, and hash over any last minute concerns before taking
pen to paper and sealing her fate for good.  


“Sophie,” Lita said when Sophie answered on the second
ring.  “I’m just leaving Bart’s
office.  Can you believe that slime
tried to ask me out again? 
Jeez.”  She pulled out of the
parking garage and headed north toward home.  “Anyway, he said the contract is pretty
basic.  We’d be handing over our
rights to buying textiles, blah, blah, blah.  It sucks, but at least now we know he
didn’t throw in any funny stuff, like dibs on your first born.”


“Lita,” Sophie squeaked.  “Have you talked to Jesse?”


“Jesse?”  She
braked suddenly to avoid the car stopped in front of her, the car that vanished
from her sight the minute she’d heard Jesse’s name.  “What do you mean?”


“He came to the store looking for you.  Oh, my friend, have you been keeping
secrets.”


“I told you I’d met someone, but what is he doing here?  Did he say?”


“He said y…r 
f…..th….ves…b….f…d.”


“Sophie?” Lita said. 
“I can’t hear you, you’re breaking up.  Can you hear me?  Sophie?”  Damn it.  She’d lost her and redial went straight
to voice mail.  Jesse had come to
find her.  Her head went dizzy
with…relief, panic, excitement. 
What did this mean?  While
she was desperate to see him again, he was a complication she didn’t need until
she got things straightened out with her father.  Oh, why couldn’t he have waited a few
days to show up?  She tried Sophie
again and, upon getting no answer, threw her phone in her purse as she pulled
into her parking garage.


She smelled him as she ascended the stairs to her condo,
just a hint of the scent she’d always recognize as his.  Her knees shook as she rounded the
corner and saw him, pacing back and forth in front of her door.  He wore jeans, a tattered t-shirt, and a
brooding expression.  His head
whipped up when he saw her.


He didn’t speak for a long moment.  Neither one of them moved--her clutching
the handrail, him with his hands in his pockets.  “Angelita.”  The sound of his voice felt like a
feather over her skin.  


“Jesse.”  She
walked to him, watched as he stood still, brow furrowed.  “What are you doing here?”


“I have several reasons for coming, but first…” He clutched
her face in his hands and dove at her lips, drank like he was dying of thirst,
and stole every coherent thought from her head.  Her purse slipped from her shoulder and
onto the floor, its contents scattering along the hardwoods unnoticed.  She couldn’t touch him fast enough,
couldn’t get enough of his taste, his skin.  He pushed her back against the door.  “Open it, for God’s sake,” he sputtered
as his mouth played her throat like a flute.  


She fumbled for her purse, realized it sat open on the
floor, and used the tip of her snakeskin wedge to nudge the keys to within
reach.  She had the door unlocked in
a second.


“We’re going to finish this, Angelita.”  The door sprang open and they flung
themselves inside.  She saw her
wallet and cell phone lying in the hallway and pointed with a strangled whimper
as Jesse made quick work of the tie on her shirt.  “Hurry,” he gasped. 


She kicked her things into the condo, slammed the door
behind her, and pushed him against the door.  “Now.”  She slid his shirt over his head.  How could she be so starved for his
touch, his mouth, his body when it had only been days and not the years it felt
like?  Her hands took expeditious
care of his jeans and, as he ripped her shirt in two, his hands fisted in her
hair and his rasping groan sounded more like pain than pleasure.  She knew he was angry, could see it in
his eyes when she’d approached, felt it in the rough way he touched her.  He’d never been rough with her before,
but now, with so much unspoken between them, she craved it.  


He reversed their positions and, with his hands cradled
under her ruffle hemmed skirt, plunged into her waiting body.  She bucked, he thrusted, she cried out,
he covered her scream with his mouth, he quickened the pace, she gripped his
shoulders for support.  Together
they found the answer they’d searched for and slumped to the tile floor,
exhausted.   


 “I can’t believe
you’re here,” she said when she could speak without gasping.  He lay half beneath her, his eyes
closed, his chest rising and falling in rhythm with her scattered brain.


When he opened his eyes, she saw the anger return in the
evening light that slanted across his face.  “You didn’t leave me much choice but to
track you down.”  He sat up on his
elbows, thereby causing her to do the same.  “You’ve got some explaining to do.”


“I know.”  She
attempted to button her top.  She
gave up when she realized he’d popped most of the buttons off in his haste to
get at skin.  She stood up awkwardly
after pulling her skirt down from around her navel and sliding out of her
shoes.  “Can I get you something to
drink?  Are you hungry?”


He snapped his jeans and looked at her through eyes as
stormy as the rain she’d driven through to get home.  “I want answers and you’re going to give
them to me.”


“Yes.  Come sit
down so we can talk.”  She led him
to the couch.  Despite literally
peeling themselves off each other moments ago, wariness settled between them
like an intruder.  


He sank into the corner, she sank into the opposite
corner.  He rubbed his hands over
his face, took a deep breath, and looked her square in the eye.  “Why’d you leave without saying anything
to me?”


“I…” How could she explain when she didn’t know
herself?  “I needed to get home and
deal with some stuff.”


“You couldn’t explain before you left?  Did you have to sneak away?  Do you know how that made me feel?”  He slapped his knees with his hands and
rose.  “Don’t answer that because
I’m not prepared to answer it either. 
Look,” he began to pace, “I heard from my friend at the paper.”  He stopped and looked her dead in the
eye.  “Your father’s a drug dealer
or at the very least in bed with them. 
He’s under investigation by the DEA.”


If she hadn’t already been sitting, she would have collapsed.  Her head shook with denial, while tiny
pieces of information flew together in her brain to form a picture, like
looking at one of those 3-D stereograms that holds a secret image.  If you looked long enough, a scene would
start to take shape like magic.  “I…” She closed her eyes and let her head
fall.  When she opened her eyes
Jesse stared, waiting patiently. 
“Of course.  It explains
everything.”


“I assume you didn’t know?”


She shook her head. 
“My God, Jesse, he’s made threats. 
I told you he said his life was in danger, but, before I left, he
intimated that the people I care about would be in danger too.  This proves he was telling the truth and
explains his reasons for needing my company.”


She got up to pace, unable to sit.  He leaned against the wide windowsill,
his eyes tracking her as she prowled the small space.  He gave her blessed silence and room to
come to grips with the truth at her own pace.  “Is that why you came?  Because you found out about Davi?”


He pushed away from the sill and faced her.  “One of the reasons.  Does it really matter?”


“No, not now, anyway.” 
She gripped the back of a vintage club chair she’d found at a
second-hand store.  “What in the
world should I do?”


“Sophie said you hadn’t signed anything yet.”


“No.  I had an
attorney look over the contract. 
There were no surprises. 
We’d hand over control of importing textiles to him personally.”  Just saying it made her feel sick.  “Is that how he does it?  He uses legitimate companies to smuggle
drugs into the country?”


 “I didn’t get
much detail, but when we go see the authorities, I’m sure you’ll get the gist.”


“Go to the DEA? 
Me?”


“You and me. 
Apparently when my friend started making inquiries, they got their
hackles up.  He told them I’d asked
him to look into the consulate.”  He
let her putting him in this perilous situation roll off his shoulders as if it
meant nothing.  “Cal said he’d
already gotten a call from the sheriff. 
Either we go on our own or I imagine we’ll get dragged in.”


“I’m sorry, Jesse. 
If I’d known about any of this, I never would have asked for your help.”


“You didn’t.  I
offered and if it keeps you from getting involved with a drug dealer, then I’m
glad I’m in the middle of this.”  He
walked toward her, cupped her cheek in his palm.  She wanted so badly to lean into him and
let him take all her worries away. 
“I’m not going to let anything happen to you, Angelita.”


No man had ever cared about her, really cared.  His offer, the meaning behind his words
meant everything.  She kissed his
palm and gripped his wrist in her hand. 
His pulse felt like a lifeline. 
“Where do we start?”


“You got a phone book?” 


“How about the Internet?”


“That’ll do.”
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Jesse poked around the condo while Angelita changed
clothes.  It spoke to him, the
tomato red couch, butter yellow walls, soft chenille pillows, shaggy rug, and
vibrant art.  She’d put it all
together with her usual flare for the dramatic and it looked like her; a little
bit different, a whole lot special. 
He hadn’t meant to attack her, hadn’t meant to drug himself on her
before he’d gotten a word in edgewise. 
Seeing her standing at the top of the stairs with that lost puppy dog
look on her face had made a tether snap inside him.  He was going to have to talk to her
about his feelings before they tumbled out without warning.


He turned around when he heard the clicking of heels on
tile.  “Is that what you’re
wearing?” he asked.  She stopped and
looked down at her clothes, a feathered knee-length skirt the color of mustard,
clunky wooden bracelets that went halfway up her arm, and heels with matching
quills.  The only thing he
recognized as conventional was the white button-down that nipped at the waist
and opened enough to show cleavage and an enormous amber daisy pendant hanging
from a leather cord. 


“Is it too much?”


The look in her eyes said little sparrow while her outfit
screamed peacock.  He could only
chuckle.  “No, not at all.  You ready?”


“I think so.” 
She gathered her purse from the floor near the door and headed into the
hallway.  “I’m nervous, Jesse.  What if they don’t believe me?”


“All you can do is tell the truth.”  He held open the door to her SUV and
slid behind the driver’s seat.  “I
don’t think it’s going to be anything like the movies.”


“I hope not.  I
don’t do well under pressure.”  She
reached over and grabbed his hand. 
“I can’t thank you enough for coming.  I don’t even want to think about what
would have happened if I’d signed that contract.  I could have been arrested!”


“Don’t go putting the cart before the horse.”   He squeezed her hand before
letting go to maneuver around a fender-bender on Spring Street.  Despite the years and obvious updates to
Midtown, Atlanta traffic hadn’t changed a bit.  “Let’s take this one step at a time.”


It didn’t resemble the movies at all.  The federal building sat along a busy
highway, twenty-six stories of concrete with security that would set your teeth
on edge if you were late for an appointment.  Jesse felt certain the guard at the
front wanted to frisk Angelita by the looks he gave her chest as she emptied
her purse and undid her strappy feathered sandals.  It would have been quicker to enter the
building with the tin man.  


The agent who greeted them after a thirty-minute wait that
Jesse had filled with concession coffee and a pack of M&M’s was a head
shorter than Jesse.  He made up for
his lack of height with an impressive barrel chest and a grip that could have
crushed aluminum cans without even trying. 
“Mr. Bloodworth, Ms. Barros,” he said in a surprisingly high octave considering
his girth.  “I’m Agent Fielder.  Come on back and we’ll see if we can get
this straightened out.”


He closed the door behind them after leading them to what
looked like a conference room.  The
royal blue carpet and gunmetal walls gave the room the feel of a morgue.  “Have a seat.”  He motioned to a long wooden table and
blue fabric chairs.  “So, Ms.
Barros.”  He sat across the table
from them.  “Are you related to Davi
Barros, the Brazilian consul in Atlanta?”


“Yes,” Angelita answered quickly.  She sat bolt upright in her chair and
the nervous swing of her foot caused her to bounce in her seat.  “I’m his daughter.”


“And your connection, Mr. Bloodworth?”


“I’ve never met the man.”


The agent eyed him noncommittally, his bald head shining in
the glow of the overhead fluorescent light.  “So why did you ask Michael Bradomowitz
to look into…” He consulted the thick file he’d brought into the room with
him.  “…the possible closing of the
consulate?”


“I asked him to,” Angelita interrupted.  She smiled nervously when the agent
glanced at her without moving his head, his beady eyes flicking like a
lizard.  “My father’s been
pressuring me to do business with him, said it could help the consulate stay
open.  When I complained about it to
Jesse, he said he had a friend who could check it out and either refute or
substantiate his claims.”


Jesse shrugged when the agent looked back at him.  “Just trying to be helpful.”


“And what is your relationship with Ms. Barros, Mr.
Bloodworth?”


Ah, the question of the hour.  “We’re friends.  She rented a cabin from my dad for a few
weeks and we got to know each other.” 
It seemed safest not to mention how well they’d gotten to know one
another.


“And when was this?”


“About two and a half weeks ago.”


Agent Fielder cocked his head.  “So you made a phone call to Mr.
Bradomowitz and forgot about it?”


“Basically.  I
figured no news was good news.”  He
didn’t like the way the guy looked at him, as if he had something to hide.  If he’d had a guilty conscience, he’d
have cracked under the heat of Agent Fielder’s stare.


“When you say your father pressured you, what exactly do you
mean, Ms. Barros?”


Angelita shifted in her seat, wrung her hands in her
lap.  “At first he said he’d angered
some people in Brazil through his work with the consulate.  He said he needed my business to keep the
consulate open and keep him in the States so he wouldn’t have to go back.  He said he’d likely be killed if he
returned.”


“And did you agree to work with him?”


“No, not at first.” 
She laid her hands flat on the table, leaned forward as if speaking to a
girlfriend.  Agent Fielder had no
reaction.  “I thought he was
lying.  He always liked having me
under his thumb.  My company has
gotten some press recently and I really thought maybe it bothered him that I’d
made something out of myself without him.”


“So you complained to Mr. Bloodworth?”


“Yes and I suggested he ask his friend whether he’d heard
anything about the consulate closing.” 
She looked at Jesse, raised her palms.  “I didn’t know he’d heard back from his
friend until earlier today.”


Agent Fielder flipped through several pages of the file and
pushed a legal-sized document across the table toward Angelita.  “How did you get from thinking he was
lying to receiving this legal contract giving him power to purchase and ship
your textiles?”


“How did you get this?”


“What prompted him to send the contract, Ms. Barros?”


She sighed and sat back in her chair.  Jesse wanted desperately to reach out to
her, she looked so deflated, but he thought the contact would elicit more
questions from Agent Fielder.  “He
made more threats; my business partner, anyone I cared about.”  Her eyes cut to Jesse’s as she jerked a
shoulder and sat up.  “I couldn’t
take the chance.”


“You were afraid for Sophie?”  Jesse asked.  


She nodded and in her eyes he saw everything he needed.  “For everyone,” she said.  She’d been scared, not for herself, but
for her friends and, from the look on her face, he now knew for him.


Agent Fielder pulled the contract back across the table,
placed it in the file and closed it. 
“You haven’t signed the contract, have you, Ms. Barros?”


“No.”


“You’re one lucky lady.”  He stood and picked up the file as if to
leave.  Jesse didn’t know if he was
going to arrest them or throw them out. 
“He was brought in this afternoon. 
One of his sources, a guy we picked up a few months ago, started
talking.  We’ve got enough evidence
to keep your father behind bars until he’s…late seventies, I’d imagine.”


Angelita looked pale with shock.  “He’s been arrested?”


Agent Fielder nodded and held out a hand for Jesse to shake
as he stood and helped Angelita to her feet.  “I appreciate your coming in.  We’d have had to bring you in for
questioning anyway and this saves us a step.  I’ll need you both to sign a transcript
before you leave.”


“We’re not in trouble?” she asked as they reached the door
and Agent Fielder swung it open.  


“No, ma’am, you’re free to go.”


***


Lita sat in the passenger seat, numb, exhausted,
confused.  Her father was in jail,
Jesse was driving her home, and her company’s future was hers and Sophie’s to
decide.  “I’ve got to call
Sophie.”  She reached for her purse
on the floorboard.


“It’s almost midnight.” 
Jesse pointed to the clock on the dash.  “Maybe you should wait until morning.”


“You’re right. 
She’s pregnant and, with the first trimester fatigue, I’d imagine she’s
been asleep for hours.”  She looked
over at him, driving her SUV as comfortably as he drove his decades old Scout,
all rumpled, sexy, and…what?  She
wanted him to be hers, wanted it so bad she could taste it on her tongue, but
now that she was out of danger and he’d ridden to her rescue, would he mount up
in the morning and head back to Sequoyah Falls?  Of course he would.  He had a son and a business to take care
of, not to mention the fact that they’d never discussed any sort of
relationship between them.  It was
crazy.  Her father sat in jail and
she couldn’t give a damn, but the thought of Jesse heading out of town left her
terrified.  As much as she’d always
avoided relationships with men, she couldn’t imagine not seeing him again, not
being a part of his life.  


“You okay?”  He
brushed his hand over her knee and the intimacy of the moment, the familiarity
they’d come to share had her throat closing.  


“Yeah.  I’m a
little overwhelmed by everything, but yeah, I’m fine.”


He pulled her car to a stop in the parking garage and turned
off the ignition.  “Do you want me
to walk you up?”


“You’re not staying?”


“I don’t want to impose.”


“Don’t be stupid, Jesse.  Not only is it almost midnight, as you
pointed out, but I want you to stay.” 
She reached out for his hand. 
“Please stay.”


He led her to a luxury sedan parked along a side street and
opened the trunk.  


“Whose car is this?” she asked.


“Mine.”  He
retrieved a small bag from the otherwise barren space and gently closed the
back.  He tried to take her hand and
walk back to her condo, but she didn’t move.  


“Yours.  This is
your car?”


“Yes.”


“You made me ride all over creation in that windowless,
doorless thing you drive when all the while you had this beautiful…” She walked
alongside and looked in the windows. “…leather upholstered, wood-grained luxury
car?”


He shrugged and grabbed her hand, pulled her toward her
condo.  “You don’t like the
Scout?  I’m hurt.”


She slapped his chest as he pulled her tight.  “Just what the hell did you do in
Atlanta to afford all this?”


He stopped at looked at her confused.


“Your house? 
Your business?  A luxury
car?  I can barely afford my
mortgage and the SUV was a big splurge, but you seem to have it all figured
out.”


“I had a friend with a start-up company.  I invested a few thousand and it paid
off big time.”  He laughed at her
befuddled expression.  “You look so
cute when you’re mad.”  


She wasn’t mad, not by a long shot.  It felt so right, him being with her,
and yet so surreal.  She had to work
at keeping her grasp light, as she wanted to clutch at him and make him need
her the way she needed him.  She led
him to her bedroom and slipped inside the bathroom, unexpectedly nervous as she
closed the door behind her.


She emerged from the bathroom to find candles lit, the small
ones she’d placed on her nightstand and the mantle of her bedroom
fireplace.  The smells of vanilla
and cinnamon lent an almost balmy feel to the dim room.  Her head felt dizzy with sensation.  


Jesse stood with his back to her, a framed photograph of her
and Sophie at Sophie’s wedding in his hand.  Light danced over every curve of muscle,
every angle of his profile.  When
she cleared her throat he turned.


“Are you tired?” he asked.


She walked to him. 
The silky nightgown she’d chosen shimmied over her skin as she moved,
arousing and teasing them both. 
“No.”


He put the picture down and watched her.  She felt every flick of his eyes as if
they were his hands.  He touched a
finger to her shoulder, ran it down her arm causing chills to rise on her
skin.  “I was too rough with you
this afternoon.”


She shook her head. 
“You’ve never hurt me, Jesse. 
You wouldn’t.”  But he could,
if he chose to walk away, chose to turn his back on what they’d begun.  


“I would never want to.”  His lips followed the trail of his
finger and she felt her knees wobble. 
“You’re fragile, Angelita. 
You’ve got such tender skin.”


“I won’t break, but I won’t be able to stand much longer if
you keep touching me that way.”


He smiled as he lifted her off her feet, carried her in his
arms to the bed.  “Then let’s get
you off your feet.”


How could he draw her so far out of herself with just a
look, a touch?  Every time they were
together, it felt different and every time she inched closer to the edge of
something dangerous.  There were no
thoughts of fear when he cradled her, sent feathery kisses along her neck and
shoulders, the warmth from his breath searing through to her soul.  There was something more here than lust,
more than desire, more than longing. 



Her fingers drew his boxers away to reveal skin as soft and
alluring as the underside of a rock in the forest.  His skin, the heat from his body against
the silk of her gown, created friction that drove them both to the brink.  He murmured soft words she couldn’t
understand, but felt deep within her heart.  It opened, quivered, and spilled into
him with a force she couldn’t stop. 
Her eyes flew open at the discovery and were met by his, watching,
seeking some answer to the only question that would ever matter.  


He slipped inside of her and slowly, meticulously eased
their hunger.  When she fell asleep,
she didn’t know where she ended and he began.
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Jesse brewed coffee in the fancy maker Angelita had perched
on the creamy tiles of her counter. 
The sun had just risen above the trees that lorded over her historic
complex and he could see joggers heading to the park to get in a few miles
before work.  He knew why she loved
this place, with its long, full windows and sills deep enough to perch on,
views of the park and the narrow street below.  From the quirky dancing frog salt and
pepper shakers to the gecko towel holder, she’d made the space her own.  


There wasn’t anything whimsical about his home in the woods.  He loved it, had brought it to life with
stain, paint, and furniture, but it lacked that special touch she brought to
her condo.  What it lacked was her.  Last night had been like a dream.  Holding her, watching her move in the
candlelight, hearing his name come from her lips as she cried out.  There was no way in hell he could walk
away from her.


He’d meant to talk to her last night, but when she’d walked
out of the bathroom in that see-through nothing, his mind had blanked and he
only saw her and the flicker of candlelight in her impossibly dark eyes.  He didn’t have a clue how she felt about
him and they’d never really gotten into why she left without a word.  For a moment, sitting in the DEA
conference room, he thought he’d seen the answer in her eyes.  But in the light of day he couldn’t be
sure.  The ring tucked in his pants
felt like a ticking time bomb.


She walked out of the bedroom, her hair curling around her
face and her eyes puffy from sleep, the silky nightgown he’d peeled off her
last night rumpled.  “I could get
used to waking up to freshly brewed coffee.”  She wrapped her arms around him and held
tight.  “And you.  Good morning.”


“Sleep well?”  He
nibbled on her ear. 


“For what little we did, yes, very well.”


He filled her mug, added the sugar and milk before handing
it to her.  She watched him as she
sipped, a faint smile on her lips. 
“I like seeing you in my kitchen.” 
She set the mug down and ran her palms up his bare chest.


She’d given him the perfect segue and just when he opened
his mouth to broach the subject of their relationship, someone gave a brisk
knock on the door.


“That’s my neighbor,” she explained.  “He stops by sometimes for breakfast.”


“You’re for breakfast,” Jesse said as he moved toward the
door.  “And I’m not sharing.  Don’t you dare put your clothes on.”


He opened the door, prepared to scare off some lonely old
man when Sophie’s eyes widened at seeing him.  Her initial look of shock faded into a
brilliant smile.  “Well, we meet
again.”  She pushed past him into
the condo.  


Angelita stood in the kitchen, mug in hand, the strap of her
teddy draped over one shoulder.  He
hadn’t even bothered to button his jeans and, between her rumpled appearance
and his half-naked body, he was shocked Sophie didn’t seem embarrassed by what
she’d walked in on.  He went to
offer her some coffee when he saw she’d already helped herself to a glass of
milk.  


“So,” she said with a wicked glint in her eye.  “I’m sorry for barging in here like
this, but I had to know what was going on—with the business,” she added
when Angelita raised her brows at her. 



“My father’s in jail,” Angelita explained as Sophie settled
onto the couch.  Jesse picked up his
t-shirt and whipped it over his head. 
He sat on the wide sill of the den window and watched the two women
discuss their company’s future. 
“I’ve already shredded the contract.”


“Hallelujah.” 
She looked at Jesse.  “I had
a good feeling after you left the store yesterday that you’d see to it we’d be
okay.”


“I appreciate the vote of confidence, but I had very little
to do with Angelita’s father going to jail.”


She turned back to Angelita.  “How do you feel?”


“Fine.  I know
that sounds awful, but after what he threatened, on top of everything else he’s
done…I don’t really care that he’s going to prison.  He certainly didn’t care about putting
us in jeopardy of going to jail.”


She patted Angelita’s knee and a look passed between them
that confirmed what Angelita had already said; Sophie was her family.  Another obstacle to her leaving.


Angelita stood up and stretched.  The silky material rose to the tops of
her thighs when she lifted her hands above her head and Jesse had to work hard
at disguising his reaction.  Sophie
stood up gingerly.  “I’ll get out of
your hair.   Lita, I’ll see you
later at work.”


“No, Sophie, please stay.  I’m going to grab a shower and I’d love
it if you kept Jesse company.”


Damn, he was hoping to share that shower.  Lita walked to him and placed a hand on
his cheek.  “Do you mind?”


“Nope.”


She kissed him soundly before disappearing behind the
bedroom door.  Sophie looked over at
him appraisingly.  “So,” she
said.  “What’s the story with you
and Lita?”


***


Jesse looked like a deer in the headlights.  Not that Sophie had ever seen a deer in
the headlights, but she imagined the startled eyes and frozen body would be the
same.


“You tell me. 
That woman’s harder to figure out than a Rubik’s Cube.”


Sophie smiled. 
“You think?”


“Hummph.”  He
walked into the kitchen to refill his cup of coffee.  


“Well…”  She
followed him in and leaned against the counter.  “She likes you.  She wouldn’t have let you get as close
as you are if she didn’t.”


“You think I’m close?”


“You’re a hell of a lot closer than she lets most guys
get.  And believe me, they try.”


He looked skeptical instead of amused.  “I’ll bet they do.  Why does she keep everyone away?”


“Oh, you’re asking for the story of Lita.”


He raised his brows. 
“I’d like to hear it from her, but I don’t see her spilling her guts
anytime this century.”


Sophie glanced at the closed door Lita had sauntered into,
heard the water running through the old pipes.  “I don’t think she’d like me talking
about her.”


“You said yourself she likes me.”  He flashed a smile and she knew right
away why Lita couldn’t resist him. 
“What would be the harm?”


She sighed, but didn’t answer. 


“How about we start simple,” he suggested.  “How did you two meet?”


Sophie laughed. 
“There’s nothing simple about how Lita and I met.”  She looked at him, noticed the way he
held her gaze, the patient way he gave her time to think, all the while picking
at a spot on the counter like a man anxious, vulnerable.  Sophie was a sucker for a vulnerable
man.


“Did she tell you about our company?”


“Reluctantly.  I
did a little research and discovered your little shoe company is on the brink
of becoming an international phenomenon.”


“Our little company,” Sophie said wistfully.  “When I met Lita, it actually was her
little company.  What’d she tell
you—about how she made a few adjustments to her flip-flops and the rest
just fell in her lap?”


“Pretty much.”


“Figures.”


She went back to the couch when her stomach started its
daily roller coaster ride.  “The
only way it fell into her lap was that a woman at a park told her they were
ingenious.  Little Miss Lita made
ten prototypes and walked her eight months’ pregnant body to every shoe store
in Atlanta.”


“Pregnant?”


Oh shit.  “Lita
didn’t tell you about the baby?”


Jesse set his coffee mug on the table so hard it slopped
over the edge.  He didn’t even
notice.  “She has a child?”


Sophie closed her eyes. 
Damn her big mouth.  What
seemed like help now seemed like a betrayal.  “I…shouldn’t have said anything.”


He grabbed her arm, then loosened his grip when she eyed him
warily.  “Sophie, please.  You have to tell me.”


“I can’t…it’s not my place.”


“You’re halfway there. 
If you stop now, I’ll just ask Angelita and you know she’ll be pissed.”


Damn, he did have her figured out.  “Jesse, if she wanted you to know, she’d
have told you herself.”


“She would have—eventually.  Tell me,” he begged.  “I care about her.  Please.”


It was the way he said it, his hand on her sleeve, his heart
on his.  “Shit, she’s going to kill
me.”


“Tell me.”


“I was working in an upscale shoe boutique at the mall.  She hobbled in with her shoe, we started
talking.  She’d already put in eight
hours waitressing and was working her way around the mall with her mommy
flops.”  She smiled at the
memory.  “They were awesome.  My manager wasn’t there, so I told her
to come back later in the week when she’d be around, told her I’d talk to her
about the flops.”


She eyed the door, heard the water still running.  “She left a shoe and her card, but she
never came back.  I talked to my
manager, showed her the prototype, and she was ready to order.  When Lita didn’t show up, I called her
number and left a message.  Called
again a few days later. 
Nothing.  By this time, my
manager was hounding me, ‘Have you called the girl?  Have you talked to the girl?”  Sophie thought of her long ago boss, her
nasally New Jersey accent and overbearing perfume.  “So I went to the restaurant where she
said she worked, this dive in Midtown. 
Lady there told me she’d gone into labor and had a stillborn.  She said Lita would be back the next
week.”


“Fuck.”  He
looked like he’d been kicked in the gut.


“Yeah, I felt bad. 
Really bad.  She was so young
and so excited about the baby.  It
was a boy.  She’d already named him
Robert.”  She closed her eyes,
wondered what she would do if her baby didn’t live.  It was more than she could stand to
think about in the first few weeks of pregnancy.  “Anyway, I thought sooner or later she’d
return my call or come back to the store, but when another week went by and I
hadn’t heard from her, I went back to the restaurant.  She was working when I came in.  She looked…like a shell, like someone
had come along and turned her light right off.”


Sophie looked up and saw Jesse listening raptly, his hands
rubbing his knees.  “She gave me
some coffee and refused to sit down and talk even when there wasn’t anyone else
in the restaurant.  I explained that
my boss wanted to place an order for her shoes and she said she’d had several
calls, but she wasn’t making shoes anymore.  I asked her if it was because of the
baby and...well, I could almost hear the lock on her heart click shut.  I just kept coming back to see her.  I don’t know what it was—that she
was wasting this incredible opportunity or that I’d never seen anyone so
sad.  I figured she could use a
friend.  I think I just pestered her
enough to make her agree, just to shut me up.  It took her years to come out of her
shell, to be happy.  She still has a
hard time around babies.”


“What about the baby’s father?” he asked.  “Was she married?”


The creaking pipes indicated the water had stopped and
Lita’s shower had ended.  Sophie
sighed.  She’d already said too much.  “That’s for her to tell.”
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Jesse sat on the couch, shook Sophie’s hand when she got up
to leave, and watched her walk quietly out the door.  He couldn’t move, couldn’t put his
scattered thoughts together, could barely breathe.  Still born.  He couldn’t imagine what she’d been
through or what it must have taken to overcome that kind of loss, no matter the
circumstances.  She must have been
so alone, so lost…


The bedroom door opened and she emerged in a thick white robe,
her cheeks rosy from the shower, her skin glowing with health.  “Did Sophie leave?”


He stood up, walked to her, and ran his hands through her
damp hair.  Without a word, he
kissed her, poured his soul into the kiss, and tried to make up for all he hurt
she’d been through.  


She pulled back. 
In her eyes he could see she was a little stunned by his serious
expression, a little aroused. “Jesse?”


He couldn’t answer with words; he was afraid of what would
come out of his mouth if he started talking, so he backed her into the bedroom
and loved her with everything he had. 
He healed her with his kiss, his touch, his heart.  He’d never loved a woman more or given
himself to someone so completely.  


She settled into the crook of his arm, laid her head on his
chest, and sighed contentedly.  He
could feel her heartbeat against his skin, feel the heat of their bodies.  He sat up on one elbow and looked down
into her eyes, so soft, so full of affection.  


“Angelita,” he said. 
“Tell me about the baby.”


Her breath caught in her throat and the color drained from
her face.  She pushed away from him
and flung herself from the bed.  “It
sounds like I don’t have to.”  She
jammed her arms into the robe and cinched the tie around her waist so hard he
thought she might have drawn blood. 
But if blood were to be drawn, she wanted his, he could see by the look
on her face.  


“Tell me about what happened to you when the baby died.”


He watched her face crumble, literally sink before she
pulled herself back in.  When she
spoke, there was an icy edge, a cool quietness he’d never heard her use
before.  “Get out.”


“No.  I can’t,
Angelita.  Don’t you see that?”  He knew he had to push her, despite her
pleas.  It was the only way she’d
let him in.  


“I don’t want you here. 
I can’t go through it again. 
I won’t.”


He put his jeans on and followed her to the den where she
stood, her arms crossed tightly over her chest, her stare frigid, her mouth
tight in a stubborn line.  “Please
go.”


If she wanted anger, he’d give her anger.  “You think I don’t know what it’s like
to hit rock bottom?  You think my
life’s been a friggin’ picnic?”  He
moved to stand in front of her, forced her to look up at him.  “I had what you lost and, by the grace
of God, I still do.  But I didn’t
want it—back then.  When Kerri
Ann told me she was pregnant, I thought it was the end of my life.  All I could think about was me—how
my life would change, how my dreams were dead.  It never occurred to me that there’d be
a baby, a little life we’d created. 
Even when he was here and we were married, I still didn’t want it.  I didn’t want to be eighteen, nineteen,
twenty years old going to school at night and working all day long to support a
wife and kid.  I didn’t want to be
married, I didn’t want to be a father. 
I wanted to be single, successful, and living the life I’d dreamed about
living.” He ticked the points off on his fingers, watched the anger grow more
pronounced on her face, red with fury.


“The only thing I saw as holding me back,” he continued,
“were the two people who loved me enough to let me go.  And I went—I didn’t give anyone a
chance to change their mind.  It
took me three years to realize they hadn’t held me back, but propped me up and
gave my life more value than it could ever have without them.  So I came back on my own and begged for
Kerri Ann’s friendship and my son’s love and, as you know, they both let me
have them back without question, without thought, without hesitation.”  He reached out for her arm and she jerked
away.  He grabbed her hand and held
tight.


“I took what you lost and threw it away for awhile and thank
God I got it back.  Thank God.  So I want you to tell me what it was
like for you when you lost your baby. 
Your lowest moment.”


“I don’t want your pity.”  She tried to rip her hand free.  He held tight.


“I don’t pity you. 
I want to know you, really know you.”


“By making me relive the most painful time of my life?”


He loosened his grip when she struggled against him, watched
her pace to the window and look down at the street.  “Yes, if that’ll help me understand
you.  If that’ll let you realize I’m
not going to run away if things get messy or complicated or real.  I’m done running, Angelita.  Life’s about living, not about
hiding.”  He walked to her, put his
hands on her shoulders, felt them tremble through the thick material.  “Tell me about your worst.  The rest will be so much easier after
that.  Let it all out, Angelita, and
we’ll deal with it together.  You
won’t be alone this time.”


***


Lita stood at the window, saw the heavy leaves from the
magnolia tree shimmy in the light breeze, felt the heat of Jesse’s hands on her
shoulders, the heat from her anger and pain festering deep inside.  She never thought he’d do this to her,
force her to feel the pain again. 
It remained so fresh, just under the surface, so easily tapped.  It could put her under again.  “If you care about me at all, you
wouldn’t ask me to talk about this. 
It’s too much.”


“I more than care about you, Angelita.”  He turned her around, forced her to look
up at him with firm pressure on her chin. 
“I’m in love with you.”


She felt the sting of tears on her face, hot and thick,
tasted the salt in her mouth. 
“Don’t say that.”


“Why?”  


She tried to turn back to the window, couldn’t look at him
and say what she knew to be true in her heart.  He grabbed her shoulders so she couldn’t
move.  “No one has ever loved
me.”  She wiped her face with the
sleeve of her robe.  “You may think
you do now, but you won’t for long, trust me.”


“Now that’s just about the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”


She shouldered past him, grabbed a paper napkin from the
kitchen counter, and blew her nose. 
She knew she had to explain it all to him, if only to save him later
pain.  “I was seventeen when I got
pregnant.  I’d been dating the son
of one of my father’s associates. 
It was the first time I’d ever been of any use to him.”  She remembered how he’d encouraged the
relationship, told her not to deny him anything.  “When I found out I was pregnant, my
father was furious and the associate’s son, he said we’d never been
together.”  She looked up at Jesse
for the first time.  “I’d never been
with anyone else.  My father
believed him and threw me out of the house.”


Suddenly exhausted, she sank into the couch, clutched her
knees to her chest and, without realizing it, she began to rock.  “I stayed with our housekeeper’s family
for a few months until I could get an apartment of my own, worked as a waitress
and started making shoes.”  It felt
like there was a rock on her chest, a big boulder that would crush her if she didn’t
get it off.  “My water broke at
work, three weeks before my due date. 
I was so scared.  I wasn’t
ready yet; I hadn’t packed a suitcase or made arrangements to be off
work…”  She swiped her nose and
struggled against the sob she felt bubbling up.  “He was so beautiful.  Had a head full of black hair, ten
perfect fingers and toes.  He never
took a breath.”  The dam broke.  Hard, wracking sobs pulsed through every
nerve of her body, singeing a path to a place she’d determined never to go
again.  She felt Jesse’s arms around
her and didn’t have the energy or wherewithal to push him away.  Sorrow, so long buried, felt like a
presence in the room.  


She didn’t know how long she cried, didn’t realize she
clutched at Jesse, didn’t know his arms held her tight.  She didn’t realize telling the story
would feel like living it all over again and that, when it was over, she’d feel
hollowed out.  


She first registered Jesse’s soft murmurs when she came back
into the present, felt his hands on her back moving gently up and down, tasted
her tears on his chest.  He’d asked
for her worst and, by God, he’d gotten it. 
If she hadn’t been so exhausted, she’d have been mortally embarrassed.  She eased back slowly, felt the gentle
give of his arms.  He didn’t let go
completely and the look he gave her screamed of sympathy.  “I need a tissue.”  She felt unsure as to whether her legs
would support her and watched as he rushed to bring the box within reach.  She blew her nose twice and then sat
back into the couch.  “I’m sorry.  I think I’m done now.”


“You don’t ever have to apologize for your feelings.”  He sat down on the couch, thankfully
giving her some room to breathe and try to piece together her tattered
emotions.  “I hope you don’t
misunderstand when I say I’m sorry for what you went through, that you went
through it alone.  It makes
everything you’ve done with your life since even more impressive.”


“I wasn’t trying to impress you, Jesse.”


“You never have,” he said with a sideways grin.  “That’s one of the things I love about
you.”


Her cried out eyes filled again.  “You’re a glutton for punishment.”


“Yeah.”  He wiped
the tear from her cheek.  “So what
do we do now?”


She had to be honest. 
The worst was out and he had to understand the rest.  “You go back home, I go back to work,
and we remember this time together as…” 
Everything, she wanted to say. 
Absolutely everything.  “A
really wonderful experience.”  


The tender look on his face vanished, replaced with
what?  She couldn’t tell if he was
angry, sad, or just disappointed. 
His words cleared it right up. 
“You’re giving up on us, aren’t you?”  He shot up from the couch, paced away,
only to turn back around to face her again.  “You’re afraid.  You’re scared to death I’m not sincere,
that I’m going to bolt or stop loving you.”  He shook his head and waited for an
explanation.


If he hadn’t been right, his words wouldn’t have stung so
much.  “Jesse, you said yourself you
want to fill your house with children. 
Every bedroom, you said.” 
She blew her nose again, stood up on shaky legs.  “I can’t give you children.  I won’t ever go through that again.  It’s not fair to ask you to stay with
me, have a relationship with me when it’s destined to end.”


“Angelita, just because you had one bad experience—”


“One bad experience?” 
She held up her palms. 
“Jesse, my baby died!  It
almost crushed me.  I didn’t care if
I lived or died and it took years to feel happy again.  I wouldn’t survive another loss.”


“Did the doctor tell you what happened?  Did he say it might happen again?”


She turned away, tried to tamp down her anger.  They were just questions and she could
answer them without feeling like he was nailing daggers in her flesh.  “The cord wrapped around his neck.  They said it was a fluke.”


She felt his hand on her shoulder, rubbing, soothing, felt
it slip under the collar of the robe and touch the bare skin of her neck.  His hands, strong, calloused, steadily
worked the tension from her knotted muscles.  “If we tried again, I would be there
with you.  We would see specialists,
constantly monitor your progress…” 
She turned and tried to make him stop talking.  He wouldn’t be deterred.  “And if you couldn’t do it, we’d adopt.”


“Jesse…” 
Something inside of her fluttered, like little angel wings of hope, but
she couldn’t give it flight.  “This
is crazy.  You live in North
Carolina, I live here.  You have
your business, I have mine.  It
would never work.”


“You worked the whole time you were away.  Bryce said you e-mailed your designs to
Sophie and every time I saw you, you had that sketch pad in your bag.”


“There’s more to my job than designing.”  She hated the other parts, but that was
beside the point.  “And I can’t
abandon Sophie, especially now.’


“What do you mean, especially now?”


“I told you she’s pregnant.”  For the first time, she experienced the
sting of what that would mean, watching her best friend glow with health, feel
her child move inside of her womb, grow and give life to something that would
live and thrive.  


Jesse must have seen her thoughts on her face.  She’d always been told she wore it all
like a mirror.  “Baby,” he said and
the tenderness in his voice had her wanting to walk into his arms.  “We can have it all, we just have to
work it out, that’s all.”


“It’s not that simple.”


“Nothing worth having ever is.”  He ran his hands over his face.  He looked as wrung out as she felt.  She hadn’t even told him she loved him
and he talked of children and a life together.  She couldn’t tell him what was in her
heart; he’d never let her go.


“Jesse, I can’t let you do this.”


“You don’t have any choice and neither do I.”  He pulled something from his front
pocket and held it against his heart for a moment.  With his eyes closed, he looked like he
was praying.  “Angelita, I want to
spend the rest of my life with you, even if we can’t have kids, even if we
never try.  I simply can’t go
another day without you in my life. 
I know you’ve been through a lot and we’ve got a lot of stuff to work
out, but I don’t care about any of that. 
I want you to be my wife.” 
He held out his hand and in his palm was what looked like an antique
diamond engagement ring.  “This was
my mother’s.  Cal gave it to me
before I left to come down here.”


She’d seen a ring like that before, in an antique store
glass case.  She remembered thinking
how lucky a woman would be to have a ring with history, a ring that had been
through life and death and unimaginable love.  Here, in her tiny home where she’d
dreamed of things bigger than herself, stood the very man she’d waited her
whole life to find.  It wasn’t just
the ring he offered her, it was his heart. 
She was stunned beyond words, unable to speak, unable to move.  


“I’ll give you two weeks to figure it out.  Kerri Ann wants you at her wedding and
I’ll need you to have an answer for me by then.”


“They’re getting married?” she sputtered.


“In two weeks. 
That’s all the time I’ll give you.”


She watched as he lifted her arm, put the ring in her hand,
and turned around to retrieve his bag by the door.  He turned to face her.  “If you don’t come to me, I’ll come
after you, so don’t even think about hiding out here.”


He stared at her a long moment, his eyes the color of the
sky at dusk, his face so serious. 
Then the door closed behind him and she was left holding her future in
her hand.  A smile, as big and broad
as the mountains she’d soon call home, broke out on her face.  “Jesse,” she called as she ran for the
door.  He wasn’t in the hallway or
the stairwell leading to the parking garage.  How long had she just stood there?  Cinching her robe tight around her
waist, she ran out into the bright sun just as his car was pulling away from
the curb.  Barefoot, nearly naked,
and panting, she lunged for the hood. 
He braked to a halt.  The
hopeful look on his face behind the windshield nearly did her in.  He was out of the car in a
heartbeat.  


“If you think you can just propose to me and then leave for
two weeks,” she said as she made her way to where he stood by the open car
door, “you’re not as smart as you look.”


A truck driver blew his horn; Jesse’s car sat blocking the
narrow road.  They ignored it.  “If you think you can run half
naked-down the street and expect not to get…attacked, you’re not as smart as
you look,” he said with a decided twinkle in his eye.  


“I guess we’d better pool our meager resources and muddle
through the rest of our lives together, then.”  She settled into his arms.  “We’re just not smart enough to go it
alone.”  She handed him his ring as
the truck honked again.  “Put it on
me like you’re supposed to,” she ordered. 
“On bended knee.”


He sent her a scathing glare before bending down in the
street like a hero out of an old movie. 
“Marry me, Angelita. 
Please.”


She held out her hand and he slipped his mother’s ring on
her finger.  “It fits.”


“I knew it would.” 
He stood and pulled her into his arms.  “Is that a yes?”


“Jesse,” she purred. 
“You’re smarter than that…” 
The honking turned into catcalls. 
Angelita heard nothing but the beating of her heart.
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The pretty Methodist church, with its long stained-glass
windows and stone foundation, sat at the end of town, its parking lot
full.  The banisters, wrapped in
tulle whose ends flapped in the late afternoon breeze, gave away the wedding
about to happen inside.  Lita picked
up the box from her passenger seat and rushed through the doors.


“I need to see the bride,” she said to the formally dressed
older woman who stood near the entrance and seemed to direct the flow of
guests.  “It’s important.”


The woman’s brow creased as she poked her head inside the
chapel, rapidly filling with jubilant guests.  “Now?”


Lita nodded and tapped her hand over the box.  “Please, it’ll only take a moment.”


The woman ushered her along the back hallway, past an office
and several rooms used for children’s Sunday school.  She pointed up a narrow staircase.  “Top of the stairs, first room on the
right.”


The wooden stairs creaked as she climbed.  The potpourri sitting in bowls along the
small windows couldn’t mask the musty smell of the church.  Lita heard the murmur of muted voices
behind the closed door before she knocked. 
A woman, small, slender, but with the same bright green eyes as Kerri
Ann, answered.  “Can I help you?”


Lita heard a gasp and then Kerri Ann’s familiar voice.  “Mama, let her in.”


When the woman stood aside and opened the door, Lita caught
her first glimpse of Kerri Ann, so stunning in her pale gown.  “Oh, Kerri Ann.  You look…spectacular.”


“Thank God you made it,” Kerri Ann said.  “I was about to send out a search
party.”  She pulled her inside.  “Don’t you dare start crying.  I just finished retouching my makeup.”


Lita fanned her face, blinked furiously.  “Okay, okay, I won’t cry.”  She held out the box.  “I hope you like them.”


Kerri Ann took the box in her hands and lifted the lid.  “Oh, they’re gorgeous.”  She looked up at Lita and smiled.  “They’re better than I imagined.”


“Thanks for the vote of confidence.  Try them on.”  Kerri Ann slipped out of the plain,
dyed-to-match shoes hidden under her gown. 



She eased her foot into the three-inch peep-toe pump Lita
had designed with lace.  “Look at
the color.  They match perfectly.”


“You’ve got great taste, Kerri Ann, in wedding dresses and
in men.”


She clasped Lita’s hands and stood up, towering over the two
women in the room.  “Mama, this is
Lita.  Lita, my mama, Trudy
Russell.”


Lita shook the woman’s hand and kissed Kerri Ann on the
cheek before heading for the door. 
“I’ll see you later.”


“Have you seen Jesse?”


“Not yet.  I
will, after the ceremony.”  


Kerri Ann cocked her head and raised her brows.  “Bryce said he’s been a nervous wreck
waiting on you to get here.”


“You’re not supposed to see Bryce on your wedding day!”


“Don’t get your panties in a wad.  I wouldn’t push my luck that way,
especially today of all days.  We’ve
been texting.  He’s said the most
wonderful things.  I’m the luckiest
woman in the world.”


“And the most beautiful bride.  Kerri Ann, I’m so very happy for you.”


Kerri Ann waved her hands in front of her face.  “You’re gonna get the water works
started again.”


“I’m sorry, honey, but it had to be said.  Now, I’m off.  Don’t you worry.  Bryce wouldn’t care if you came down in
clown makeup.  That man is in love.”


“He’s not the only one.”


Lita gave her a quick hug and scooted out of the door and
down the stairs to the chapel.  


It was packed, both sides jammed with suits, multi-colored
dresses, and even a few hats among the crowd.  She slipped inside and eased into a seat
in the last pew.  A teenaged girl
slumped over a piano playing an incredibly moving “Ave Maria”.  Lita took her first steady breath since
she’d left Atlanta.  


Just as she’d begun to relax, a side door opened and the
minister emerged in full white robes, followed by Bryce, Ty, and Jesse.  Her chest constricted and she felt tears
sting her eyes.  They looked so
handsome, the three of them in dark suits and white rose boutonnières.  Bryce stood ramrod straight, looking
like a prince waiting for his princess, not a trace of nerves on his face.  Ty fidgeted with his tie and seemed
unable to stand still.  Jesse set a
reassuring hand on Ty’s shoulder before adjusting his own tie.  


Jesse scanned the crowd, his expression serious.  She couldn’t take her eyes off him, his
dusty blond hair darker with gel, every hair in place.  Clean-shaven, his face seemed even more
angled, more handsome, more dangerous. 
Everything inside of her craved his touch, his smile, but he continued
to look through the pews, searching. 
She rose when the music changed to the bridal chorus and watched as
Kerri Ann strode confidently through the doors, her face radiant beneath the
thin veil of lace.  Lita turned to
see Bryce’s reaction and that’s when she realized Jesse had found her; his eyes
bored a hole through her heart. 
When he winked and flashed his crooked smile, she knew she was home.


The ceremony was quick and business-like, just like the
bride, and before long the couple headed down the aisle to the wedding
march.  She lost Jesse as he headed
through the doors with a bridesmaid on his arm and guests filed out of the pews
into the center aisle.  Even with
her three-inch heels, she could barely see above the people in front of
her.  When she finally reached the
vestibule, the wedding party had disappeared and the guests, after milling
around a bit, began heading to their cars. 
She spied Cal as he emerged from a back hallway, smiling and nodding to
a group of older women.  


“Cal.”  She
reached for his arm.  


He turned and smiled. 
“Well, if it isn’t my soon to be daughter-in-law.”  He placed a kiss on her cheek before
stepping back to examine her from head to toe.  “And looking mighty pretty.  How have you been?”


“Anxious to get back.” 
She scanned the thinning crowd. 
“Have you seen Jesse?”


“Not since the ceremony, but I assumed he’s with the wedding
party in the back.  There are a slew
of lights and cameras being set up in the chapel for pictures.”


Pictures.  She
hadn’t thought of that.  “Oh….”


“Why don’t you head on over to the reception with me.”  He leaned down to whisper in her
ear.  “That ought to get the old
tongues a-flapping to walk in with you on my arm.”


She had to laugh when he raised his brows suggestively.  “Okay, I guess it would be silly to
wait.”


She had a drink at the reception as Cal wound her through
the crowd and introduced her to his friends.  He didn’t mention her status as his
son’s fiancé, as they’d all agreed it was Kerri Ann’s day.  She declined a second drink when her
stomach began to twist with anticipation. 
Where in the world was Jesse? 
The band had begun playing country music cover songs and the crowd,
minus their jackets and ties, seemed to settle under the pavilion at Jesse’s
raft shop, ready for a long night of fun. 



She recognized Mr. and Mrs. Collins from the general store,
Bryce’s secretary, and just about every other person she’d ever run across in
her weeks in Sequoyah Falls.  Cal
had sauntered away and started dancing with a woman he’d introduced as
Sally.  By the looks of things, he
might not go home alone.  


It looked as if the whole town had shut down to celebrate
Kerri Ann and Bryce’s nuptials.  So
where the hell was the wedding party? 
She’d just decided to wait in line for another drink when she felt a
finger run down the length of her arm. 
She turned to see Jesse, his expression serious, standing so close she
could feel his breath on her skin.  


“Care to dance?” 
Before she could answer, he took her in his arms and there, between the
fold-up chairs and covered tables, began swaying her back and forth.  


“Jesse.”  She had
so much to say, but the look in his eyes had her throat closing and the corners
of her mouth tilting upward.  “I’d
love to dance.”


She felt his hand on her back through the material of her
jersey dress and could have sighed with contentment.  She’d come home, to his arms, to this
town, to a man who loved her completely. 
He wouldn’t run, wouldn’t change his mind about loving her, wouldn’t
ever make her feel like anything less than what she wanted to be.  


“I like the dress. 
I almost didn’t recognize you in something so conservative.”  He looked down.  “Of course the shoes were a dead
giveaway.”


She smiled and followed his eyes to her ruffled orange
sandals, a shocking contrast to her lime green dress. “All eyes should be on
the bride today, Bloodworth.  Don’t
you know that?”


“Was there another woman at the ceremony besides you?  I’m not sure I noticed.”


“I hope you never do. 
Jesse…”  She pulled back from
his arms.  He looked down at her
with emotion dancing in his eyes. 
“I’ve missed you.”


“That,” he pulled her back into his embrace, swaying side to
side, his eyes on hers, “is the understatement of the century.”


She tried to pull away when Kerri Ann and Bryce entered the
pavilion.  “No,” he said.  “We’re dancing, and I’ve waited a long
time to get my hands on you. 
Whatever you have to say to them, you’ll have to say it later.”


She feigned frustration when inside she felt content, right
down to her toes.  


“Have you made any decisions about your business?”  His breath tickled the sensitive skin of
her neck.  


“Sophie wants to quit when the baby comes.  She’s not ready to let go completely and
neither am I.  We’re going to hire a
COO to run the day to day, that way she can keep her hand in and I keep
designing, which, as you pointed out, I can do from anywhere.”


He stopped swaying, looked at her with furrowed brows.  “You’re giving up an awful lot to be
with me.  I’m not giving up a
thing.  I don’t want you to have any
regrets.”


“I don’t have any regrets, Jesse, and I won’t.  Besides, you are giving up a few
things.  Your bachelorhood, for one,
and possibly the chance to have another child of your own, if I can’t carry a
child to term.”


“I already have a child of my own, no matter what happens,
and I’ll gladly give up bachelorhood to spend the next fifty or sixty years
with you.”


“There’s something else I need you to do.”  She brought them to a stop.  “I’ve seen the size of your closet,
Bloodworth, and it’s just not going to cut it.”


Jesse laughed and pulled her tighter.  “I’ve already thought of that.  Contractor’s coming out next week to
take a look at our options.”


“I knew there was a reason I fell in love with you.”  She snuggled closer.  “I guess we’re really going to make it
official.”


“Looks like. 
There is one thing you’re going to have to do before we get married,” he
said.  “You’re not going to like it
and, as a matter of fact, you’re going to hate it.”


“What?” The look in his eyes had her worried.


“No woman of mine is going to go through life without at
least once rafting down the Powollachee.”


She’d climb mountains for him, wrestle demons, and face
fire-breathing dragons if that’s what it took.  “I’ve agreed to marry you, you big
idiot.  You think a little thing
like a raging river is going stand in my way?”  She kissed him soundly, nestled into his
arms.  “Boy, have you got a lot to
learn.”
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Mending the Line by Christy Hayes



 

Ty Bloodworth had been in a daze for the better part of
three months. He inhaled deeply and closed his eyes while he waited for the
object of his desire to appear. All the things he savored with that one breath
captured everything he loved about the woods. Nobody understood why he chose to
live alone tucked in the forest instead of in the free wheeling dorms near the
fly shop, but at twenty-four, he’d had enough of communal living. 


He sucked in another breath of cool morning air and could
almost feel it clearing out all the dust in his lungs. His friends said it was
too quiet, but had they listened, really listened? The birds called to loved
ones, back and forth from above and all around. The bugs croaked a different
melody from the ground. Squirrels, when they scuttled about the forest floor,
sounded like a speeding jaguar leaping on its prey. 


And then he heard it, the sound he’d been waiting for
while holding his steaming cup of coffee and wearing nothing but a pair of
shorts. The gravel crunched under her mile-eating stride. When she cleared the
curve, he let his free hand rest on his stomach and tried to wipe away the
ache. He felt the clench in his gut, the adrenaline rush he felt just before
reeling in a big fish. Jill Jennings probably wouldn’t appreciate being
compared to a fish.


He felt himself lean forward in anticipation, ushering the
moment of eye contact to fruition. He wasn’t disappointed by the wait. She was
beauty in motion, although she’d probably hate that description as she pushed
herself up the steep incline. Sweat made her thin shirt cling to her stomach
muscles as they twisted with every step. Her quadriceps quivered, almost in
tune with his thundering heart. She wasn’t the biggest fish he’d ever seen, not
with her elegant build and slight frame, but she was the most magnificent.


Conflicted by his overwhelming attraction while still
attached to his girlfriend back home, Ty avoided Jill most of the time, at the
restaurant where she worked and whenever she came to the fly and rafting shop
to visit her roommate. He didn’t even try to ignore her here, outside his door
when he could watch her move and admire everything about her that had caught
his attention from the very first glance. 


She looked up, her head swung in his direction, and a line
of irritation graced the delicate space between her dark brows. She glanced
down at the path, but not before she landed on a rock that had fallen from the
stony overhang at some point and came to rest in the road. Her ankle buckled
and she went down hard, her leg crashing against a boulder lining the road. Ty
heard the crack just seconds before her scream. He was at her side in a flash,
grabbing her shoulders as she thrashed around on the ground, filling her
chestnut hair with gravel and dirt. 


“It’s broken,” she huffed through clenched teeth. “Damn
it, it’s broken.”


Ty noticed her eyes hadn’t filled with tears, but the
tawny color had almost disappeared around her enlarged pupils. She was dangerously
close to shock.


“I’m going to pick you up and carry you to my truck,” he
said. 


“No, no, no,” she whispered, as if speaking loudly would
make the pain spread throughout her body. “Call an ambulance. I don’t want to
move.”


“I don’t think either one of us wants to wait forty
minutes for an ambulance to come from Del Noches. I’ll be careful. Put your
arms around my neck.”


After one uncertain look, she cinched her fingers around
his neck and he lifted her into his arms, careful to support, but not grab her
injured leg. Once he got the door open, he kicked his fly vest to the
floorboard and gently placed her on the backseat. She used her arms to inch
across so Ty could close the door before he raced inside the cabin for his
keys, wallet, and cell phone.


He tried to drive with consideration for how every bump
and turn felt as she braced herself with her arms and breathed heavily through
her nose. “You okay back there?” he asked as he studied her face through the
rearview mirror. She’d gone deathly pale and her pupils were still enlarged.


She let out a groan when the truck bounced over a rut in
the gravel. “I will be once we get onto the blacktop.”


“We’re almost there.” He gunned the engine when they
leveled out and he could see the pavement ahead. “Is there anyone you want me
to call? Your family?”


“No. Not yet.” She held her lips tight and her head leaned
back against the seat. “I’ll deal with them later.”


Ty could only wonder why she didn’t want her family around
when she’d obviously broken her leg and lay writhing in pain. He knew her dad
was her coach, but beyond that, he knew very little about the girl in his
backseat, other than how she’d occupied his mind for most of the summer. 


He passed an RV, a huge tractor, and a carful of tourists
on the two-lane highway before pulling under the emergency overhang for Del
Noches General. He hopped out, ran inside, grabbed a wheelchair, and lifted her
from the truck as delicately as he could. He wheeled her in, oblivious to his
state of half dress.


“I need some help here,” he said to no one specific when
everyone seemed not to notice the girl whimpering in pain in the wheelchair
with her leg lying at a very unnatural angle. When the nurse stood up and
looked over the partition and down at Jill, she dropped her clipboard and
bounded around the counter.


“What happened?”


“I broke my leg,” she managed before her eyes fluttered
closed.


“She’s going into shock.” The nurse grabbed the wheelchair
and ran her into the back. Ty stopped at the doors she’d disappeared behind and
wondered what he should do. He walked back to his truck, fished his cell phone
out of the cup holder, and called Tommy Golden at The Golden Rule fly shop.


“Tommy, it’s Ty.”


“Don’t tell me you’re canceling this afternoon with the
Allgoods.”


“I’m not. Listen, I’m with Jill Jennings at the hospital.
She broke her leg running on the road outside my house.”


“Shit.”


“Yeah. They just took her back and I don’t have any way to
get in touch with her family. Is Olivia there?”


Tommy blew out a breath loud enough for Ty to hear. “She’s
out with a group, but I know someone who’d know. Where’d you take her?
Westmoreland?”


“Del Noches.” When Tommy groaned, Ty explained, “It’s a
bad break, Tommy. She was going into shock. I don’t think she’d have made it
all the way to Westmoreland.”


“Her dad’s going to have a fit.”


“Yeah. Can you make some calls? I don’t want her to be
here alone.”


“You leaving?”


He looked down at his bare feet and chest. “No, not until
someone else gets here. But tell them to hurry.”


“Will do,” Tommy said. “I’ll be in touch.”



 

Ty knew when Jill’s father arrived. Picking him out as a
track coach wasn’t hard, not with his lean figure and the gold windbreaker
synonymous with the local college. His dark hair, the exact color of his
daughter’s, was beginning to streak with gray around the temples and his
worried expression turned to suspicion when Ty stood up and approached him as
he waited by the nurses’ station.


“Mr. Jennings?” Ty asked.


Gary Jennings assessed Ty from toe to head. Ty stood at
least half a foot taller than Jill’s dad. Despite his height advantage, Ty felt
put in place by Gary’s disdainful stare, especially since Ty stood shirtless in
a pair of flip-flops he’d found in the back of his truck. “Yes?”


“I’m Tyler Bloodworth. I brought your daughter in.”


“You did? From where?”


“She fell in front of my place on Vista Road just north of
the Lower Fork.”


“Vista Road? What the hell was she doing up there?”


Ty lifted his shoulder. “Running?”


The nurse returned and told Gary he could follow her
through the double doors. Gary didn’t even say thank you, or goodbye, or glance
in Ty’s direction before hurling himself through the doors. 


Ty’s cell phone rang as he walked to the parking lot.
“Yeah,” he said when he recognized Tommy’s shop number on the display.


“Jill’s dad should be there soon.”


“He’s already here. Thanks for the warning.”


“Lyle said he’d be upset.”


“Lyle?” Ty rubbed the spot on his chest that continued to
ache from not knowing how Jill was doing. The nurses wouldn’t even give him an
update because he wasn’t family.


“Lyle Woodward. Friend of Jill’s; he lives in Hailey.”


“Oh.” Friend didn’t mean boyfriend, but that didn’t help
Ty’s mood. Of course, he wasn’t exactly one to cast stones considering he’d yet
to cut ties with Dana. “I’ll be in later for the Allgoods.”


“Last group of the season for you, my friend. You’re one
hell of a fishing guide. If you change your mind and want to come back next
summer, you let me know.”


“I just might,” Ty said. He’d been thinking about it since
the first moment he saw Jill. “I’ll let you know by the end of the first
semester.”


“Hell, kid. I thought I was pissing in the wind. What
happened to Wyoming?”


“I like it here,” he said as he took one last glance at
the hospital entrance where the real reason he’d come back was hopefully
getting the help she needed. “More than I thought I would.”
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