
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      


      


      


      


      RAISING THE SOLDIER’S SON


      Clare Connelly

    


    


    


    All the characters in this book are fictitious and have no existence outside the author’s imagination. They have no relation to anyone bearing the same name or names and are pure invention.

    All rights reserved. The text of this publication or any part thereof may not be reprinted by any means without permission of the Author.

    The illustration on the cover of this book features model/s and bears no relation to the characters described within.


    First published 2015

    (c) Clare Connelly

    Photo Credit: dollarphotoclub.com/Les Cunliffe and Olly


    Contact Clare:

    http://www.clareconnelly.co.uk

    Blog: http://clarewriteslove.wordpress.com/

    Email: Clareconnelly@outlook.com

    Follow Clare Connelly on facebook for all the latest.

    Join Clare’s Newsletter to stay up to date on all the latest CC news. http://www.clareconnelly.co.uk/subscribe.html


    


    

  


  
    

    PROLOGUE


    “It’s not just that I love you. It’s that I can’t live without you.”


    Annabeth stared into his eyes, and it almost felt like it was the first time she’d really seen him. His handsome face was set earnestly, the blonde hair she liked to run her fingers through so short now. Not like over the summer, when it had been thick and slightly curly, streaked fair by the sun they’d spent days under. He’d been so carefree then. Youthful, vibrant, powerful and confident. Now, he just looked serious.


    “Then don’t go,” she whispered, only partly joking.


    His smile was indulgent. “We’ve had this conversation a thousand times.”


    “I know. And you just never seem to listen to reason,” she chastised, tossing her magazine aside and standing to face him.


    Kirk’s sigh was heavy with emotion. “I think I’d be put in prison if I didn’t show up tomorrow,” he pointed out, both logic and fact behind him.


    Annabeth wrinkled her small ski jump nose, quirking her lips to one side like she did when she was thinking things through. They’d had this argument so many times, and the result was always the same. She didn’t want to ruin their last night with a fight she couldn’t win. “Kirk, you know I love you, too.”


    “I get deployed tomorrow,” he said, urgently, his frown deepening. His pale eyes were clouded with feeling. “We don’t know how long my tour’s going to be.”


    Annabeth swallowed past the pain she’d grown accustomed to. At first, joining the Navy had seemed like an abstract concept. He’d been a high school senior, and so many obstacles had peppered his path that she hadn’t let it rattle her.


    His father, an Alabama Billionaire with a rich political background, for one. Annabeth had been sure she could count on Don Robinson to pull the pin on Kirk’s military aspirations. Far from it, though, old Don had actually thought it a good idea. He’d said it would bode well for any political aspirations of Kirk’s own.


    And Kirk had clung, steadfast, to his desire to serve and protect his country. To better the world however he could.


    And his time had come.


    He was now only hours from shipping out.


    Their future hung by a thread, because nothing was certain when it came to young men and faraway wars.


    Annabeth squeezed her eyes shut, trying to delay the inevitable feeling that her heart would surely break. She’d loved Kirk for as long as she’d known him. Oh, she’d only been a teenager when she’d first really met him, but he was legend in their small town, and she’d heard about him all her life.


    At first, she hadn’t known that the way her heart raced and skin tingled meant she loved him.


    But now she did.


    “You don’t need to tell me when you get deployed.” She jerked her head towards the big calendar on her dormitory wall. “See?” Circled around the following day’s date was a big frowning face.


    He smiled wistfully, pulling her into his arms. “You’re the only person who’s ever made me doubt this decision.” He pressed a finger under her chin, forcing her to look him square in the eyes. “Baby, I don’t want to leave you. You know that, right?”


    She shook her head slowly from side to side, letting the tears moisten her eyes, finally. “Then why are you?”


    He brushed his palm over her curling blonde hair. “I think it’s every fit and able bodied man’s duty to give something back to his country. Especially someone like me.” He stared straight ahead, trying not to think about how good she felt pressed against him. How right it was to be by her side. “I have every opportunity at my disposal because of wealth. I’m lucky. We’re lucky. This country, what we have… it’s something we take for granted. So many people in the world live in poverty, not even able to get a meal on the table.”


    Her smile was watery. “Well, if you’re hoping to feed them, you’ve got another thing coming. You’re a hopeless cook, Kirk Robinson.”


    He didn’t feign amusement. “I’m coming back for you, Beth. And I want you to wear something for me, to remember me while I’m gone.”


    She shivered, as sadness at the inevitability of their parting washed like a wave over her body. “I don’t need to wear something to remember you.” She pushed her fist against her chest. “I have you in here. I always will.”


    He lifted her hand and kissed her palm. “Nonetheless…”


    While she watched, he bent down, kneeling to the floor in front of her. The dormitory seemed larger somehow, without his tall, broad figure crowding the space.


    “Kirk? What are you doing?”


    He cleared his throat, and pulled a turquoise velvet pouch from his shirt pocket. “Beth, for as long as I can remember, I’ve loved you. For as long as I’ve known you, I’ve known you are my only future.” She watched as he pulled at the drawstrings then tipped the pouch upside down, emptying a perfect circlet into his hands. She gasped. It was a ring. White gold with an enormous diamond held in a four-claw setting. “Would you do me the honor of agreeing to marry me, Annabeth Sparks?”


    A complicated weight of emotions pressed into her. Delight, so heady and real it was like cotton candy on her tongue, warred with despair that the wedding must be delayed for as long as he was serving. It could be years. And still, she had no option. He was right. He was her future, just as she was his, and nothing – no amount of time, nor duty – would alter what they both knew to be inevitable.


    “Yes.” She said simply. Who needed more words than that, when her smile was so bright it could outshine the sun?


    CHAPTER ONE


    Five years later.


    “Don’t look now, but the past just walked right on in here.” Emma Whittaker, loyal friend and confidante, tilted her head in the direction of the glass doors, her newly cut bangs blowing into her eyes.


    Annabeth didn’t have time to chat, much less look. The Whistlestop was thronging with its usual Friday night crowds. Every stool at the bar was occupied, the tables at the back were filling, and Annabeth was down a waitress. She slid the tap off and placed a foaming beer on top of the bar. “There you go, Muddy,” she smiled at one of the regulars, ringing his drink on to his well-used account.


    He lifted it to his lips by way of thanks, leaving Annabeth to scan the bar for her next customer. It was then that her eyes landed on The Past Emma had been referring to. She froze. Her body felt limp suddenly, her face tingled and her eyes stung.


    Kirk Robinson. The man she had loved desperately, who had broken her heart with his cruel coldness, the man who had promised her the world and then disappeared into nothingness, was standing in the middle of The Whistlestop. And he was staring right at her.


    “Geez, he looks even better than ever,” Emma whispered unhelpfully, her dark eyes sailing over Kirk curiously now.


    He’d always been a total hunk. With his Quarterback’s body, thick blonde hair, a tan that was golden like caramel, deep blue eyes and a square jaw, he was a teen heartthrob like no other. And he had been her teen heartthrob. Annabeth’s pulse was racing furiously through her body, as her eyes were drawn, as if by a magnetic force, to stare into his.


    How she’d loved him.


    She cleared her throat and forced herself to look away. Her cheeks were pink, and her hands were shaking. She wiped them down the front of her apron and resumed her scan of the busy bar. “What’ll it be, Dan?” She forced a smile to her face as she addressed the local doctor, and her close friend.


    “Light beer, thanks,” he responded, his New York accent so different to the southern drawls she was used to. When Doctor Dan Spencer had first moved to Clearview, Alabama, he’d stuck out like a sore thumb. With his penchant for wearing suits in a town more suited to jeans and sweats, and his fancy convertible, he was as different to the local folk as could be. He was young too, which didn’t help matters. Old Doc. Carter, who’d resigned and made way for Dan, had been in his seventies when he’d finally hung up his stethoscope. Many were skeptical of just what skills a man in his early thirties could possess. Not Annabeth. She’d needed Doctor Dan from the minute he’d arrived in town, and since then, he’d attended to so many cuts and scrapes that she’d lost count.


    Looking into his kind green eyes was comforting now. She passed his beer over and then moved back to Emma. Annabeth was steadfastly ignoring Kirk; Emma, she realized with a rush of gratitude, was doing the same. She’d put an earphone into her right ear, and was staring determinedly ahead, despite the fact Kirk was just a few feet down the bar.


    “Annabeth.” His voice was just as she remembered it, deep and hoarse, powerful even in just that one word. And damn it, it still had the power to turn her blood into a raging torrent of fire. She balled up her courage. She couldn’t ignore him. She wasn’t a kid, and she didn’t still love him.


    The last time they’d seen each other, Annabeth had been twenty years old, with a bright future at her feet. To see her tending her dad’s bar now left Kirk with an unmistakable lump of disappointment lodged in his chest. Whatever else had happened, he’d at least believed she would make a good life for herself. A good life for herself, without him in it to screw it all up.


    “What are you having?” Even to her own ears, her voice was hostile. Aggressive. Beside him, Emma gave Annabeth a none-too-subtle thumbs up.


    “Annabeth,” he breathed out a slow sigh. “I didn’t realize you’d be here.”


    Of course you didn’t. You don’t know anything about me anymore. “Well, I am.” Her smile was dripping with falseness. “What would you like?”


    His blue eyes narrowed as, with concentration, he raked them over her face. Her blonde hair still had its corkscrew curls, but she wore it long now. It bounced down her back and spilled over her shoulders, forming curtains across her chest. He lowered his eyes, seeing every swell and curve that the green t-shirt and fitted jeans showed.


    “Woah, buddy,” Emma interjected, practically snarling at the man who’d broken her best friend’s heart. “Quit the drooling. She ain’t yours anymore.”


    “Emma,” Annabeth took in a deep breath. “I can handle him.”


    Kirk held his hands up in apology. “I just…” his voice was thick, his smile expressing true discomfort. “I wasn’t… prepared to see you yet, Annabeth. I didn’t know you’d be here.”


    “It’s still her dad’s bar, Kirk,” Emma retorted hotly.


    Kirk’s glance was laced with frustration. He knew whose damned bar it was. Horace Sparks was the reason he’d come straight to The Whistlestop just about as soon as soon as he’d blown into Clearview. “As far as I knew, you were still in Boston.”


    Annabeth could tell Emma was about to unleash an acerbic rant at Kirk, detailing exactly why Annabeth hadn’t been able to continue with her studies at the prestigious campus; why she’d had to leave her life and come home to Clearview. She cut Emma off preemptively. “No. I’m not. I’m here.” Where I’ve always been. Where I’ll always be. For a second, she glimpsed the future she could have had, and pain, so real it could have crippled her if she allowed it, pierced her heart.


    “But… you were so set on Boston. I don’t understand.”


    “No.” She nodded noncommittally. She’d been set on Boston because it was close to Annapolis. Every decision in her life had been made with this man in mind, and he’d forgotten she existed. “You don’t. I’m busy, Kirk. Are you going to order a drink, or just keep sitting there with your mouth open?”


    He shook his head, as if to clear a fog. “A couple of Buds. Please.”


    She smiled tartly then began to pull the beers. Her pulse was skittering in her body. Her teeth were gritting together with the effort of not losing it. Her palms were sweaty. She placed the beers on the bar, and pulled her hands away immediately. She couldn’t bear for him to touch her. Those hands that had once brought her such pleasure. No. She couldn’t.


    Possibly following the same logic, Kirk placed a black American Express card on the top of the bar. “I’ll start a tab.”


    “No worries,” she took the card and looked down at it instinctively. She frowned, as she read the name on it. “CEO of Robinson Inc.?”


    He nodded, his eyes not meeting hers.


    “So your plans didn’t work out either, huh?” His one-eyed commitment to the Navy had been legendary. His desire to serve had forced them apart, in the end.


    “You could say that,” he remarked, his words cold.


    “How long?” And when she looked at him, the mask of bravado had slipped away, and he saw the pain and anguish in her eyes. Annabeth didn’t bother trying to hide it. “How long have you been back?”


    Hell, this wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. “Four years.”


    “Four years?” Annabeth had to grip the bar for support. He’d been back four years and never once thought to look her up? To call her? To say ‘hi’? The man she’d been engaged to, who’d ended their engagement with a stupid email, had completely removed her from his life, and he’d been back four years without so much as a ‘sorry to hurt you’?


    She was nodding, her eyes stinging with the threat of tears. But she wouldn’t give him that much. She swallowed past the lump that had formed in her throat. “Okay. Great. Enjoy your, um, drink.”


    Annabeth didn’t care that they were slammed with customers. She was desperate to escape, even though it meant leaving the bar to the other girls for a few minutes. On autopilot, she slipped Kirk’s credit card into an envelope and pegged it to the back wall. Dazed, she walked through the restaurant, and pushed out onto the large balcony that surrounded the whole building. A flock of gulls was flapping about on the foreshore, chirruping so loudly they were almost deafening.


    This was one of the best spots on the south coast. How Wade loved it here. Annabeth’s heart clutched as she thought of her little boy. The little boy she’d been raising all on her own, because Kirk had disappeared from her life.


    “Hey, are you okay, honey?” Emma burst out onto the deck, her face a study in pity. “What an asshole, coming in here like that, huh?”


    Annabeth thought about defending him, but she couldn’t. She sobbed. “What’s he doing here?”


    “He says he’s here for a wedding.”


    Annabeth had thought her heart couldn’t hurt any more than it already did. “His?” She whispered, keeping her steady blue gaze focused on the glistening horizon.


    “No. Remember Cam?”


    “His cousin?”


    “Yeah. He’s getting hitched, to some poor girl. Apparently they decided the Robinson plantation was the place.”


    “Of course.” She thought of La Cachette, the beautiful and historic home that five generations of Robinsons had called home. Set amongst hectares of fields, with a stream running through the back, it was a picture perfect spot for a private ceremony. “And you used to like Cam, didn’t you?”


    “I don’t like anyone that has anything to do with Kirk Robinson,” she promised fiercely, wrapping a slender arm around Annabeth’s waist.


    Her solidarity meant more to Annabeth than Emma would ever know. “Thank you,” Annabeth whispered, not bothering to check the tears that were sliding down her cheeks.


    “Are you going to tell him about Wade?”


    Annabeth squeezed her eyes shut, the pain in her heart almost nauseating in its intensity. “I don’t know.” She shook her head. “He’s been back four years. That’s four years of Wade’s life that he missed because he didn’t care enough about me to so much as call. How can I invite him back into my life now? Into our lives? What if he does the same all over again, but this time, it’s Wade’s heart on the line, instead of mine?” She shook her head. “Did he say when the wedding is?”


    Emma nodded. “A couple of weeks.”


    “Well, that’s what, fourteen, days or so? I can just steer clear of him, right?”


    Emma’s silence was disapproving. Finally, taking care how she couched her thoughts, she said, “Beth, I love you. I love Wade. He’s the goddamned best Godson anyone could have. But he’s got a daddy. And he deserves to know him. Don’t you think?”


    “I’m his daddy,” Annabeth denied firmly. “I’m his mom and his dad and he’s always been just fine with that.” She wiped her tears away with the back of her hand. “I’m not going to risk it, Em. You can understand that, can’t you?”


    “Oh, hon, I saw the letters. I know how hard you tried to tell him about Wade. I know he cut you off. I get it. You’re pissed. But if he’s back in the States now, he could be in Wade’s life…”


    “He’s been back for four years,” Annabeth hissed furiously. “He missed his chance.”


    “Okay.” Emma nodded, squeezing her friend tight around the middle. “If that’s what you want, you have my total support.”


    Annabeth had needed to hear that. Her eyes were pleading. “I just can’t open the door to him again. Not even a crack. I know it all happened five years ago, but it’s still red raw for me.”


    Five minutes later, when Annabeth pushed back into the restaurant, her eyes were immediately drawn to Kirk. Cam had joined him now, and together, they sat at one of the booth seats at the back of the restaurant. At least if he stayed away from the bar she’d have some breathing space for the night. At least, she would so long as she controlled her eyes, which wanted to greedily devour him, she could almost pretend he wasn’t there.


    They were run off their feet, anyway, so she had very little chance to stare at the man she’d once loved. With Horace Sparks fishing up the coast, they were without their usual host, and all the convivial chatting fell to Annabeth.


    “You’re going to need to come in and get a foot rub,” Doctor Dan joked as she paced back and forth, serving drinks and small talk without breaking a sweat.


    “Is that a medical suggestion?” She asked, her brows arched jokingly.


    “Could be.” His grin was teasing.


    Usually, Annabeth found their harmless flirtation to be a fun distraction. But awareness of Kirk made her whole body tense and alert. She felt as if the very air she breathed was filled with intoxicating fumes.


    “I’ll keep it in mind.” Her smile felt forced. She was distracted.


    “How’s Wade?”


    An innocent enough question, it brought Annabeth’s gaze swinging back to Dan’s face. Emma tensed, mid-way through her glass of wine. She looked jerkily towards Annabeth. But Annabeth kept her smile pinned in place. The music was cranking out classic rock. As the families moved on, the drinking and dancing was beginning in earnest. There was no way Kirk Robinson, several tables away, would hear what they were discussing.


    Except that he was straining to hear every word. Far from going over the finer points of the upcoming wedding, he was absorbed by Annabeth, and Annabeth alone.


    “Hell, Kirk, you sure it’s over between the two of you?” Cam asked, over their third pitcher of beer. “You can’t take your eyes off the woman.”


    Kirk forced himself to shrug nonchalantly and look his cousin clear in the eyes. “It’s strange seeing her again is all.”


    “You guys are ancient history, right?”


    Kirk nodded, swallowing uncomfortably. They were. Ancient history. But he remembered every single inch of her body as though he’d made love to her yesterday. She was laughing now, and without realizing it, she was leaning forward, placing her hand on the man’s shoulder. Her blonde hair had fallen over one shoulder, leaving the other exposed. It hinted at the swell of her cleavage. His gut kicked with an immediate ache of need. “Yeah. All in the past.”


    “Then you won’t mind me saying that Annabeth Sparks has grown into quite the knockout.”


    Kirk threw his cousin a speculative glance. “You’re getting married in two weeks.”


    “I know. And Rosie’d agree with me. I’m not saying I wanna hit on her, man. I’m just saying, she’s hot.”


    Kirk turned back to Annabeth. She was beautiful. Not just beautiful. Achingly lovely. It hurt too damned much to watch her like this. To see her, to be so close to her, and know he could never touch her again. That he’d never hear her moan and whimper in his arms as she had done in the past. “Yeah.” He shrugged. “Always was.”


    “She was a kid back then,” Cam persisted. “Now, she’s all woman.”


    “Still looks like a kid to me,” Kirk said, seriously. She was three years his junior, but she had the kind of sweet face and youthful vibrancy that could have belonged to a teenager.


    “You thinking of rekindling things while you’re here?”


    “No.” Kirk’s retort was fierce. His eyes glowed with intensity. “I can promise you, Cam, that Annabeth and I are over. What we used to mean to each other is dead. That love can never exist between us again.”


    Cam was used to Kirk’s fiercely controlling nature. Even before he’d joined the Navy, he’d been a domineering, bossy bastard of a boy. But they’d been best friends regardless, and Cam had come to understand that there was a streak of emotional vulnerability beneath his determination. Though Kirk had never spoken of his time overseas, Cam knew it had left him a changed man.


    “What time’s Rosie getting in?” Kirk forced a change in conversation, so that he could get back to drinking his beer and watching Annabeth flirt her ass off with the man who fancied himself too smooth for his own good.


    “Later tonight,” Cam’s grin took over his whole face. He’d fallen in love with Rosie the first time he’d seen her, and he’d never come close to falling out of it again. He wasn’t sure what had happened between Kirk and Annabeth. At one time, he’d thought they were soul mates. Now, he knew they weren’t. They couldn’t be. True love didn’t evaporate like that. It didn’t simply fade into nothingness. No. They’d shared a teenage crush. Nothing more.


    * * *


    “Come on, slow poke!” Annabeth called, her short blonde curls bouncing cheekily around her face. Her cheerleader sweater was lifting up, exposing her tanned midriff, and Kirk could hardly stand to keep his hands to himself. He’d promised himself he’d wait, though. She was still a senior. When she graduated, it would be a different story.


    Still, he was only human. He broke out into a run, his powerful legs pounding the pavement in the same style that had made him a star Quarterback in school. He caught her easily, lifting her around her narrow waist and throwing her over his shoulders.


    “Hey!” She laughed, kicking her legs against his chest. He had to put a hand over her bottom, simply to stop her skirt from flicking up in the breeze, giving every passing driver a look at her pink underwear. That, and also, he couldn’t resist. His other hand had no business stroking her legs the way it was, but again, he found he couldn’t help it. On his shoulder, Annabeth had stopped kicking, as if she knew the atmosphere between them had changed. His stride was long as he turned into the wrought iron gates of the plantation. He didn’t move in the direction of the house. Instead, he crossed to a mulberry tree, on the side of a gentle slope.


    By the time he deposited her back on the ground, his whole body was taut with desire. He stared down at her face, and the passion he saw in her eyes made him groan.


    “Beth,” he said quietly, placing his palm on her cheek and stroking it.


    Her eyes were beseeching. “It’s only a few weeks ‘til graduation,” she argued valiantly, for she knew he had imposed a date in his mind.


    “Exactly. Only a few weeks.” He wrapped his arms loosely around her middle, pulling her against his chest so that she could feel for herself that he was in as much agony as she.


    “Come on, Kirk,” she swayed her hips provocatively, reveling in the feeling of his erection, so close to her skirt. “You’re only a little bit older than I am.”


    “I’ve got almost four years on you, Beth.”


    “Four years!” Her smile was cheeky as she scooped her hands under his shirt and pressed her palms against his muscular chest. “Four years is nothing in the scheme of things.”


    He kissed the tip of her nose. “And nor is a few weeks,” he promised. Without loosening his grip, he changed the subject. “Now, what are we going to do about that pick-up Horace is letting you drive around in?”


    Her laugh was self-conscious. “Oh, Pete’ll fix her up. There’s always something or other going wrong but he always seems to get it going again.”


    “I don’t like it,” Kirk’s eyes searched her face. “I wish you’d let me buy you a new car. A safe car. Something that won’t leave you stranded in the middle of the interstate.”


    “And I’ve told you, no.” She stood on tiptoes, and pressed her lips against his.


    “Why not, Beth?” He broke the kiss, and pulled her down to the ground with him. Side by side, they lay on the soft grass, staring up at the thicket of branches and the dappled sunshine piercing its way through.


    “Because, Kirk, it’s your money, and I don’t want you spending it on me.”


    “It’s not my money,” he said with a shake of his head. “It was my Pa’s. He left it to me, and it’s an obscene amount. If I want to spend it getting you a car, why’s that a problem?”


    She pushed up on her elbow, staring down into his handsome face. “Because, I don’t want anything from you, except this.” Her smile was slow, her heart swollen with love.


    “I know that,” he caught her wrist and pulled her so that she collapsed on top of him with a giggle. “So what? You’re worried about what other people’ll think?”


    “Partly,” she agreed honestly. “You guys are royalty down here. I don’t ever want anyone to think I’m, like, your kept woman or anything.”


    His frown was thick with amusement. “You, my sweet angel, couldn’t be kept by anyone. It’d be like trying to put the sun in a box.” His body was groaning with the weight of desperate need. He’d never wanted anything more than he wanted to make love to Annabeth. His lovely, beautiful Annabeth. But what was the rush? They would have the rest of their lives together. He could wait a few weeks for her. One day, she’d be his wife, and they’d make love anytime they damned wanted.


    His kiss was chaste, as he consoled himself with the certainty that one day, they would be together, forever.


    CHAPTER TWO


    Jeanie placed the ribs and fries down without cracking a smile. She knew who he was and what he’d done, and she thought he had a hide and a half to so much as show his face in at The Whistlestop. He might have been the golden boy of Clearview once upon a time, but that was a long time ago.


    Now, he has just the boy who’d broken Annabeth’s heart.


    Cam’s amusement was clear. “I see your reputation precedes you,” he observed with a grin, as the middle aged woman stalked back to the kitchen.


    “Yeah, I’m Clearview’s number one cad,” he agreed, his mouth just a slash in his symmetrical face. Hell, he knew he’d hurt Annabeth, but it had been five years ago. Surely she’d moved on. So why was everyone looking at him as though he was the devil incarnate?


    “You haven’t been back since … your tour?”


    “Nah.” Kirk ran a hand through his blonde hair. “No time.” His father had retired as soon as Kirk had got back to the States. Nothing like a busy job to keep your mind focused and positive. At least, that had been Don Robinson’s thinking. Robinson Inc. was a world leader in construction, and with Kirk at the helm, it had gone from strength to strength. Still, it was not the demands of his job that had kept him away. It was exactly this scenario. Being back, seeing Beth, it was too much. Not just the memories, but the realization that his past was now in a different time continuum. No one could ever go back in time, but sometimes, people could reach through the threads of history and pluck something back. Revive it. None of that was possible for Kirk. What he’d loved about Clearview had died with his tour of Iraq. Now, there was nothing here but more emptiness.


    He threw back the rest of his beer. “Another?”


    “Soda for me. Otherwise I won’t be fit to see Rosie,” he winked.


    Kirk was already weaving his way through the dancing locals, towards the bar. Annabeth was on her own now. Though The Whistlestop was still busy, most of the crowd was nursing their drinks and wiggling their hips. Annabeth had even managed to shake her guard dog loose.


    “Where’s Emma?” Kirk asked, his voice thick as he leaned forward. Up close, he could smell her. That same sweet blend of honeysuckles and gardenia.


    “She had to make a call,” Annabeth responded without looking directly at him. Why did that infuriate him so much?


    “She’s still following you around like you’re some kind of celebrity?”


    Annabeth’s cheeks flushed at the unkind characterization. “She’s my best friend,” she retorted, lifting her eyes defiantly to his face now. “Don’t you dare trash talk her, Kirk Robinson.”


    “I was simply observing that she’s always been your shadow.”


    Annabeth’s eyes narrowed. “Some would call that loyalty. But I guess you’re not familiar with the concept, huh?”


    Kirk dipped his head, silently acknowledging her hit. “I guess not.”


    Annabeth couldn’t help it. She blurted out the question that had been seared in her mind all night. “How come you quit the Navy, anyway?”


    Unfortunately, it was something Kirk was unequivocally not prepared to discuss. “How come you’re back in Clearview?” He countered, wondering if her lips had always been so perfectly bow-shaped.


    Annabeth fingered the end of her hair. “I like Clearview,” she said simply, shrugging her slender shoulders.


    “Time was you couldn’t wait to get out of here,” he reminded her, leaning further forward on the bar.


    “Yeah. I guess I changed.”


    “We both have,” he agreed, unable to take his eyes from her face.


    She should have made up an excuse to move on. But she didn’t. Her feet were glued to the vinyl floor. “And so you’re running the family empire now.”


    The family empire was a multi-billion dollar albatross about his neck. Still, he had to admit, the trials of the corporate world offered just enough distraction to get him through the days. “Someone’s got to do it.”


    “What’s your dad doing these days?”


    Kirk’s smile changed his face so completely that Annabeth almost gasped aloud. “Sailing. Apparently he thinks he’s earned his retirement. Despite the fact he was at the helm for less than a decade, you’d think he built it up from scratch, to hear him talk.”


    Annabeth couldn’t help but laugh. She’d always liked Don and Mary Robinson, but Don was the proverbial wealthy heir of the South. All pomp, tennis whites and a complete confidence that doors would open for him wherever he went, because he had enough money to grease any hinges he desired. His father had been Governor, his grandfather had run the company and helped turn it into the market leader in high rise constructions.


    “Do you like it?”


    “Yeah. I do, actually.”


    Annabeth nodded, awkward suddenly. The past was like a huge chasm gulfing between them. Too big and dark and treacherous to cross. “Did you want something?”


    Kirk slowly lowered his gaze, to the pulse that was beating frantically at her neck. “Yeah.” His eyes seared hers, leaving her in little doubt as to where his mind had gone. Damn it, he shouldn’t still have this ability to affect her.


    “I meant to drink?” She clarified, busying herself wiping glasses, simply for something to do.


    “A couple of sodas.”


    “Sure.” She handed him the drinks without smiling. “Did you want to close your tab?”


    His eyes narrowed imperceptibly. “Keen to see the back of me, Beth?”


    The denial died on her lips. In its place, a shrug. “I’ve seen the back of you before. Guess I’m just used to you not being here.”


    He leaned further forward. Their heads were now only separated by a matter of an inch or two. “Well, I’m here now, honey.”


    Breathing was difficult. Beth felt her lungs straining with the exertion, as her blue eyes explored his face hungrily. His eyes, his nose, with the slight bump halfway down its length from a football accident in high school. His lips, firm and demanding, and his chin, covered in stubble that did nothing to hide the thumb-print cleft. “Not for long, though.” Her voice was just a fragile whisper.


    He could kiss her. If he dipped his head slightly, his lips would be on hers. “Long enough.”


    “Annabeth, a word, please?”


    Annabeth blinked, as if waking from a daydream. She straightened, putting some distance between herself and Kirk. She looked around groggily, straight into Emma’s urgent brown eyes.


    “Now,” her friend repeated, grabbing Annabeth’s elbow and squeezing it.


    “Sure.” Annabeth’s voice was a husk, the smile she aimed in Kirk’s direction clearly showing her confusion at what had just happened.


    “Hell, Beth, what are you thinking? You can’t let him get under your skin again.”


    Annabeth nodded. Her throat was parched. “I know, I know.” She looked over to their table. Kirk was still watching her, his stare so intimate that it felt like a caress. “I just couldn’t help it. For a minute, it felt almost like old times.”


    “Well, it isn’t old times,” Emma whispered crankily. “If you need reminding of why you have to steer clear of him, think of Wade.”


    Annabeth squeezed her eyes shut, gripping the bar for support. “I know. I promise, Me, I don’t want anything from Kirk. My body’s just a bit behind my brain, that’s all.”


    “Make sure you listen to your brain only, then.”


    “I will.”


    “Doc Dan wants to dance with you. Go. I’ll mind the bar ‘til Rina gets off her break.”


    Emma fairly pushed Annabeth out from behind the bar. Truth be told, Emma loved the chance to get back into the hospitality swing of things. Tending bar was how she put herself through her photography course. Now she was one of the most sought after snappers in three counties, but working at The Whistlestop had been a time in her professional life that she’d relished.


    “What’s up, Doc?” Annabeth asked, smiling easily as she approached the group of friends at the back of the room.


    “Ah! The lady in question.” He put a casual arm around her shoulders. “Just getting the lowdown on who the new guy is,” he said, jerking his head towards Cam and Kirk.


    Annabeth bit down on her lip. “Not new. Old.”


    “Yeah, so I hear. Quite the hometown hero, according to these guys.”


    “Sure was,” she agreed, her voice unsteady.


    The strains of a slow Carrie Underwood song started up. “Come on. Tell me all about it while we hit the floor.”


    She followed, trying to tell herself it was no big deal. Annabeth danced with her customers all the time. And often, with Dan. The fact that Kirk was watching her like a possessive hawk was too damned bad. She linked her fingers behind Dan’s neck, swaying in time to the lilting guitar.


    “So he and you were an item?”


    “You could say that,” she nodded, her eyes flicking back to Kirk. The accusation she saw in his face made her lose her footing.


    “Why’d you end it?”


    She sighed. “I didn’t.”


    “He did?” Dan muttered something under his breath. “Why?”


    “Never did find out,” she said, forcing a smile. She hoped she came off as breezy, as if it was just one of those things, rather than the cataclysmic heartbreak it had been.


    “Muddy was saying you were engaged.”


    “Yeah, Muddy’s right.” She looked straight into Dan’s eyes. “It was a short engagement.” Again, she sighed. “He enlisted straight out of school. Navy. We got engaged right before he was deployed. He broke it off about three or four months into his tour.”


    “And you haven’t seen him since?”


    “No.”


    “Until tonight.”


    “No.”


    “Is he…” Dan stopped dancing, but kept his arms around Annabeth’s waist. “You never did tell me about Wade’s father. Is it… is it him?”


    Annabeth closed her eyes. No one but Emma knew the truth. Not even Horace, her father. It had been easier to come home pregnant and miserable, and claim the baby to be the result of a college romance. Once Kirk had started sending her letters back, she’d known he would never be a part of her baby’s life. So what good was dragging his name through the mud? No way did she want her little boy to be known about town as the Robinson no one wanted.


    “No,” she lied, but the word sounded discordant. She tried again, more forcefully. “No. He’s no one to me or Wade.”


    “It’s just the timing…” Dan pushed.


    “Hey, what are you, a detective?” She made a sort of laughing noise. “Come on. I thought you wanted to dance.”


    He nodded slowly. “Just look after yourself, Annabeth. I’d hate seeing you get hurt.”


    “Not going to happen, Doc. I’ve got one man in my life, and he’s about three feet tall.”


    Dan smiled. Wade was, by far, his favorite patient. The growth issues that had plagued his early years had meant they had regular contact. Dan was proud of the little boy Wade was shaping up to be.


    Somewhere around midnight, the crowds started to thin. She saw Cam leave first, then Kirk, and finally, it was just Annabeth and Emma, alone in the bar. “Go on home, Em. I’m just going to check the bookings for the weekend then I’ll lock up.”


    “Nah, I’ll wait.”


    “You’ve got that big photo shoot tomorrow, Emma. Come on, I’ll feel guilty if you’re tired because of me. Plus, A.J will kill me if I keep you at the bar all night.”


    Emma grinned goofily, as she always did, when she thought of her country singing boyfriend. “You know he’d never be mad with you, Annabeth,” Emma countered, but she was already swinging her legs off the bar stool. “He’s too sweet to be angry with anyone.”


    Annabeth nodded. A.J wasn’t just a star on the country music scene. He was an all round good guy. Emma had been dating him almost a year, and it was getting serious between the two of them.


    “Okay, okay.” Emma stood up and blew a kiss at her friend. “See yak later, Beth.”


    “Bye, hon.”


    Clearview was the kind of town that was comforting and homely. With the exception of the time she’d spent away at college, she’d lived in the small town all her life. She knew most of the locals. She never felt unsafe, anywhere she went. So she was surprised to realize that she startled, when a car flashed its headlights at her as she left The Whistlestop.


    She held a hand up above her eyes and squinted, trying to see through the windscreen.


    Slowly, she walked towards the car. It was a sleek, black four wheel drive; not one she’d seen before.


    As she got near, the front door opened, and Kirk swung his long legs out.


    “Kirk!” She exclaimed, lifting a hand to her necklace and fingering it nervously. “What are you still doing here?”


    “I wanted to make sure you got home safe.”


    Annabeth’s laugh was lacking humor. “You’re kidding me, right?”


    “Why is that funny?”


    “Oh, Kirk. Come on. I’ve been getting home just fine every night for the last five years. Why would tonight be any different.” Her eyes narrowed as she realized what he was really looking for. “Or did you want to make sure I got home alone?”


    His blue eyes hardened. “That guy was all over you.”


    “Sweet Lord, are you actually daring to play the part of the jealous ex?”


    “I’m not playing a part. I didn’t like seeing you mauled by another man.”


    “Dan was not mauling me. We were dancing. And he’s just a friend.” She jammed her hands into the pockets of her low-slung jeans. “And it’s none of your damned business. You gave up any right to know what’s happening in my life when you sent me a Dear Jane email,” she pointed out acerbically.


    Pain lanced through Kirk. He remembered the email. He hadn’t actually written himself. He’d dictated it to one of the staff sergeants and they’d typed it out for him. He vaguely remembered the man urging him to wait a while before making irreparable life decisions. But Kirk hadn’t wanted to wait. He’d known it was over, and that leaving Beth in any doubt for a day longer than was necessary was cruel. His reasons for leaving her were as valid now as they had been then. So why did he reach out and pull her to him, so that her small, neat figure was crushed to his muscled chest? Why did he run his hands through her long blonde hair, breathing in her floral scent?


    Annabeth could only stare up at him. Her body, her treacherous body, was craving more contact. Confusion swirled through her. “Kirk,” she whispered, thinking how his blonde hair shone like stardust in the light cast by the moon.


    “You’re the only girl I’ve ever loved,” he murmured, raking her face with his eyes, and tumbling his hands in her hair.


    She squeezed her eyes shut. “Not enough.” She pushed away from his body, and stared up at the starlit sky. “Not enough.”


    Too much, he thought angrily. He’d loved her too damned much to let her tie herself to him for the rest of her life. She had deserved better than marriage to a man like him.


    “Can I give you a lift?”


    Annabeth’s throat was raw. “No. I’m just around the corner.” She jerked her head towards the water.


    “All the more reason to let me drive you.”


    “No.” She responded emphatically, shaking her head firmly. “Kirk, you’re here for Cam’s wedding. That’s all. Stop… acting as though there’s still something between us. We’re finished. Kaput. I’ll admit, it’s stirred up some weird feelings for me, seeing you again. But that’s not real. It’s just whispers of the past, nothing more. Go home, and leave me alone, okay?”


    He watched her walk across the parking lot, her stride long, her hair blowing in the breeze behind her. She was moving as if she was running from the past. In some ways, she was.


    * * *


    “Any problems?” Annabeth asked quietly, shutting the front door gently behind her.


    Cassandra looked up from re-runs of last year’s The Bachelor. “Of course not. He was an angel.” Cassandra cleaved her substantial frame off the sofa and stood with a groan. “Busy night at the bar?”


    Annabeth nodded. “Yeah. This time of year’s always flat out.” The sun was warm, the beach inviting, and the locals wanted nothing more than to shake off the cold of winter with a few beers and conversation. “Sorry to keep you so late.”


    “Keep me from what? My riveting life as a cat-loving spinster?” She laughed, in that loud, bellowing way of hers. “You know you and Wade are all I’ve got. Happy to help out, honey.”


    “Thanks, Cass. Dad’ll be back in a few weeks. But until then, I’m so grateful you’re happy to fill in.”


    “More than happy. Wade’s just an angel. Gawd, he’s a fast runner too. Took him to the beach for a play and he was off like a shot.”


    Just like his father, Annabeth thought. Physically, Wade was pure Sparks. He had Cassandra’s fair, curling hair, blue eyes, and petite frame. But his personality was pure Robinson. Fire and ice, determined, fiercely intelligent, and yes, he was athletic, too.


    “And to think you used to worry he was too small.” Cassandra was still talking, shaking her mop of short red hair with gusto. “He might be on the littler side of boys his age, but he can outrun any of them.”


    He wasn’t just on the littler side of his own age group, he looked more the size of a two year old than a four year old. Doctor Dan had run all kinds of tests, and sent them to specialists around the country for appraisals. Eventually, it had been agreed that Wade’s premature birth might have been a factor, or maybe genetics, and that there was no way of knowing whether he’d be short for the rest of his life, or hit a growth spurt in his teens. In other words, no one knew anything with any certainty, except for Annabeth, who felt, in her heart of hearts, that her boy was just perfect.


    Cassandra wouldn’t accept money for babysitting, but Annabeth was always sure to send her home with something. Tonight, it was a Cheesecake she’d baked earlier that day.


    “Same time tomorrow?” Cass asked, as she heaved herself into the driver’s seat of her pick up.


    “That’d be great. See you then.”


    “Night, Beth.” She blew a kiss and waved her hand out the window, her gold bangles jingling together noisily.


    Everything about Cassandra was loud. From the tip of her bright red head, to the garish outfits she assembled, to the booming way she put forth her opinions uncaring of who disagreed. Yes, she was loud, but she was an angel. There was a sweet serendipity to the situation, too, that the woman who’d helped raise Annabeth while Horace was running The Whistlestop was now helping so much with Wade.


    By the time Annabeth had showered off the smell of beer, and tried to wash away all thoughts of Kirk Robinson and what he’d once meant to her, she was tired. Only her mind wouldn’t quit. Quietly, she creaked open the door to Wade’s room and tiptoed over. He was fast asleep, a little arm flung above his head, his mouth open as he breathed his sleepy breaths into the room. She looked around his own personal space. She’d let him add bits and pieces to the décor over the years, and the result was a loud tribute to stars, spaceships, aliens, rockets, robots and dinosaurs. She ran her finger over the clay stegosaurus they’d built a few weeks earlier. They’d shaped it together, baked it, then Wade had painted it. Orange and gold. His favorite colors.


    She pressed a kiss to his forehead. He didn’t stir.


    Asleep, he was so like Kirk. She’d never seen that before. But now, having spent an evening staring at the man she’d once loved, his features were freshly imprinted in her mind. She looked down at Wade and sighed. Kirk had left her devastated, but he’d also given her Wade, and that made her the luckiest woman on earth.


    She should have been exhausted, but lying in her bed, sleep eluded her. A curious spark of energy was flowing through her veins, making sleep utterly impossible. She lay in bed, her blonde hair puffed about her face, her legs spread-eagled towards the lower corners of her mattress. And when she shut her eyes, she saw Kirk. Her body remembered what his touch had been like, and her soul felt cravings of old sear through her once more.


    * * *


    “The dorm’s not so bad,” he said hopefully, looking around the tiny space, thinking of the penthouse he’d wanted her to move into while she was at college. A gorgeous view of downtown Boston, space to stretch out in, and luxury furnishings. A far cry from the dorms of Boston College. He’d bought it, anticipating her agreement. Only she’d flat out refused to be kept by him. Her independence was infuriating, but also, it just made him love her more.


    “Not so bad! Talk about damning with faint praise.” When she spun around to face him, her eyes were glowing with excitement. “It’s perfect.”


    “Your enthusiasm is perfect,” he corrected, pulling her into his arms. He looked over at the spare side of the tiny space. “Room mate?”


    Annabeth’s grin unfurled slowly, like a flower opening its bloom. She linked her arms behind Kirk’s back, holding him tight. “Apparently she had a last minute change of plans. I won’t have a room mate. This semester, at least.”


    He raised his brows, and his whole body responded with the realization that they were alone. That she was no longer a high school senior. She was in college, and she was his. And he loved her with all his heart. She was no longer forbidden to him by his own code of moral conduct. When he kissed her, he could still taste the strawberries on her lips that they’d shared after dinner. He groaned, running his hands through her beautiful hair, so fair it shone like gold dust in the flickering fluorescent light of the dorm room.


    Annabeth had been kissed by Kirk before, but she knew this was a kiss that was leading somewhere, and she could hardly breathe for the excitement that was flowing through her body. “Kirk,” she whispered, urgently, her hands pushing at his shirt, straining for contact with his beautiful body.


    He laughed, but he was equally desperate. He tore at his shirt, pulling it free, and holding her against his bare chest. She kissed him. His muscled belly, his nipples, his neck, she drove her mouth over his skin, driving him wild with her sweetly tentative attentions. He growled low in his throat as he slipped the straps down from her dress. It was a long, flowing dress, pale pink that set off her tan, and when he pushed the straps down over her smooth shoulders, the whole thing slipped off her body.


    He swallowed. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and her underwear was just a tiny, pale thong. He tilted his head back. It was the first time he’d seen her naked, and it was a vision he would take with him to his grave.


    He moved his lips over her shoulder, thinking that her whole body tasted sweet like candy, like she was. Delicious and edible, and totally heaven-sent. Without realizing what he was doing, he pushed her with his body, back onto the firm mattress of her dorm bed.


    “Kirk, I want you so bad,” she whispered, and as she fell backwards, her hair formed a perfect halo of gold around her face.


    “I know.” He smiled. “Me too.”


    “Please, don’t make me wait any longer.”


    “Sweetheart, even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. My self-control is about all worn out.”


    He kicked his jeans off, then his boxers, and brought his naked body down on hers. Beth’s face was flushed, and he recalled then that this was the first time she’d seen a man’s body. Completely exposed to the raw strength of his arousal.


    “Don’t be nervous,” he whispered against her neck, flicking the skin there with his tongue.


    “I’m not. I’m just… impressed,” she said frankly, earning a slow laugh from her boyfriend.


    “I won’t hurt you.”


    “I know.”


    He ran his hands down her body, her breasts, so small and rounded, her flat chest, to the apex of curls that protected her womanhood. He kissed her lips, and while his mouth worked on hers, he slipped a finger inside her core. She bucked against him, pleasure shooting little arrows of delight through her body. She was so wet he felt his own arousal tense in recognition.


    He was so caught up in the moment that he almost forgot to use protection. But his job in life was to protect Beth. He would never put her at risk. Quickly, because his need was great, he sheathed himself, then came to hover over her.


    “You tell me if I hurt you, Annabeth Sparks,” he whispered against her mouth. His chin was stubbled and the sensation of it rubbing against her cheek made her body throb. Every nerve ending was sensitized to the point of pain. She was a raw pool of lust.


    “Please, Kirk,” she begged, and instinctively, she arched her back, giving him access. He took it, easing himself into her as slowly as his control allowed. He met that invisible, inevitable barrier and forced himself to stop, to check her reaction. Beth’s face showed pain and discomfort briefly, but then pleasure sagged through her, as he rolled her nipples with his thumb and forefinger, and gently continued to push into her.


    “You’re so tight,” his voice was hoarse. “So wet.”


    She tilted her head back, as sensation began to make her body tremble. Her honey colored skin was sheened with a fine film of perspiration. He wanted to hold her close as she came. He pulled her arms, lifting her from the bed, and held her against his chest. “I’ve got you, Beth,” he murmured against her ear. “You can let go.”


    And he moved inside of her, holding her writhing form in his arms, as she experienced her first orgasm. She shook, and she cried out, and a single tear rolled down her cheek. He caught it with his tongue. “You are amazing,” he said, kissing her lips and easing her back on the mattress.


    “No,” she disagreed. “You are amazing. I’m just lucky.”


    CHAPTER THREE


    “Damn, damn and blast,” she swore, hitting the steering wheel in angry frustration. “Don’t give up on me now, girl.” She flicked the key in the ignition, waiting for it to spark to life. It turned over once, made a low, keening noise, then shuddered to a decisive halt. “Oh, crap.” She looked down at her wristwatch, impatiently. She had to open the bar or she’d have a line of angry locals on her hands.


    Her old car was a bucket of rust. Even more so now than it had been when she had been in school. But it had always been reliable. Now, it seemed to have colluded with destiny, and broken down just a hundred yards from the wrought iron gates of La Cachette, the Robinson family plantation. Well, wild horses and unreliable Fords couldn’t make Annabeth ask Kirk for help.


    It was a boiling hot Alabama afternoon. The sun was shining but the air was still. Not even a hint of a breeze coming off the bay. Without the car’s ancient air conditioning, she was boiling alive. Annabeth swung her legs out of the driver’s side and jumped down. The road was shimmering in the haze of the heat.


    As she pulled her cell phone out to call for help, the sound of an approaching engine made her breathe a sigh of relief. In a small town like Clearview, locals helped one another. She turned around, in the direction of the engine, a broad smile on her face.


    Kirk had picked her a mile off. He’d hated the piece of crap she’d driven back then. And for some reason, he hated it just as much now, though she was no longer anything to do with him. Slowly, from the obscurity of his darkly tinted windows, he let himself drink in her appearance fully. He’d thought of little else but Annabeth Sparks since two nights ago, when he’d seen her again. It was through sheer force of will power alone that he hadn’t gone back to The Whistlestop the following night.


    Dressed now in a pair of denim cut-offs and a tight white t-shirt, with ballet slippers on her feet and her hair piled into a big, messy bun on top of her head, she looked every bit as sexy as he’d remembered. He killed his engine and climbed from the car.


    “Trouble?”


    Of course it was Kirk. The one person to drive by in her moment of need happened to be the one person she wanted nothing more to do with. Ever.


    “No. Just frying myself on the side of the road for no good reason,” she snapped tartly.


    He tossed her a sidelong glance. “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, Beth.”


    “Hey, what are you doing?” She squealed, as he brushed past her and reached into her car. He pulled a lever and the bonnet clicked up.


    He turned back to face her, clearly impatient. “What does it look like?”


    “Come on, Kirk. You’re not a mechanic.”


    He slanted her a look of seething annoyance. “No. But I know my way around machines far more sophisticated than this.”


    She closed her eyes. The only thing they’d argued about when they were together was Kirk’s insistence on signing up for the bomb disposal unit of the Navy. His job was dangerous and unpredictable, and she’d hated that. She’d hated it with a passion, to think of him wading into the most deadly countries in the world, cutting wires and pulling pins.


    “The hydraulics supports are broken.” His tone was accusing. “You’re going to have to hold the hood. Can you manage?”


    She glared at him. “Of course I can.”


    His eyes warred with hers, silently challenging her. “Fine. Come here then.”


    Annabeth held her ground. “Kirk, just leave it. I can call a friend for a ride and get Pete to come have a look at the car.”


    “Pete should be in prison for keeping this thing on the road. Apart from anything, it’s an environmental disaster.”


    Her laugh was caustic as she stomped over to Kirk and took hold of the bonnet. “Oh, this coming from you, the man behind one of the biggest construction companies in the world, singlehandedly pouring more concrete into this earth than we’ll ever be able to get rid of. Don’t you think that’s a bit like the pot calling the kettle black?”


    “Actually,” he muttered, leaning forward and inspecting the pre-historic engine, “We’re considered to be environmentally conscious in the industry.”


    “That’s like saying some murderers are less violent when they kill than others. Just doesn’t make a dot of difference in the long run.”


    Kirk tried not to notice the way her shirt was lifting up with her arms, exposing her tanned, flat midriff. But up close, everything about her was intoxicating. He focused on the engine. The hoses were so old the rubber was frayed. He shook his head. “You shouldn’t be driving this.”


    “Can you fix it?” But her voice was without hope.


    He leaned forward and pulled on the oil cap. “Honey, even a miracle worker would give up on this engine.”


    “Shoot.” She furrowed her brow, and looked up at Kirk. He had a smear of grease across his forehead, and her fingertips were tingling with the urge to reach up and wipe it. “Well, thanks for looking, anyway,” she said, trying to remember her manners.


    Kirk didn’t say anything. His mouth was a grim line in his face as he put his arms on either side of her and took the weight of the bonnet. The only problem was that he’d effectively trapped her against his body. She could feel his hard, warmth at her back and she shivered involuntarily.


    “Step back,” he ordered, and she did, so far as she could, right back into his chest. He eased the bonnet down, but kept his hands on the hood. Slowly, Annabeth turned in the circle of his arms. She didn’t need to look at him; she could see him even with her eyes closed. Her body was responding with burning passion to his proximity, her central nervous system was in overdrive. The outline of her taut nipples was clearly visible through the cotton of her shirt.


    Kirk groaned as he dipped his head forward and kissed her. Every fiber of his body knew it was wrong, but he couldn’t help himself now, any more than he could in the past. There was something about Annabeth that ate through his usual self-control. Her lips were soft beneath his, her body completely pliant as he pressed himself against her, easing her back onto the sun-warmed hood of the car.


    His hands lifted her shirt and ran across the stomach he’d been admiring only moments ago. Her body was different. More womanly. Softer. Curvier. And infinitely more desirable. She moaned, low in her throat, and ground her hips against him, her need fevered.


    Annabeth felt like she’d fallen through a crack in the hot bitumen, straight back into the past. Everything about being kissed by Kirk was like coming home. Held tight against his body, she felt a sense of safety and security she hadn’t known since he dumped her. Since he’d dumped her. Idiot! Her brain shouted at her, as her hands reached up and ran through his thick, fair hair.


    He lifted her onto the bonnet, so that her legs straddled his torso, and he kissed her neck, hungrily. He let his mouth roam her body as it once had, and his hands touched and felt and ached for more.


    “You’re perfect,” he growled, loosening her bun so that her blonde hair tumbled down her hair in tight curls. “Too perfect.”


    She shook her head. It wasn’t her. It was him. This magic that weaved around them had to be because of him, she was sure of it. His hands were on the button of her shorts when he froze. Groggily, Annabeth opened her eyes, and stared up at his face. “What is it, Kirk?” Her voice was a husky invitation.


    “What the hell is that, Annabeth?”


    She pushed up off the car, and turned to follow his gaze. When she saw what he was staring at, her heart plummeted. Wade’s car seat.


    He stepped away from her as though she’d burned him.


    “Well?”


    “It’s a booster seat,” she mumbled, sliding off the car and straightening her clothes.


    “I can see that,” he ground out. “Whose car seat?”


    She squeezed her eyes shut. She had to tell him. Her first instinct was to lie, but she discounted it almost instantly. When he’d kissed her, he’d reminded her of what they’d once meant to each other. And though he’d broken her heart into three thousand pieces, he still deserved to know.


    “My son’s,” she prevaricated, trying to choose how exactly to tell her ex-fiancé that she’d been raising a son he didn’t know about.


    “You have a son?” He spun away from her, dragging a hand through his hair. Emotions sagged his frame. She had a son. A son with a father. A lover for Annabeth. His stomach turned.


    “Yes. His name is Wade.”


    Kirk’s expression was like an unmovable stone when he turned back to her. “I don’t care what his name is. My God, Beth. You have a son. Why didn’t you tell me?”


    She frowned. “When?”


    “When I saw you the other night. It would have been normal for you to tell the man you once promised to marry that you’d ended up with someone else.”


    Comprehension dawned. “I didn’t end up with someone else.”


    “You mean the bastard didn’t even stand by you? Hell, Annabeth, what kind of asshole got you knocked up and didn’t stick around to see it through?”


    Tension arced inside of her. She needed to tell him, but her tongue wouldn’t cooperate.


    “What about financially? I guess he’s not even pulling his weight there, for you to be driving a car like this and working at your dad’s bar.”


    Annabeth shook her head. “It’s not like that. Kirk…” She swallowed past the lump of anxiety in her throat.


    “Hell it isn’t,” he snapped, his eyes burning into hers with an intensity that almost knocked her sideways. “You were going places, Beth. You got an academic scholarship to Boston College, for God’s sake. And now you’re a single mum in a backwater town, all because you got pregnant by a jerk who didn’t give enough of a damn to do the right thing.”


    “You could say that,” she agreed drolly. Even in her hyper-emotional state, she could see the irony in his invective.


    “Why are you smiling?” He demanded. “This isn’t funny.”


    She sobered instantly. “No. It’s not.” She darted her tongue out to moisten her upper lip and sighed. “It’s just… you clearly have no idea what you’re talking about.”


    “I know about responsibility and sacrifice, Beth,” he contradicted warningly.


    Anger stoked inside of her. “Oh, yeah? Like ending our engagement via email? That’s real responsible, Kirk.”


    “It was for the best,” he ground out resolutely.


    “Why was it?” She asked, pulling her hair into a pony-tail in an attempt to disguise her shaking hands. She’d lost her hair tie, though, or he had, so she made do with twisting it into a sort of knot.


    “Just, believe me. It was.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Come on, Kirk. You’re so quick to judge Wade’s father. What about you? You don’t think you deserve your share of judgment?”


    “I told you then, and I’m telling you now, it wouldn’t have worked out between us.”


    She shook her head angrily. “I don’t believe you. You loved me, Kirk.” She closed her eyes. “I doubted that for a long time. These last five years, I actually doubted the truth of what we shared. But I’ve just had a crash course reminder and what’s there between us isn’t pretend. You loved me.”


    “Love isn’t enough, Annabeth,” he denied with a calm edge to his voice. He was pulling away from her. The emotions that had been ripped raw by the sight of Wade’s seat were quickly being patched over.


    “Since when?” She demanded, pulling at his arm, forcing him to look down at her. “All through school, you loved me. Even when you were training, we were inseparable. So what happened to make you change your mind?” She gulped, forcing herself to ask the question that had always been in her mind. “Did you meet someone else, Kirk?”


    Kirk didn’t meet her eyes. He hated lying to Annabeth, but he knew enough of her stubborn streak to know she wouldn’t be put off until he gave her a good enough reason to give up. “Yes.”


    Bile rose in her mouth. Annabeth clamped her lips together, half afraid she was about to be sick at his feet. Which would serve him right, anyway, she decided mutinously.


    “Who?” Her voice was flat, her soul split in two by the confirmation of her worst fears.


    “It doesn’t matter,” he promised gravely.


    “It matters to me.” She shook her head. “No, it doesn’t. Or, at least, it shouldn’t.”


    Regret was gnawing through his stomach lining. He’d hurt her. He’d caused her pain and sadness, and he knew he could never get rid of that. But he had no choice. He had loved her too much to saddle her with what he’d become.


    “Come on. I’ll give you a ride into town.”


    Annabeth was shivering. Shock, she supposed, as she wordlessly followed him back to his car. He opened the front passenger door to her, and almost told her the truth, when he saw the pallor of her skin.


    Halfway to Clearview, she turned in her seat to look at him. She didn’t speak, just stared. Finally, he met her gaze, a brow raised.


    She looked away.


    The fact he’d cheated didn’t change anything. He deserved to know about Wade.


    “Are you still involved with her?”


    “Who?”


    “The woman you left me for,” she intoned flatly.


    Kirk’s fingers gripped the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles turned white beneath his golden tan. He was already regretting the lie. “I’m not involved with anyone right now.”


    “I see.” So it hadn’t even been worth it. Somehow, that made it so much worse. “Why didn’t you just tell me this? Save me wondering all this time.”


    “I thought sticking to the facts would spare you pain.”


    She snorted inelegantly. “Oh, yeah, right. What facts, exactly? Your email was three lines long. Dear Beth, I’m sorry to hurt you but I’ve realized I can’t marry you. I never intended to hurt you. I hope you can move on quickly and enjoy your life without me. Kirk.”


    It was, word for word, what he’d dictated to the staff sergeant.


    “I didn’t see any point in justifying my decision.”


    “Your decision,” she said on a sob. “It was our decision. Our future. Our engagement. Ours. Yours and mine. You ended it without so much as telling me why. That’s contemptible. Even you must see that.”


    His hands gripped the wheel tighter. “I knew you’d argue with me.”


    “No,” she shook her head slowly, and despite the fact it had all happened half a decade earlier, tears stung Annabeth’s eyes. “I might have been tempted to fly over to wherever the heck you were and kick your ass,” she muttered. “You caused me more pain by leaving me wondering.” She fingered the frayed edges of her shorts. “You weren’t just my fiancé, Kirk. You were my best friend.” Her voice cracked, and she looked out of her window, so that he wouldn’t see the way tears were running down her cheeks. “


    Grief hung between them. Kirk felt a buzzing in his ears, the sound of blood pounding in his brain. He shook his head. It had been for the best. He had no doubts on that score. “I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you.”


    She pressed her mouth to the back of her hand, to stop from crying. “I wrote you, you know.”


    “I know.”


    “You didn’t read the letters.” They’d arrived back, unopened.


    “No. I told you. I didn’t want to discuss my decision.” He hadn’t wanted to read that she was hurting, half a world away, and him, impotent to help in any way. He had known that glimpsing her words would weaken his resolve.


    Annabeth hadn’t been writing to him about their engagement. In the cruelest twist of fate, the day after she’d read his email, she’d discovered her pregnancy. She’d been over four months along, which made it easy to work out the night they’d conceived. His last night in the country. She’d tried to tell him, figuring he had a right to know. He hadn’t wanted anything more to do with her, though.


    She shook her head, emotions making rational thought difficult. “Just… let me out here.”


    “It’s a mile to the bar, Annabeth, don’t be silly.”


    “Kirk,” her voice was high-pitched, bordering on the hysterical. “Please let me out before I’m sick all over your car.”


    He swore, swerving the car off the road. “I don’t care about the damned car, Annabeth. I care about you.”


    “Bull,” she groaned, pushing open her door and stepping out. Still no breeze, but at least in the fresh air, she could breathe again. Out of the confines of his car, so close to him, reality began to tilt back on its normal axis.


    “Why is that so hard to believe,” he asked, hopping out of the car and crossing to her side.


    She narrowed her eyes at him.


    He swore again. “You know what I don’t get, Beth? Why you’re acting so cut up about all this. It was five years ago.” He lowered his voice to a whisper, but his eyes were screaming at her. “You have a child. Clearly you moved on.”


    Beth twisted her fingers together, nerves shuddering and shaking her body. “If you’d read my letters, you’d know I didn’t.”


    “What do you mean? What are you saying?”


    Her expression was haunted. “I found out the day after you dumped me.” She forced herself to meet his enquiring gaze.


    “Found out what?”


    “That I was pregnant. Wade’s yours, Kirk. And if you’d read my letters or emails, or taken my calls, you would have known that.”


    CHAPTER FOUR


    He’d been deep in one of the most dangerous warzones in the world, but nothing could have prepared him for the sense of complete shell shock he was experiencing at Beth’s raw confession.


    “What did you say?” He demanded, unknowingly taking a step closer.


    “He’s yours. Wade.” Saying the words brought her relief. So many years of carrying the secret, and now he knew.


    “No,” he shook his head, a wholly new emotion forging through his body. “I don’t believe it. You would have told me.”


    “I tried,” she whispered.


    “Not hard enough.”


    “For months, I wrote you. Eventually, you moved, and it wasn’t you returning my letters, but the US post office. I got the hint, loud and clear.” She swallowed. “I thought it would be better to raise him alone than force you into his life, anyways.”


    “I can’t… how old is he?”


    “Four,” she smiled weakly, thinking of their son. “Going on ten.”


    He shook his head. “I just… I can’t believe it, Annabeth. I’ve been back four years. You could have contacted me through Don and Mary. There were ways.”


    “I told you,” she said, staring at him levelly, “I didn’t want to force you into his life. I know, better than most, what it’s like to have a parent in your life who doesn’t love you.”


    She was alluding to her mother, who’d given up pretending around the time Annabeth turned nine. She’d woken up one morning to find her mother gone. Horace had never really spoken to Annabeth about it, but Beth had known. Her mother didn’t like being tied down. She hadn’t wanted to have a child. She’d run away when it finally got too much for her.


    “I want to see him.”


    Annabeth jerked her head in a sign of dissent. “No.”


    “No? You’re actually going to try to keep my own son from me?”


    She bit down on her lip. “I don’t know, Kirk. I didn’t think that far ahead.”


    “There is no need to think. It’s not something you can control. I am going to meet Wade, regardless of what you think.”


    Fury flowed into her veins. “You’re kidding, right? Another one of your, ‘my way or the highway’ resolutions?”


    His grim frown was set. “He is my child.”


    “And mine, too. I’m the only parent he’s ever known. Before you go getting involved in his life, you should think about how involved you want to be. Long term. Children aren’t toys, Kirk. You can’t decide on a whim to stay or go.”


    “He’s my child.”


    “Yes, and if you really want to be a part of his life, in a meaningful way, then we’ll talk about it. But you’re not going to impetuously decide something so huge right now and have me go along with it.”


    “Says who?” He demanded fiercely, taking another step, so that his hips were pressed against hers.


    “Says me,” she responded fiercely. “The woman who’s done a damned fine job looking after our son for four long years. I would walk through fire if I had to, to protect Wade.”


    “You don’t need to protect him from me,” he said firmly, staring down into her wide-set eyes.


    “Forgive me if I’m not convinced, Kirk. I’m only the girl you left pregnant and heartbroken while you got straight in bed with GI Jane, or whoever.”


    He shook his head, anger and regret making his head swim and his heart groan.


    “Fine. If it makes you happy, I can wait until tonight. But I want to meet him, Annabeth.”


    She shook her head. “Tonight’s no good.” Before he could speak, she forestalled him with a shake of her head. “Wade’s gone fishing with friends for a few days.”


    “When does he get back?” A question laced with demand.


    “Wednesday.”


    “Fine. I presume you’ll have no objections to my coming for dinner on Wednesday, then.”


    Actually, she had several. “If you still feel this way Wednesday, then that can be arranged.”


    “Why do you think I’m going to change my mind?”


    She shrugged her slender shoulders. “You told me you loved me. That you’d always love me. You changed your mind. All your life you wanted to join the Navy. And then, what? You changed your mind. You quit and came back to run your family business? Your track record is hardly impressive.”


    Annabeth couldn’t have known that each accusation was like a knife in his gut.


    His desire to serve his country in the Navy had been borne out of a love of the States, and pride in his nation. His discharge sat heavily on his shoulders. It would for the rest of his life. They could dress it up with as many war medals as they wanted, the fact was, he was home, living a life of obscene luxury, while terrorism continued to flourish in the Middle East, and his comrades were dying every day.


    “I want to be in his life, Annabeth. If I’d known about him, I would have been in his life from the beginning.”


    She wanted to believe him. But how could she? He’d broken her heart. She’d be a fool to let him scrape under her defenses again.


    “Have dinner with me, then,” he surprised them both with the invitation.


    “No.” She denied instantly. She’d be mad to accept.


    “Hear me out. Before I meet Wade, I want to know a little about him. Just… give me something, Annabeth.”


    The anguish in his eyes convinced her in a way his arguments never could. She sighed, frustrated with herself and her weakness where this man was concerned. “I’m working tonight, but it’s always quiet on a Monday. You can come and ask questions at the bar. If you want.”


    He did want. “Sounds good. Can I drive you over?”


    “No.” She frowned. She needed to move. She had to expend some nervous energy before she got to work. Jeanie would take one look at her and know immediately that something was up. Annabeth had to get her feelings under control first.


    Kirk had always grappled with her stubborn streak. But right now, he was dazed, and totally confused. “Okay. Suit yourself. Annabeth,” he called to her, as she walked down the road. She turned, slowly, and the hint of a breeze lifted her hair, carrying its sweet fragrance to him. “I will see you tonight.”


    She nodded, her mouth dry. Like it or not, Kirk was back in her life now.


    A short time later, as Annabeth set up the beach umbrellas on the deck, to shade the outside tables from the glare of the summer sun, Emma followed her around like an angry tiger. “I can’t believe you told him!”


    “I thought you wanted me to,” Annabeth drawled with a frown of concentration, as she flicked the handle to lift one of the bright red shades.


    “I did. Then I remembered how hard he hurt you, and what a scumbag he is.” She shook her head. “He’s going to hurt you and he’s going to hurt Wade. You’re crazy to think this is a good idea.”


    Annabeth’s stomach was in knots. “I don’t think it’s a good idea. I think it’s the only thing I could do. He is Wade’s daddy. You were right. He deserved to know.”


    “No. I was wrong,” Emma said with a shake of her head.


    Annabeth was desperately miserable, and yet she laughed. “Don’t! It’s done. I can’t undo it now anyway, so please just nod and say something like, Oh, good on you, great decision.”


    Emma heaved her hands on to her hips. “Oh, good on you, great decision,” she repeated, her words laced with angry irony.


    “Why are you getting so steamed up?” Annabeth asked curiously, as she moved to the next table.


    “Because I picked up the pieces. I saw how he left you. And I don’t want to go through it again.”


    “Nor do I,” Annabeth promised earnestly. “But it won’t be like that this time, Me. I’m older and wiser. Besides,” she grunted, pushing the umbrella over a sticky spot on the handle, “I don’t think I have any heart left to break. He did a pretty thorough job the first time ‘round. Time might have moved on, but I never did.” She threw her friend a wistful expression. “True love isn’t so easy to forget.”


    “Which goes to show he never really loved you,” Emma said unnecessarily. “I’m sorry to be harsh, honey, but you need to keep your eyes open. He’s a smooth talking devil, far too gorgeous for his own good, and I don’t want you to look into those big blue eyes of his and forget any of this. He didn’t love you. Not really. Not when he could leave you like that.”


    “I know.” Annabeth grabbed Emma’s hand and squeezed it. “You’re not saying anything I haven’t already realized myself.” She surveyed the deck, checking that all the umbrellas were up, the chairs pushed in, the tables wiped, and nodded. “How did Saturday go?”


    “Saturday? Oh, right.” Emma followed Annabeth inside, looking enviously at her friend’s shapely, tanned legs. “Well, the Loxton town fair is hardly the highlight of my professional calendar, but it’s nice to do something other than weddings and babies, I suppose.”


    “You’re saying you weren’t in awe of those enormous pumpkins?” Annabeth giggled as she pulled the bar stools down one by one.


    “I’m always in awe of the pumpkins,” Emma contradicted mock seriously. “Hate to think what they put in the soil, though, huh.”


    “Chemicals and steroids,” Annabeth agreed with a murmur.


    “Yeah. Gross. Ah well, at least it was something different. I’m flat out with all the usual stuff until the end of the year. Although, did I tell you that hoity toity Virginia cancelled me for next weekend?”


    “Can she do that?”


    “Well, usually I require more notice, but to be honest, I was sort of relieved.”


    “Oh? I would have thought her portrait would give you good exposure?”


    Emma winced. “But working out what angle would minimize her fourteen chins best would be beyond even me, Annabeth.”


    “That’s unkind,” Annabeth chastised, but she was laughing. Virginia Creole was a society dame of the south, renowned for her love of pastry and her cruelty to those who worked for her.


    “So I have a weekend to myself, for the first time in a year, and I intend to use it.”


    “What about A.J?”


    “Back to back gigs,” she grimaced, thinking of her handsome rock star boyfriend with a sigh. Dating the wunderkind of the country music scene was a blast, except when it came to the long periods of time when he was on the road. She missed him like crazy.


    “What’ll you do?”


    Emma shrugged her slim shoulders, so that the spiky necklace she wore danced around her throat. “Maybe go away? Wouldn’t mind heading up to Nashville and having a poke around in some of the antique shops. Did I tell you that A.J’s going to be playing at the Harvest festival?”


    Annabeth hid her smile. “Only about a thousand times.”


    Emma, uncharacteristically, blushed. “Well, I’m excited. It’s going to be so good to show him around Clearview.”


    The annual Harvest festival was one of the highlights of the calendar in Clearview. It attracted tens of thousands of country music fans, but it was an event first and foremost for the town. Some of the biggest names in the music business made a bee line for the hay bales and fields. Emma and Annabeth went every year, and this year would be particularly special. Emma was right to be glowing with pride.


    Emma stayed for the rest of the afternoon. Annabeth loved the fact that her best friend worked as a freelance photographer and was successful enough not to need another job. It made her time at The Whistlestop much happier, with Emma there to chat to. Especially on that day. The first day of the rest of her life, when she’d opened the door a fraction for Kirk to be a part of her son’s life.


    As she’d expected, they weren’t busy. Mondays never were. A few tourists for some chips and sodas, a couple of locals at the end of the day for a beer or whisky. Some teenagers for dinner, and that was about it.


    When Kirk sauntered in, Annabeth could have sworn that everything else froze. On a sense of presentiment, she’d looked to the door a second before he’d entered. So she’d seen him push the frame inwards, his powerful stride carrying him across the threshold, as though he owned the place. He looked every bit as confident and he always had done. More so, somehow. Maybe it was the military training, he seemed to hold himself higher.


    As everyone and everything else in The Whistlestop faded into the background, her eyes clung to him. He was wearing jeans again, dark denim and snug fitting, showing his muscled legs, his firm stance. His shirt was check, and tucked into his waistband, so that his narrow waist and broad shoulders were visible. The sleeves were rolled to just below the elbow, exposing his tanned forearms, and confident, capable hands. She gulped, and acknowledged to herself, finally, that she was in way over her head.


    When his eyes met hers, she had the oddest sensation of being caught. Trapped in a net, or wrapped up with rope. She was so firmly held by him that she almost couldn’t breathe.


    Purposefully, without releasing her eyes from his iron-like gaze, he walked towards her. By the time he reached the bar, Annabeth felt dizzy from breathlessness. “Hi,” she whispered, her cheeks flushed.


    “Hi,” he repeated, and then, a smile began to unfurl on his face. “You look good enough to eat.”


    Her cheeks went from rose pink to crimson. “Not on the menu,” she snapped tartly, earning a laugh from him.


    “We’ll see.”


    Out of nowhere, she remembered how she’d felt, in his arms, against the warmth of her car earlier that day. Her treacherous body went weak with longing. Yeah, it complicated the heck out of things, but she got the feeling she wouldn’t be able to keep certain things off the menu for long.


    “Can you take a break?” He asked, leaning forward urgently. “I want to show you something.”


    She looked around the bar, straight into Emma’s disapproving stare. “Would you mind, Em?”


    “Sure, why not. Just remember what we talked about,” Emma said seriously, shooting daggers at Kirk for good measure.


    “She doesn’t like me, huh?” He said, holding the door open for Annabeth.


    “Not even a little bit,” Annabeth agreed with a grimace. “Can you blame her?”


    “She knows about Wade?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Then, no. She has every right to think the worst of me.”


    The heat of the day had finally broken. A refreshing summer breeze was moving through the car park. She’d stood in front of The Whistlestop a thousand times in her life, but that night, everything felt more sensually vibrant. The light tickle of the sea breeze on her bare legs was like a caress.


    “What did you want to show me?” She needed to get back to the safety of the bar, as soon as she could.


    “Here.” He dangled a set of keys out to her.


    Annabeth frowned. “What’s this?”


    “It’s your new car.” He nodded towards a red SVU in the middle of the car park.


    Emma shook her head resolutely, shock making her fingers numb. She passed the keys back. “No. It’s not.”


    “Emma,” he sighed in frustration. “Think of it as alimony, or a back pay in child support. Just, take the damned car.”


    “No, Kirk.” She turned away from him, looking out towards the water. “I don’t want anything from you, of all people.”


    “Don’t be so selfish, Annabeth,” he intoned harshly.


    She whipped around. “Selfish? How do you figure?”


    “You could stand on your principles when it was just you. But our son’s in the picture now. He shouldn’t be getting from A to B in a car that looks likely to explode any moment.”


    She sucked in an indignant breath, fire in her belly. “You’re accusing me of being a lousy parent?”


    “Of course not,” he responded angrily. “I’m accusing you of being as stubborn as ever.”


    “You can’t just give someone a car, Kirk. It’s ridiculous.”


    “Why? Why not? You know I’m a wealthy guy, Annabeth. I have more money than ten thousand people could need in a lifetime. Why can’t I give you, and our son, something that you need?”


    “Hush,” she demanded, pulling at his arm. “Keep your voice down.”


    He narrowed his eyes. “People are going to find out I’m Wade’s dad eventually, you know.”


    She nodded groggily. Yes. But she hadn’t realized it until that moment. “I don’t want the car. I don’t want anything from you, Kirk.” Oh, but she did. She wanted the promise of their future back. She wanted to feel true joy again.


    “Don’t make me prove to you how much of a lie that is,” he said warningly.


    “It’s not a lie!” She spun around, ready to launch into a full argument with him, but he was too quick. He kissed her before she could guess what he was doing, his lips demanding and angry on hers.


    “You want me, Annabeth, just like you used to.”


    “No,” she denied, a word wrenched from her tormented soul.


    “Yes,” he contradicted, kissing her soundly, his tongue at war with hers.


    “Yes.” She could have sobbed, but her whole body was at a fever pitch of need for him. “Damn it, Kirk.”


    He broke the kiss just long enough to pull her with him.


    “Where are you… what are we…?”


    He didn’t answer, just increased his stride, tugging on her hand so that she fell into step behind him, until they reached the old disused boatshed behind The Whistlestop.


    They didn’t make it inside. He pushed her against the wall, and reclaimed her mouth as his own, exploring what made her moan, and what made her shiver uncontrollably; her desire was a force to be reckoned with.


    Annabeth had lost the ability to think. Her hands, mouth and body were in charge. She un-tucked his shirt and pulled at his belt, freeing his pants and pushing them, down, while he nudged her shorts away, removing all barriers. Against the weatherboard side of the rickety old building, hidden from view by overgrown shrubbery, Kirk drove himself into her core like a man who had been denied what he needed for far too long. He hadn’t dared dream he would ever possess Annabeth again, but now, as he pushed into her most intimate soul, he knew that this coming together had been inevitable.


    “Oh, God,” she moaned, as he drove into her again. “Yes!” Her body arched, her legs clamped around his waist. “Oh, Kirk, yes,” she whispered, running her hands down his back, over the cotton shirt he wore. She didn’t notice the way he paused; the way he seemed to freeze for the smallest of seconds, and so she didn’t stop to wonder why.


    Kirk cupped her rear with his hands, holding her against him, as he moved inside of her. He heard her cries, but not his own guttural calls for release, as together, they moved as one. Their bodies were in complete unison, joined by more than just the physical, there were a force of the past and the present, brought together in one moment that defied logic and sense.


    Annabeth cried out and gripped his shoulders as wave after wave of sensation flooded her system. “I’m…” she whispered, throwing her head back and moaning. Her release was swift and complete, and bone meltingly intense. She shuddered from the strength of her body’s satiation.


    Her muscles spasmed around him and Kirk could hold on no longer. He joined Annabeth, gripping her tight as together they rode their wave of ecstasy, combined completely.


    His breathing ragged, he held her close, feeling her heart racing against his chest, her body shaking in his arms.


    He didn’t want the moment to end.


    They had a volcanic mountain of issues to discuss; an emotional minefield to navigate, but all he wanted was to stretch the string of this moment out for as long as he could. Gently, he kissed her neck, tasting her salty perspiration on his tongue.


    “Beth,” he whispered into her ear, squeezing her tight. “We were made to do that together.”


    She wondered at her lack of remorse. Perhaps it would come. In that moment, with the only man she’d ever loved still deep inside her, her body weak with sexual exhaustion, she could only be glad. What Kirk said was true. There was such rightness to their coming together, and she couldn’t over think it.


    “I’ve missed that,” she murmured against his cheek.


    “I’m glad.” Regretfully, he lowered her back to the ground, still supporting her, because he wanted to touch her. To hold her.


    “I should probably say something, like ‘that shouldn’t have happened’,” she bent down to pull shorts pants back up. “But I’d be lying. I don’t feel that. Strange, huh?”


    “No.” He put a finger out and touched her cheek, wishing things were different, that their past could be re-written so their future stood a chance. “I feel the same way.”


    She was drowning in his eyes. A mosquito buzzed somewhere between them but she didn’t so much as lift a hand to bat it away. Her lips parted, as her body seemed to spark anew with need for him. Her stomach was a pool of jelly. “I have to get back inside,” she complained huskily. She wanted nothing more than to disappear with Kirk. To forget everything that lay between them except how they made each other feel.


    “I know.” He couldn’t stop staring at her. He must have looked like a fool. But she was so mesmerizingly beautiful, with her cheeks flushed, her eyes sparkling, her body glowing. “Let me help you.” He ran his hands over her hair, pulling it together on top of her head.


    Annabeth watched, fascinated, as he concentrated on putting her blonde curls back into a high pony tail. His expression was so serious, as though he were calculating figures that might remedy third world debt.


    “There.” He stood back to admire his work.


    “Do I look like someone who’s just been ravaged against the side of the Boatshed?”


    “Only to me,” he promised throatily.


    She straightened her shirt and took in a deep breath. “Okay. I have to go back in.”


    “Beth,” he called after her. She paused, turning to look at him. He was every bit as much the hometown hero now as he had ever been. Against the dilapidated building with its peeling paint and wonky slats, he was stunning. A vision of strength and masculinity. “The car is yours. Don’t argue with me.”


    She cast him an impish smile. “But arguing with you is such fun.”


    When she walked back into The Whistlestop, Annabeth told herself the inquisitive look Emma gave her was in her imagination. She cleared her throat. “Did I miss anything?”


    “Nah. Quiet night. Doc’s looking for you.”


    Annabeth scanned the bar and smiled when she saw her friend sitting in a booth, his eyes on one of the many medical journals he subscribed to. “Did he order dinner?”


    “Yeah. Go sit with him, hon. I’ve got you covered.”


    “You sure?” Annabeth frowned.


    “Heck, I’d rather you spend time with Dan over Kirk any day,” Emma said honestly.


    Annabeth grimaced as she walked away. She suspected Emma would not view their tryst in quite the same inevitable way that she and Kirk had.


    “Hey, Dan,” she interrupted, tapping him on the shoulder to get his attention.


    “Annabeth,” he smiled up at her. “Join me for a minute?”


    “Sure.” Her legs were like jelly anyway. Sitting down was a fine idea. “How’s things?”


    “You know. Spider bites. Tummy aches. The usual.”


    She grinned. “You wanted to be a small town doctor, huh? Missing the glamour of your New York hospital rotation?”


    “Not one bit, I assure you.” He thought back to those maddening sleepless weeks, the devastating injuries he’d helped patch back together. The ones he couldn’t. He’d take common colds over gunshot eleven year olds any day.


    Jeanie wandered over, a plate of ribs in her hand. “You want anything, Beth?”


    “No, thanks, Jeanie.” She couldn’t eat. She could hardly speak. Her stomach seemed to be filled with butterflies, her face aching with the smile that was stretched across her cheeks.


    They looked like a couple, sitting there, chatting about their weekends. Two friends, casually shooting the breeze. But Kirk was attuned to every nuance of Annabeth’s body. He saw the way her legs were crossed beneath the table, and the Doctor’s legs stretched out to lightly touch them. He saw the way she was so relaxed with him. So encouraging. He could have punched something.


    “You don’t own her, you know.” Emma, leaning against the bar, was watching him with all the shrewd powers of observation he was employing to study Annabeth.


    He’d liked Emma, back in school. She’d always been Annabeth’s tail, following her around. Annabeth hadn’t been like the other girls on the cheer squad. She hadn’t cared that Emma was small and pale, that her interests lay in the arts, and the academic. Annabeth had never been into that high school crap. She might have been homecoming queen and a popular cheerleader, but she’d been sweet and kind too. He sighed. She still was.


    “The same can’t be the said for me,” he muttered darkly. “You just gonna stand there, or can I get a beer?”


    Emma raised her brows, moving to pull him a drink from the ice cold taps. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”


    That Beth owned him now every bit as much as she ever had. He sighed restlessly. “Nothing. So what’s going on with them, anyway?”


    “What do you think this is, Kirk? We’re, like, friends or something? That I’m going to talk about my best friend with you?”


    “I admire your loyalty, Emma. But you don’t need to protect her from me. I’m not here to hurt her.”


    “Yes, you are. You can’t help hurting her.”


    He hoped, rather than knew, that Emma was wrong. “You’re going to have to put up with me for a while. I’m sticking around this time.”


    It was a reasonably impulsive decision, borne out of the discovery that he had a son.


    “Yeah, right,” Emma said, rolling her eyes. “We’ll see how long that lasts.”


    Kirk brought the foaming drink to his lips and drank it gratefully. His eyes stayed on Annabeth and Dan. She was listening intently to something he was saying. Her back was to him, so he couldn’t see her face, but he could sure as hell see the way the doctor was looking at her. Eyes that were practically drinking her up. He recognized the expression. It was very familiar to him.


    Finally, after what felt like forever, she stood, and walked, smilingly, back to the bar. She visibly startled to see Kirk sitting on a stool. “Oh! You’re still here?” Her cheeks suffused with color. “I didn’t know.”


    “Yes. I’m still here.” His eyes held a challenge and an accusation, and Annabeth looked guiltily in Dan’s direction.


    There were only a handful of patrons left at The Whistlestop, as well as Emma, who Annabeth suspected was not going to be easy to shake. “You wanted to know about Wade?”


    Kirk tried to calm his temper. It was a hang up from his tour. Rage, swift and sharp, sometimes came over him. The Navy had taught all the returning officers techniques to deal with it. He took a long, slow breath, and focused on Annabeth’s eyes. They were watching him, thoughtfully, curiously.


    “Yeah. I want to know about Wade,” he agreed with a nod.


    “Okay.” She threw Emma a self-conscious smile. “Let me just get Muddy a drink and I’ll be right back.” She moved down the bar and topped the last of the regulars up.


    Emma, following behind, send Annabeth a mutinous look. Annabeth couldn’t help but laugh in response. “Oh, Em. Come on. We’ve already talked about this. You don’t need to worry about me so much, you know.”


    “Yeah, yeah,” she said, throwing her slender hands up in exasperation. “I’m telling you, he’s bad news for you.”


    “You might be right. But he’s Wade’s father,” she whispered pointedly. “He wants to know about his son. And I’m going to tell him. You can come sit with us, if you’re worried anything’s going to happen?”


    “Like your chaperone?”


    “Sure, if you want to pretend we’ve slipped between the pages of a Jane Austen novel,” Annabeth teased with a wink.


    Emma was torn. On the one hand, she wanted to keep her friend from making any stupid mistakes with Kirk. On the other hand, she was too furious at him to sit down and act like everything was okay. Like he hadn’t broken Annabeth’s heart callously and intentionally; like he wasn’t poised to do it all over again. She eyed her friend dubiously. “You can handle yourself, I suppose.” It was a grudging admission. “Just… try to remember what that time in your life was like. I know he’s gorgeous and charming, and that you’re probably still a little bit in love with him. But no good would come of it. Be careful.”


    A warning that was about an hour too late, Annabeth thought with a wistful twist of her lips. Still, she didn’t feel regret. Just sensual pleasure. She looked back down the bar. Kirk was watching her. His eyes were possessively surveying her body, and it felt as though he was actually touching her skin. She felt goose bumps cover her arms, a warm heat trickled down her spine. His gaze was magnetic. It pulled her to him. Slowly, without looking away, she walked behind the bar, back to Kirk.


    “Hey,” she whispered, leaning against the countertop, so they were as close as they could be without arousing suspicion.


    “Hey yourself,” his eyes raked her face, landing on her soft, parted lips and lingering there.


    Her skin flushed, her stomach clenched, and her moist heart was slicked anew with need. Her voice, when she spoke, was breathy. “So, what did you want to know?”


    “Everything,” he said simply. “What’s his full name?”


    She took a sip of his beer. “Wade Kirk Sparks.”


    “You’re surname?”


    She nodded. “No one knows about you. Except Emma.”


    “Not even the good doctor?”


    “No. No one.”


    “Your dad?”


    She rolled her eyes and spoke deliberately slow. “No. One.” She put his beer back down. “My dad wouldn’t have cared that you were in the middle of a war zone. I’m pretty sure he’d still have flown over and kicked your ass.”


    Kirk slanted her an amused smile. Horace Sparks might have had the heart of a lion, but he had the stature of a mouse.


    “Tried to kick your ass,” she amended, feeling immediately disloyal.


    “So who does everyone think is the father?”


    She shrugged. “Most people have been polite enough not to ask.”


    Kirk’s masculine face showed his emotion. Guilt lanced him, sharp and hard. Clearview was a small town. The gossipmongers would have had a field day, whispering about her fall from grace. Annabeth Sparks had led a charmed life. Beautiful, interesting, intelligent; always destined to go far. And she’d dropped out of college and returned home, pregnant and alone. Yes, she must have suffered at the hands of community ninnies. And that was his fault too. He shook his head. “If I’d known…” his voice was a hoarse whisper.


    Beth didn’t want to go down the path of ‘if only’. It could only lead to more hurt. Remembered pain. Recriminations that served no purpose in being rehashed. “But you didn’t.” Her smile was over-bright. “Wade loves ice cream. Especially strawberry. And Oreos. I only let him have them once a week, on Sunday afternoons, but I suspect Cassandra feeds them to him behind my back.”


    “Cassandra, your old babysitter?”


    She nodded. “The very same.”


    Kirk could have listened to her talk about Wade all night. All the silly things like his favorite colors and how much he loved the beach. They didn’t scratch the surface though. Not really. Kirk left The Whistlestop with a pain in his chest for the life he could have been leading, if only he had loved Annabeth less.


    CHAPTER FIVE


    “But I only like the drumsticks, mama.” If Wade’s lower lip jutted out any further, he was at risk of being mistaken for a porch.


    “I know they’re your favorite. But mama’s, er, friend is coming for dinner tonight, and you know it’s good manners to offer our guest food first.”


    “I don’t want to have dinner with someone else. Especially not if he’s gonna nab all the best bits.”


    Annabeth concentrated on stirring the gravy to hide the smile that was playing about her lips. “Honey, he might not want the drumstick. I want you to use your good manners tonight, okay?”


    “No.”


    Annabeth shook her head wearily. Doctor Dan had assured her the ‘terrible twos’ would pass. But they’d lasted through Wade’s third year, and now into his fourth. Horace had marveled at his grandson’s fiercely determined streak. “You were a pushover, Beth. I don’t know where he gets this from.”


    But Annabeth knew.


    She’d encountered Kirk’s determined streak for herself. He’d learned a little finesse with it, but it was still there.


    The car was the perfect example. Five years after she thought she’d finally gotten through to him, he’d made short work of picking up the argument, and winning.


    She pulled some butter from the fridge and cut a knob from the square parcel. “Just mind your manners, Wade.”


    “No.” He repeated, and crossed his arms across his chest for good measure.


    Annabeth scooped the butter into the gravy pot, and whisked it through. She stirred a little more fiercely than was necessary. But Wade had been pushing her buttons all day, and now she had the added complication of the heart palpitations that wouldn’t quit.


    In less than an hour, Kirk would be there. In her home. In her living room, her kitchen. Solidly back in her life, and almost as though he’d never left it.


    Her stomach twisted as her body remembered the way his had possessed her, against the boat shed. Pleasurable sensations ran through her. How she ached for him. Again. Already.


    Annabeth had spent the last five years telling herself that she was over him. That he was a piece of her past. And now…? Now she didn’t know what the heck she wanted from him, but like the first spark of a match, she was burning with a growing yearning for him. The thought of living without him was anathema to her.


    “Do you need to go to your room and think about good behavior?”


    “No.” A little less determined this time. Nothing got through to Wade like the threat of a time out.


    “Okay then. Go play with your trains, young man. I will do my best to make sure you get your drumstick, okay?”


    Like all things with parenting, their disagreement was not about the dinner she’d been preparing all afternoon. Wade was in a stage of needing to call the shots, and intuitively Annabeth knew she couldn’t let him get away with it. As a single mum, she’d needed to be both mother and father, soft and gentle, and authoritative and strict.


    A smile thick with emotion touched her lips as she watched his too-small body flounce dramatically from the room. For the hundredth time in an hour, her eyes flicked to the fifties style clock on the wall.


    All day, she’d obsessed over trivial details. She was so nervous she thought she might explode. She’d cleaned the house from top to bottom. There wasn’t a lot she could do about the faded wallpaper and uneven floorboards, but she’d fluffed the cushions, cut flowers from the garden and arranged them in every vase she owned, and she’d taken extra care with her appearance. It was quite the trick – to look good without appearing to have tried in the slightest. Her hair she’d washed and blow dried until it was straight and smooth. Then, she’d teased and finger combed it until it looked alluringly disheveled. Her first choice of outfit – a sleek black dress, had quickly been eschewed for her denim cutoffs and an oversized pink t-shirt. Casual, but flattering to her tan and figure. Even the dinner had been agonized over. Her cooking prowess had been acquired long after Kirk had left her. She wouldn’t have been human if there wasn’t a part of her that wanted to show off a little.


    But her signature dinner party dish of prosciutto wrapped scallops followed by whole baked salmon would have screamed, ‘I love you, please love me back,’ so she’d opted for a homely roast chicken. With all the trimmings. Because she did love him. She always had, and now? She was even more lost than ever before. The knowledge terrified her.


    By the time she heard Kirk’s truck pull up out front, she was almost jangling with tension. “Wade?” She called, trying to remove the screechy sound from her voice. “Kirk’s here. Where are you?”


    “I’m hiding.”


    Annabeth rolled her eyes heavenward. She didn’t need to deal with Wade’s moods at that point. Her own were causing her enough grief.


    “Can you come out, then?”


    “No.”


    She gritted her teeth and forced a smile. “Okay, then. But if Kirk has chocolate with him, you will not be getting any, I’m afraid.”


    Silence.


    He was really in a foul strop if even the promise of chocolate couldn’t lure him out of hiding.


    With a small shake of her head, she headed out of the house.


    Her eyes arrested on Kirk immediately. He sat in the driving seat, staring straight ahead. His tension was obvious even through the darkly tinted windows, and it went some of the way to easing her own stress. However hard this was for her, it must have been thirty times more difficult for Kirk. He was about to meet a son he hadn’t even known existed a week ago.


    Sympathy softened her anxiety.


    “Hey,” she smiled, as she approached his window.


    When Kirk’s eyes met hers, Annabeth felt her stomach turn roll with tension. The pleasurable kind of tension. She felt a throbbing begin, low in her body, that she knew would demand answer.


    “Hello.”


    “You nervous?” She leaned in the open window of the driver side door.


    “Wouldn’t be human if I wasn’t.”


    “He’s going to love you,” she promised, squeezing his strong hand in hers.


    Kirk slanted her a dubious glance. It was so strange to see this man, who had always burned with fierce confidence and power, seem humbled and unsure.


    “Just remember, he’s only four. Don’t pressure him. Let him get to know you and then think about, um, anything else.”


    Kirk nodded, his palms sweaty. He wasn’t used to feeling anxious. His work demanded him to be confident and unafraid of new situations. He’d met with the President of the United States the month before, to talk about construction industry grants. And yet the idea of meeting a four year old was filling him with complete anxiety.


    “Okay, I can do this,” he muttered, pulling his keys from the ignition and looking up at the weatherboard house Annabeth had made her home. It brought a grim frown to his face.


    She’d obviously tried to pretty it up. There were pot plants everywhere, with bright geraniums and daisies spilling over the side. A hedge of lavender spiked on either side of the front steps. But nothing could disguise the fact that the place was about one building inspection away from a demolition order. He looked higher, to the rusting roof, and a window that looked permanently broken, and clenched his hands into fists.


    Annabeth shouldn’t be living like this.


    His son shouldn’t be living like this.


    When he’d made the decision to let her go, he had believed it would be for the best. That she would be better without him, and the burden of loving him. Now, he felt like he’d saddled her with an even bigger burden – raising their child alone, without the means to do so easily.


    Mentally, he was calculating just how quickly he could purchase a home nearby in her name. The Robinson name talked in the south, and he would do whatever he could to fix her situation, immediately.


    “Oh, and I should warn you, Kirk.” She screwed up her nose in a way that made Kirk want to kiss her soundly. “He’s in a foul mood this afternoon. I’m sorry in advance for any naughty behavior. Although,” she smiled sweetly up at him, “I am certain this naughtiness comes from you.”


    His chuckle was like warm butter on her body. She could have melted into him. “I think you’re probably right. Though I do remember a certain senior who put dishwashing liquid and blue food coloring in the town fountain.”


    Her cheeks glowed. “Hey,” she whispered, staring up in his eyes, “That’s a secret you’re meant to take to the grave with you.”


    He looked around. No one was watching. He pulled her against him. He couldn’t help it. Ever since they’d made love, he’d been barely able to function. Her body felt so good pressed to his. He wrapped his hands around her waist and kissed her forehead. “I’ll keep your secret, Miss Sparks, but it might cost you.”


    “Oh?” She could hardly speak through the racing of her heart. “What’s the price?”


    “I’m sure I can think of something,” he teased, but his expression was earnest. He wanted to kiss her so bad it hurt. He couldn’t, though. If he kissed her, he’d want – no, need – so much more. And he was about to meet his son for the first time. Other things had to take precedence over what his desire craved.


    “Well,” she cleared her throat. “When you do, you just be sure to let me know.”


    He wanted so much to make things right. But how could he? Not after what he’d done. He sighed. “Let’s go find this son of mine.”


    “Kirk , just remember, we’ll keep it light this time. Don’t go telling him anything. Okay?”


    “Of course, Beth. You think I’m just going to blurt out that I’m his daddy?”


    “No, but… just watch it.”


    He followed her inside, his body awash with sensations.


    “Wade, honey. I need you to come here now.” When the room remained still and silent, she threw Kirk an apologetic glance. “Timeout and no drumstick unless you are here in three seconds, young man.”


    A sound of a door creaking open. Annabeth grinned. Foot falls on the floorboards. And then Wade, walking petulantly into the room. His annoyance had made him stomp. His face was crinkled into disapproval. And he’d dug out a long forgotten pacifier and wedged it into his mouth, presumably to further infuriate his mother.


    “Honey, this is the friend I was telling you about.”


    Beside her, Kirk was deathly still, but she didn’t realize. She was focused on trying to coax Wade to speak. Of course, like any child who wanted to aggravate a parent, he did the exact opposite of what she’d requested.


    “Can you say hi, darling?”


    More silence.


    Kirk looked at the small child, and all of his anxiety and desire evaporated. Rage, white hot and fierce, burned into him. For this child Annabeth was trying to pass off as his was no older than two. Kirk’s face was pale beneath his tan, as he realized that not only was he not a father, but the woman he thought he had once loved was capable of such deceitful treachery. And for what? Money? He looked around the cheery but decrepit room, and his frown deepened.


    His eyes dropped back to the toddler, who was staring dejectedly out of the window.


    No way could this be his son.


    Without a word, he spun on his heel and strode from the house, towards his car. If Annabeth had wanted to pay him back, then she’d chosen a pretty damned near perfect way. His disappointment and sense of loss were enormous.


    “Where’s he going?” Wade asked, as the front door slammed. “I wanted to show him my trains.”


    Annabeth looked at her son in complete confusion. “Stay here, honey. I’ll be right back.” She ran from the house. By the time she had burst through the front door, Kirk was already behind his steering wheel again.

  


  
    “Hey!” She had to run to catch him, just as he started the engine. “Where the heck are you tearing off to?”


    His face could have frozen a fire. “I’m leaving, Annabeth.”


    “But… I don’t understand?”


    His eyes raked over her face, trying to make sense of what she’d become. “How dare you?” He muttered, his eyes like ice chips.


    “I don’t… what happened?” Her fingers were shaking so she linked them together behind her back.


    “Why did you do it?”


    “Do what? Kirk, what’s going on?”


    “How dare you try to pass that child off as mine? Did you think I wouldn’t notice that he’s barely out of diapers? My God, Annabeth. Was this about revenge? Did you want to hurt me like I hurt you?”


    She shook her head, emotion making it difficult to think and speak. “No, you’ve got it wrong.”


    “I thought I knew you. I thought I knew you better than anyone else in the world.” A muscle flexed in his jaw.


    “You do.” Barely a whisper.


    “I haven’t seen you in five years. That boy is … he’s almost a baby. Did you truly think I wouldn’t realize? He’s not even speaking, Annabeth.”


    Something like a knife had lodged in between Annabeth’s ribs. She shook her head, feeling dizzy and faint at the same time. She opened her mouth to explain. She should have told him at the bar, but instead, she’d told him how Wade likes his PB & J on rye bread, oddly, because with everything else, it had to be white and soft. Kirk swore and revved the engine.


    “Get out of my way, Annabeth. So help me God, you don’t want to argue with me right now.”


    “Kirk,” she snapped angrily, but she took a step back from the car on instinct. And he floored the accelerator, driving off in a cloud of dust. She watched him go, her heart shredding into pieces, sweat beetling her brow. He had left. Again.


    Another lesson Annabeth had learned, in her tenure as a single parent, was how to control her emotions for the sake of her child. And so she took a deep, steadying breath, pushed her desperation deep down into her body for later attention, and went back inside.


    “Kirk had to go, sweetie. But the good news?” She asked brightly, her eyes stinging with unshed tears. “You get both drumsticks.”


    CHAPTER SIX


    The gold gilt box drew her gaze every few minutes. It had been two days with no sign of Kirk. No word of the apology she knew he owed her. No opportunity to explain about Wade’s stunted growth and his stubborn temperament that had rendered him willfully speechless in front of their guest.


    “You’re not even listening,” Dan pointed out with a melodramatic huff.


    “Sorry,” she winced. “I was miles away.”


    He leaned forward, his eyes scanning her face. “Everything okay?”


    “Yeah.” She forced a smile to her face. “Fine.”


    “I diagnose a lie,” he teased, offering her his bowl of fries.


    She shook her head, and moved down the bar to serve a group of construction workers who were finishing up repairs on the local railway tracks. “This round’s on the house, guys. Couldn’t make ends meet in this town without the tracks.”


    The gesture earned her a whooping round of celebration that made her laugh.


    “So what is it?” Dan wasn’t going to be put off.


    Annabeth flicked her eyes to the box again. She was going to take it to Kirk as soon as she could get out of The Whistlestop. It was a Friday night, though, and she knew it would be late. But that didn’t matter. She’d waited a very long time to show him what a jackass he was. The moment was finally upon her. Well, almost.


    “Let me guess,” Dan continued. “Your problem is about six and a half feet tall, body of a commando, looks like he should be on a billboard in Hollywood rather than down here in the cotton fields?”


    She kept her face as blank as possible. “He’s a problem all right,” she muttered, trying to sound light hearted.


    “It would appear the rest of Clearview disagrees with you.”


    “Oh?”


    “Hmm. I thought everyone was cold on him, the first night he swaggered back in town. Now, he’s the poster child for the long lost golden boy. Everyone who walked in my door today was talking about the return of Kirk Robinson.” He watched her carefully for anything her reactions might betray about her feelings. “Must have been quite the hometown hero, huh?”


    “You could say that.” She gave in to temptation and snaffled a single chip from his bowl. “You know the kind of guy. High school quarterback. Handsome. More money than he knew what to do with. Popular as they come. Smart, too. And his parents raised him right, made him a gentleman.” For the most part, she tacked on silently, thinking she’d been the one person in town who hadn’t seen the benefits of his courtesy and old-fashioned manners.


    “But you don’t like him.” A statement. Her emotional state was obvious.


    She searched for the right words. “We have… history. I’ll be glad when he leaves town.”


    “You haven’t heard?”


    “Heard what?” She leaned forward, her heart hammering against her breast.


    “Robinson construction has just announced plans to rebuild the old pier. Just as it was. Without the tendency to wash out to sea, though.”


    Heart fluttering so fast she thought she might faint, Annabeth narrowed her gaze. “And? What does that mean?”


    “Word on the street, or my patient’s seat, at least, is that Kirk Robinson is planning to stick around to see it gets done right.”


    It took her utmost concentration not to react. That soaring feeling in her soul was the most ridiculous, shaming emotional response to the news she’d just heard. No way would this decision have anything to do with her. Likely, the plans had been in the pipeline for years. His decision to oversee it could have been made months ago. Or it could have been his return home, and the feelings it had stirred for the town he’d once loved. If he cared about her at all anymore, he would have tried to set things right. He would have given her a chance to explain about Wade.


    It didn’t take long for the bar to fill up. The group of construction workers were the loudest of the lot, singing happily along to any hit that came on the juke box. Annabeth didn’t mind. Their voices weren’t the worst she’d heard, and at least they helped to drown out her own thoughts. She had a full team behind the bar, which left her time to chat to the locals just as she liked to. Just as Horace always did. Her dad would be back soon, and then life could return to its normal pace. She thought guiltily of the manuscript she should have sent back the week earlier. Her publishers were being good about waiting, but Annabeth didn’t want to stuff this up. She’d waited years for a big break and now she’d got it. It was the kind of thing that should have absorbed her concentration completely. Not Kirk Robinson.


    She looked up distractedly, a smile on her face as she listened to the swirl of conversation. It jarred the second her eyes landed on the man himself. As if her thoughts had conjured him up, he entered the bar, looking as devastatingly attractive as ever, in a simple black t-shirt and jeans. Her body seemed to reverberate on a different frequency. Her blood was rushing through her veins so fast that she could hear it in her ears, even over the din of Small Town Saturday Night.


    “Excuse me,” with monumental effort, she kept her voice level, her expression normal. “I’m going to be right back, okay?”


    Meghan, one of the staff they’d hired to see them through summer smiled cheerily. “No worries, boss.”


    Annabeth walked quickly through the bar, too quickly for Kirk to keep up. Doctor Dan had been right. Whatever ill will people might have felt towards Kirk for breaking Annabeth’s heart, it appeared to now be forgiven. Kirk could barely move for the people wanting to stop and chat to him. He watched, frustration keen in his gut, as Annabeth’s blonde head bobbed away from him, and disappeared from view.


    He wasn’t even sure why he’d come.


    He’d been trying to make sense of what had happened, but every question he had just spawned a hundred more in his mind. Why would she lie to him? She’d seemed so upset the day she’d told him ‘the truth’ about ‘their son’. Was it regret? Regret that she’d got pregnant to another man? A man who’d deserted her and left her to raise the baby? It didn’t make sense.


    Finally, he made it to the bar. Cam and Rosie hadn’t arrived yet, but he ordered three beers anyway.


    “I’m surprised your ears haven’t burned off, all the talk I’ve heard about you lately.”


    Kirk raised an eyebrow and turned in the direction of the genial voice. Beside him was the man who’d been dancing with Annabeth. The man who was a friend of hers. The town doctor, he seemed to remember.


    “Kirk Robinson,” he said, his palm outstretched.


    “I know. You’re quite the local celebrity.” Dan shook Kirk’s hand. “Dan Spencer.”


    He’d seen her leave, but there was a childish part of him that wanted to stake a claim. To leave no doubts as to who Annabeth belonged to. “Beth here?”


    Dan nodded towards the door. “Ran out of here like a cat on a hot tin roof as soon as you walked in.” The doctor regarded Kirk thoughtfully over the rim of his beer glass. “Must be quite some history between y’all for you to upset her like that. Annabeth’s been through a lot and I’ve never seen her with so much as a single feather ruffled.”


    Something rolled in his gut. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” What did he mean? Been through what? He was too proud to ask. To admit, even to himself, that everyone else knew more about Annabeth Sparks these days than he did.


    “She’s a great girl.” Dan was just making conversation. He’d tried to get Annabeth to go out with him a couple of years after he’d arrived in Clearview. She wasn’t interested in him then, and she wasn’t now. She wasn’t interested in anyone, as far as he could tell. But the way the tall, muscular stranger next to him tensed told him all he needed to know. Their business was not in the past. It was unfolding around them.


    Kirk was saved from making a reply by Cam and Rosie’s arrival. He performed introductions distractedly, handing their drinks over.


    “We have a problem,” Cam cut straight to the chase.


    “Oh?” Kirk raised a brow in silent query.


    Rosie, her beautiful face scrunched up in angst, shook her head. “I got the call this afternoon, and I don’t know what to do, because it’s not like we have a heap of options down here. Oh, I don’t mean to be ungrateful. La Cachette is the most beautiful place to have a wedding, but it’s so out of the way. So when someone pulls out of the wedding, we don’t exactly have our pick of replacements.”


    “Who pulled out?” Kirk was all business. This is where he excelled. Emotional stuff he struggled with, but with any logistical problem, he could work out how to get A to Z and back again, through water, fire and war zones.


    “The photographer,” Cam muttered. It had been a sore point for the groom all along, but Rosie had been determined to hire the renowned fashion snapper.


    “You need a photographer?” Dan interrupted. The trio had been so caught up in their conversation they’d forgotten he was there.


    “This wasn’t just a photographer,” Rosie wailed, wiping at her eyes angrily. “It was Sven Jagenson. The best photographer in the world!”


    “Well,” Dan leaned forward, his face set in the expression he used to cajole recalcitrant seven year olds to submit to an ear exam. “I don’t know if that’s quite right. You see, I happen to know we have the best photographer in the world right here in Mobile County.”


    Kirk knew where the doc was going. There was only one photographer in Mobile County.


    “You mean Emma Whittaker?”


    “The very one.” He looked past Kirk, a smile creasing his face. “Hey, Annabeth. Can you get that best friend of yours on the phone? These folk need to talk to her about a last-minute booking.”


    Annabeth’s face was pale. Her eyes dull. Kirk noticed every tiny thing about her appearance. He had been so angry with her. For days he’d nursed a rage that was as volatile as a volcano. But seeing her now, it all went up in smoke. He smiled. She looked away, deliberately focusing only on Dan.


    “Emma’s booked solid, Dan. You know that.”


    “Naw, come on. Look how upset the bride is. Surely Em could work something out.”


    Annabeth flicked her eyes to the stunning creature standing between Cam and Kirk. The woman was obviously holding on by a thread. She recognized the emotion. She was feeling the very same thing.


    “Fine. I’ll call her.” She reached backwards and grabbed the phone off the wall, and dialed Emma’s number. It was too noisy to hear in the bar, so she slipped through the back, into her dad’s office.


    Emma took so long to answer than Annabeth had been just about to hang up.


    “Oh, I don’t know, Beth. Do you really want me to help them out?” She asked, when Annabeth had relayed the request.


    Annabeth slumped against the wall, her eyes squeezed shut.


    “No.” It was a whisper in the dark. “But you should. Just because Kirk’s a bastard doesn’t mean you should take it out on the poor bride. She looks devastated.”


    “Should be, marrying into that family,” Emma swore loyally.


    Annabeth’s smile was a shadow. “Oh, Em. You’re a sweetie. They’re not all bad. You even used to like Kirk, once upon a time.”


    “Ancient history,” Emma announced resolutely. “How did he go with Wade, anyway? Are you guys on your way to a happy family reunion?”


    Annabeth swallowed anxiously. “No, hardly. You were right, Emma. The whole thing was a mistake. He didn’t believe me. It was a stupid idea. I should never have told him.”


    Emma’s response was prolonged and expletive laden, but it did nothing to soothe Annabeth’s frazzled temper. “Just… don’t worry. Look, they’re in the bar. Can I let them know if you’ll take the job?”


    “Yeah, fine. Only because you’re asking, though, Beth. And I want double my usual rate.”


    “I’m sure it won’t be a problem,” Annabeth responded simply, disconnecting the call without moving. She stayed against the wall, her eyes shut, her mind hurting.


    “So I was right? It was a lie?”


    Her blue eyes flew open, to see Kirk standing like a tightly sprung coil in the door of the darkened office.


    “Kirk,” she shook her head from side to side.


    He stepped into the office and shut the door behind himself. His face wore a grim mask, but once he’d closed the door she could no longer see the detail in his expression. The office was plunged into darkness.


    “Emma said she’d do it.”


    “I don’t give a shit,” he said harshly. The office was small. He closed the distance between them in seconds. He groaned as he pulled her into his arms. “A part of me hates you, Annabeth. For lying to me. But a part of me loves you, too, and wants you so bad it hurts. What does that say about me?”


    She couldn’t speak. Her own emotions were pelting one another from opposite sides of the sensible divide. She knew she should be strong, that she needed to make him understand the truth. And she would. But first… she stood on tiptoes and found his mouth, claiming it with hers. He groaned again, dragging his fingers through her hair and pressing her back against the wall with the weight of his body. Her mouth was so soft and pliant, and he ravaged it. He ravaged her. He kissed her neck, her décolletage, pulled at her shirt so that it fell open and her breasts were exposed. As she moaned and writhed against his body, he kissed her breasts, and lashed her nipples with his tongue, moving his hands lower. She was wearing a denim mini skirt, and he ruched it up around her waist, pulling at her underwear so that he could slip a finger inside of her, while his mouth continued to taste her body.


    Annabeth was a shaking mass of sensation. “Kirk, I can’t stand up,” she whispered, her knees so weak, her body so jelly-like, that she was simply a collection of erotically charged cells.


    “No.” He lifted her easily and placed her on the timber floor. Outside, the noise of the bar continued to rage, but they couldn’t hear it. There was only them, and this. He undid his jeans impatiently, just enough to remove his arousal and nudge it towards her entrance.


    “Please,” she whispered, digging her nails into the cotton of his shirt. “Please, Kirk.”


    His smile was satisfied, his expression harsh. “Oh, Beth. I want you, honey, but I kind of want you to suffer. Just a little.”


    Groggily, she pushed up on her elbows. “What… do you mean?”


    “Suffer in the best possible way, angel.” He dipped his blonde head forward, and made contact with her most intimate, beautiful heart. His tongue was not gentle, and her orgasm was fierce. She thrashed on the floor as her body spiraled into a heated coil of delight, her insides were slick with moisture, her breasts raw and sensitive from his touch.


    “That’s not suffering,” she whispered, as she came back to earth.


    “What if I tell you we’ll never make love again?” He moved his body over hers, his erection so close to possessing her that they were both panting with need.


    “I’d say you’re lying.”


    His eyes narrowed. “Haven’t we established that you’re the liar in this little relationship we’ve got going?”


    She bit down on her lip. She could prove to him that Wade was his son, but now, she wanted him to believe her without proof. “I’ve never lied to you,” she said earnestly, arching her hips as desire ran through her.


    He pulled back just enough to keep them physically separated. “You tried to foist another man’s child onto me.”


    Tears clogged in her throat. “No.” She shook her head sadly.


    Kirk laced his fingers through hers and held her arms aloft, high above her head, as he drove into her, watching as the moonlight bathed her beautiful face in light, showing relief on her features. He pulled out, and confusion replaced relief.


    “If you’re trying to make me admit that you’re not Wade’s daddy, it won’t work,” she murmured, her body on fire.


    He shook his head, as desire overtook his need for the truth. He plunged into her again, his body instantly jerking with the complete acceptance of how much this coming together had become a part of his soul. How he needed her regardless of what she was.


    He moved quickly, driving her over the edge, but he wasn’t ready to leave her. He didn’t know when they’d be together again. He knew she would be mad as hell once the sensual fog lifted. He slowed down, bringing his mouth to her breasts, kissing her, and touching her, as he stoked desire anew inside of her.


    She moaned as he wound her up and pulled her apart again, sending her senses haywire as her whole body seemed to melt into the floorboards. He released himself, finally, and in that moment, he knew he would never feel anything as perfect as being with this woman. It was his reason for walking this earth, plain and simple. And the knowledge brought him a swift stab of desolation.


    Annabeth dressed without looking at him. Her hands weren’t steady, and her cheeks were flushed. She pulled her hair into a severe plait, then took a sip of water from her bottle on the desk. She cast a look in the mirror, ignoring the looming shape of Kirk Robinson standing just behind her. Steadfastly, she avoided his eyes. She couldn’t look at him. Her confusion was too profound, her sadness almost overwhelming. How could something so amazing be borne out of such anger and hate? She ran her fingers over the pink patches on her neck, courtesy of his stubble. With a groan of frustration, she loosened her plait and spread her hair around her shoulders. The length did a fine job of covering up the only physical marks of their sexual escapade.


    Her voice was without emotion, and her eyes didn’t meet his in the mirror when she spoke. “I have something to give you.” She cleared her throat. “I was going to bring it to you later, but seeing as you’re here now…” her sentence died off in her throat, as finally, she looked at his face. And she saw how distraught he was. She saw remorse, and regret. And she couldn’t let herself care. She slipped out of the office, not bothering to check that he was following.


    The pub was a hive of activity. She stopped to chat to a few customers on her way over to Rosie and Cam. By the time she joined them, Kirk was back, looking relaxed and unconcerned with life.


    She ignored him, though it took huge effort and control.


    “Good news. I got hold of Emma. She’s happy to do it.” Annabeth went through Emma’s rates as quickly as she could, then typed Emma’s cell number into Rosie’s phone. “Give her a call in the morning to confirm details.”


    “Thank you so much. You’re a lifesaver. Isn’t she a lifesaver?” Rosie’s face was transformed into an expression of ethereal beauty.


    “Oh, yeah. She’s something, all right,” Kirk muttered, swapping out his beer for a whisky and throwing it back.


    “Will you have a drink with us, Annabeth?” Rosie invited warmly.


    Annabeth looked despairingly at Kirk, then past him, to Doctor Dan. “Sorry, I promised this guy a dance earlier.” She smiled brightly and moved over to her friend. A comforting face in the midst of a maelstrom of feeling.


    He knew better than to argue.


    Her cheery attitude might have fooled most, but he knew her better than that, and he was certainly not buying it. “Come on, honey. They’re playing our song.”


    She listened. He was right. The memory of the first time they’d danced together brought a smile to her face. She’d been pregnant, and scared witless at the prospect of raising a child alone.


    Feigning ignorance of Kirk’s dagger-laced stare, she put her hand in Dan’s and followed him to the dance floor. Being with Kirk might have felt right, and perfect, but being with Dan felt safe and comforting, and at that moment, she needed a port in the emotional storm.


    CHAPTER SEVEN


    The box was not familiar to him. He turned it over in his hands, studying the detailed pattern. It looked like a cheap imitation of an oriental treasure.


    He sat down on his bed, kicking his shoes off and lifting his legs. He’d slackened with his stretches of late, and his back was showing the first signs of complaint. Or maybe it was the way he kept grabbing Annabeth and making love to her whenever they were alone. He winced, remembering the things he’d said to her. Remembering with a deep sense of shame how he’d used their connection to illicit a confession out of her. Or attempted to.


    Mortification turned his stomach. She was the only woman he’d ever loved, and regardless of what she’d done, she deserved better than that. He groaned into his silent bedroom, fingering the box as he stared out of the bay windows towards the rolling, verdant hills of the plantation. La Cachette was the grandest home in all of Mobile County, with its Baroque French architecture and enormous scale. Its beauty afforded him little solace now. Nothing did.


    He’d resisted investigating the box all day. He’d told himself that he didn’t care what was inside. Whatever Annabeth wanted to show him didn’t change the facts. Much. He’d done whatever he could to keep busy. But now, there were no more distractions.


    With an angry exhalation of breath, he slid the bolt sideways and lifted the lid.


    The ring caught his attention first. It was her engagement ring, tied with a piece of satin ribbon around a package of letters. His heart thudded almost to a stop then sped up furiously. He’d presumed she’d sold the ring somewhere along the line. It was worth hundreds of thousands of dollars, and God knew she could use the money. His breath was ragged as he undid the ribbon and slid the jewelry off, into the palm of his hand. He remembered the day he’d bought it for her. He’d flown to New York, wanting the best ring in the world for Annabeth. The canary yellow diamond had been perfect. The color of her hair, and when the sun hit it in the right light, the ring sparkled almost as bright as her eyes.


    He ran his fingers around the enormous solitaire, wondering anew why she had kept it all this time. Locked up in a cheap box, somewhere in that falling down home of hers. He placed it on the bed beside him, and then pulled at the ribbon some more.


    There were dozens of letters. More than he’d even known about. Impatiently, he opened the first one.


    Kirk, I got your email but when I tried to reply, it kept bouncing back. I don’t know how else to contact you, but I needed to write. I can’t accept that you’re breaking up with me. I won’t accept it. He could practically feel her tension, as her writing became noticeably smaller and tighter. I don’t know what life’s like for you over there. I can only guess, and piece together a rough idea from the news. I get it. It’s tough. But don’t lose sight of what we have. I love you so much. I’ve loved you all my life so far, and I plan on loving you for the rest of it.


    He put the letter down with the engagement ring and closed his eyes. What good was rehashing the past? He’d made the only decision he could make. It had been for the best, or so he’d believed at the time.


    Kirk, I still haven’t heard from you. I don’t even know if my last letter has reached you yet. I don’t know where you are, but I wish you were here, with me. No. Not here in the dorm. I wish we were both back home. Back in Clearview, under that tree we love at La Cachette. I want to feel your arms around me, and to know everything’s going to be okay. Kirk, I’m scared. I need to talk to you. Please, just write me. Don’t shut down on me like this, baby. I love you.


    He screwed the letter up and threw it across the room, a guttural cry of anger and pain wrenched from him. He tore into the next letter.


    Kirk, it’s been two months since you emailed. A part of me is terrified that the reason I’m not hearing from you is because you’ve been hurt. Or worse. I can’t bear it. I can’t bear to think along those lines, so I’m not. But it’s almost worse to imagine that you’re out there, carrying on your life, and choosing not to have me in it. You proposed to me, Kirk. I don’t understand why you’re ending our engagement so soon? It doesn’t matter now anyway. Your folks say they haven’t heard from you. I think they’re worried, like I am. I just need to speak to you. Please get in touch. I love you.


    His heart was racing as he ripped into the next letter. A photograph flapped out with it. Small, and black and white.


    I’m pregnant, Kirk. I’ve written this letter a thousand times, trying to work out how to tell you, what words will make it easier for a man who’s decided he doesn’t love me to hear that a baby is on the way. I’m sorry for both of us that it’s worked out this way. I just thought you should know. I’ve enclosed a sonogram picture. I think the baby has your feet.


    His fingers were shaking as he lifted the picture higher, staring at the grainy image. Age had made it peel in the corners. The date was there, clearly printed in the top corner, along with Annabeth’s name.


    Despair groaned inside of him as reality finally began to intrude.


    Kirk, I’m not going to write anymore, except to tell you once our child’s born. I just need to know you’re alive. I love you. I always will. I can live with the fact you no longer love me. I just need to know you’re safe.


    He blinked into the room. Ridiculously, for the first time in his adult life, he felt tears threaten. He shook his head, forcing himself to go on.


    Kirk.


    Our baby’s here. A beautiful boy. Wade Kirk Sparks is what I’ve called him. I don’t know if you’ll mind him having your name in there. I don’t even know if you’re alive to mind.


    Wade’s beautiful. He arrived six weeks earlier than he should have (I guess he’s got your impatience, too). He’ll be in hospital a while, but the doctors think he’ll be fine. If you’re out there somewhere, I guess you’d want to know.


    A premature baby. Why had Wade been born so early? He looked back on the earlier letters. The stress and pain she’d been feeling. Could he have caused Wade’s early arrival? He swore and ripped into the next letter.


    Kirk,


    I wasn’t going to write to you again, but I thought you’d need to know. Wade’s out of hospital. He’s fine. Tiny. So tiny and perfect, and I’m terrified I’m going to kill him, because how can I possibly keep something so beautiful and fragile alive? Remember my goldfish graveyard? And they just need clean water and a few fish flakes. This is a baby! I wish you were here. I’m sorry that you’re not, because you’ve already missed so much and he’s only a couple of months old.


    The next letter was post-marked eight months later.


    It’s Wade’s first birthday. I still don’t know if you’re out there, but if you are, I thought you’d want to know some stuff. He’s doing well, on the whole, though he is still tiny. Our doctor’s sent off for some tests, but Dan’s not too worried (that’s the new doctor in Clearview. Doc. Carter finally resigned; can you believe it?). To give you an idea, Wade’s one, but he’s about the size of a six month old. His development is great though, otherwise. Doing all the normal baby stuff. I love him so much. I know you would, too.


    Kirk pushed the box aside, his heart pounding in his chest.


    He took the stairs two at a time and sprinted to his car.


    He started the engine and drove off before he’d even shut his door.


    He screamed into the luxury interior, cursing as loudly as he could, gaining no peace from the torrid raging emotions swirling through him.


    He tore down the interstate, into Clearview, and forced himself to slow to the speed limit. All he could think of was Annabeth, and what she’d gone through. What he’d put her through then, and what he was still putting her through. All because he hadn’t wanted to saddle her with someone like him. He swore again, taking the turn to her home. He cut the engine and leaped from the car.


    His eyes scanned the house, frantic, fervently hoping she would be home. His eyes landed on a small shape, huddled on the porch, a magnifying glass in hand. The boy looked up as Kirk approached, and his expression was direct and assessing. Kirk’s heart turned over. He recognized the expression, and now, so much about the boy. What a fool he had been, to see his diminutive size and assume the worst! He forced himself to seem casual.


    “Hey,” he said with a nod.


    “Hiya,” the boy’s smile was curious. “You’re my mama’s friend.”


    Kirk nodded. “Kirk Robinson.”


    “Hello, Mr. Robinson. Pleased to meet you.”


    Kirk smiled at the boy’s manners, but pain followed swiftly behind. Annabeth had done that. She’d done all this herself. “What are you doing there, Wade?”


    “Watching the ants,” he said, turning back to his magnifying glass. “They get food and carry it away. Look, even tiny pieces of crumb. Cool, huh?”


    Kirk crouched down on his haunches, but he didn’t look at the ants. He was watching his son, seeing every detail of his face, seeing him as he should have done earlier in the week.


    “Is Beth, I mean, is your mother home?”


    “Yep.”


    Kirk grinned. “Can I go in?”


    “Yep.”


    Kirk stood, shoving his hands in his pockets and shouldering his way into the house.


    This time, when he stepped inside, he didn’t notice the peeling paint and faded sofa cushions. He saw the homely touches of the house Beth had provided for their child. The bright pictures, framed and hung haphazardly against the walls; the lamps with colorful shades; and the toys stacked neatly in the corner.


    Beth was in the kitchen, her face pale, as she watched Wade play. Her hands were in soapy dishwater, but she was frozen. She looked so fragile, so damaged.


    “Beth,” his voice was quiet. He cleared his throat. “We need to talk.”


    Slowly, she turned to face him. It wasn’t fair that anyone should be so gorgeous, she thought distractedly, as she removed her gloves and laid them down on the kitchen table. Wearing simple jeans and a check shirt, he looked powerful and relaxed. She wiped her hands down the cotton fabric of her summery dress.


    “About what?” Her pale eyes refused to meet his. Instead, she focused on the cleft in his chin.


    “Wade. Everything.”


    She shook her head. “You read the letters.”


    “Yes.”


    She closed her eyes briefly, gripping a chair for support. He shouldn’t have needed proof. When she opened her eyes, disappointment was obvious in her features. “So you believe me now?”


    “Yes.” He dragged a hand through his thick hair. “Damn it, Beth. I wish I’d believed you all along.”


    “That makes two of us.”


    “He’s so like you.”


    She nodded.


    “He’s so small. I just thought…”


    “I know what you thought.” Finally, she lifted her ice blue eyes to meet his gaze. “I tried to explain.”


    “I know.” He took a step forward, and instinctively she moved backwards, banging into the kitchen bench.


    “Don’t touch me,” she warned in a shrill whisper. She knew where it would end up if he did, and she couldn’t let it happen again. Despite her anger with him, and a stream of hatred, too, she felt such strong, overwhelming flames of desire licking at her. She couldn’t give in to them.


    His skin was grey beneath his tan. “I won’t, I won’t.” He spun away from her. Kirk Robinson had always known where he was going. He always knew what to do, what to say. He was utterly lost with Annabeth.


    She pulled down a couple of coffee cups. “He’ll probably get a growth spurt soon.”


    “Is it because he was premature?”


    She added tea bags and boiling water to the mugs, then passed one to him.


    The fragrance of the liquid made him smile wistfully. “I don’t think I’ve had a peppermint tea since I was last in Clearview. Here, with you.”


    The memories of their past were too painful to contemplate. Beth ignored his words.


    “His prematurity could be a factor. Or it could be genetics. Best we can tell, he’s absolutely fine developmentally. Just small.”


    “I thought he didn’t speak.”


    “You didn’t wait around to hear him,” she pointed out icily, sipping the tea and scalding her mouth in the process. She slammed the cup down on the bench top and spun away from him, focusing on Wade. He was still watching the ants in a way that made her heart sing. He was her little scientist in the making.


    “No, I didn’t. Beth, do you want me to apologize? Because I will. A thousand times. I’m so sorry.”


    Tears stung her eyes but she blinked them away. “There is no apology that can fix things for us, Kirk.” Her expression was as bleak as her words. “If it was up to me, I’d never want to see you again.”


    His chest felt as though a rock boulder had been dropped on to it.


    “Don’t you get it?” She whirled around to face him. “I loved you. So much it hurt! I thought you were dead, Kirk. I begged you to just let me know you were alive.”


    “I didn’t read the letters until just now, Beth, you know that.”


    “You shouldn’t have needed a letter to know how I would feel. Worried sick, Kirk. I was beside myself.”


    He put his tea down and came to stand in front of Annabeth. “I know.”


    “And you were off with some other woman. What an idiot I was.”


    Confusion crinkled his brow at her reference to another woman. Then, he remembered the lie he’d told her, just to end the conversation. Too many lies. Too many secrets.


    “Not an idiot, Beth.” He turned to look out at Wade. Would he have made a different choice, if he’d known? Undoubtedly. Leaving Beth had made sense when he’d believed she could pick up and start her life with someone better. Someone who would make her happy. But Wade had complicated all that.


    He pretended fascination with a climbing vine on the porch. “Has there been anyone else for you?”


    She crossed her arms defensively across her chest. “None of your damned business.”


    “It’s most certainly my business,” he contradicted. “You’re the mother of my child. The woman I meant to marry. I want to know what the last five years have been like for you.”


    “You don’t get to know, Kirk. It doesn’t work like that. You didn’t care enough to be a part of it then, you don’t get to be now.”


    “What are you saying?” He reached out and grabbed her hand. She didn’t pull away. His touch was too essential to her needy body.


    She swallowed, and swayed a little. “You’re Wade’s father. If you want to be in his life, I won’t come between you. I’m not selfish enough to want to keep you away from him just because I think you’re a lousy jackass.” He winced. “But the matter of you and me needs to be left where it belongs. In the past.”


    He rubbed his thumb across the flesh on her inner-wrist, watching as her face suffused with pink. “You know that’s not true.”


    Her eyes were pleading when they locked with his. He leaned forward, so that his mouth was only a whisker from hers. “You know that what we share is as real now as it was then.”


    “You must think I’m an idiot,” she murmured, not moving away. “To still want you after the way you treated me.”


    “I don’t think you’re an idiot.”


    “Yeah? Well, I do.” She leaned forward, so that she could touch his lips. She sighed as he kissed her, wishing with all her heart that there was some magic way to undo the hurt and pain of the years long gone.


    She kissed him, knowing it would be the last time she ever did. A goodbye kiss. She pulled away, and put enough distance between them to ensure she wouldn’t weaken.


    “There is no ‘us’ anymore, Kirk. You made your choice, and I’m holding you to it.”


    He frowned. His body had leaped at her sensual touch, ready and willing, wanting more of her, as always. “I didn’t know about Wade then.”


    Anger flashed inside of her. “So you would have stayed with me if you’d known I was pregnant?”


    He thought about all the reasons he’d used to justify his decision. The decision he’d made believing he was the only one who stood to get hurt. “Yes,” he announced confidently.


    Her laugh held no humor. “That’s even worse. I loved you too much to end up your consolation prize.”


    “God, that’s not what I meant.” He furrowed his brow. Pride kept him silent. The same argument he’d waged with himself for years reared its head now. She thought he was strong and powerful. If she knew otherwise, she would no longer look at him like that. She would see how damaged and weakened he was. “I would never have left you with the burden of raising our child. I would have helped.”


    “Believe it or not, I’ve never thought of Wade as a burden. He’s a gift. More precious to me than all the grains of sand on the beach.”


    He shook his head. He was making more of a mess of things. “I just meant I would have at least provided financial support.”


    Her eyes narrowed. “I would never have taken your money, Wade.”


    “Don’t be absurd. Child support is the very least I can do.”


    Her face blanched. “No. The only thing we’ll take from you is time, if you want to give it.” She shook her head. “With Wade. Not me.”


    He stared up at the ceiling. “Why d’you have to be so damned stubborn about everything, Annabeth?”


    “I don’t want to owe you a cent, Kirk.”


    “This isn’t a loan. It’s child support. Any court in the country would award it.”


    “Yeah, well, I still don’t want it.” She held herself up straight and tall, her shoulders squared. “We don’t need money.”


    He looked around the cheap but cheery kitchen. “I beg to differ.”


    It was the last straw. Her anger was intense. So intense it was ice cold, rather than aflame. “Don’t you dare judge me, or my house. I’ve done the best I could, and it’s been enough. Wade has never done without.”


    Kirk knew that she was speaking the truth. Even in his brief interaction, he could tell that the boy had been raised exceptionally well. But his brain wasn’t thinking properly. He seemed to have one objective in mind, and even he was surprised by the means he was willing to go to in order to achieve it. “You will take my money.”


    “No, I won’t,” she retorted, leaning forward to see what Wade was doing. He’d moved on from the ants and was looking at leaves now, counting the spidery veins visible beneath the paper-thin surface.


    “You will take my money, or else.”


    “Or else?” She laughed, spinning around furiously to face him. “Or else what?”


    He leaned forward, and ran a finger down her cheek. “Or else I’ll sue for custody. And d’you know what, Beth? I’ll win.”


    CHAPTER EIGHT


    He was thinking on his feet, and he knew it was an ‘all or nothing’ maneuver.


    Beth collapsed into a kitchen chair and dropped her head into her hands. “You can’t.”


    “He’s my son. I have every right.”


    “I know.” She looked up at him, her face anguished. “I mean, please don’t.”


    “Please? You’ve gone from calling me a jackass to begging me to ‘please’ don’t?”


    She looked away, bitterness like metal in her mouth. “I still think you’re a jackass.”


    He crouched down beside her. “And you have a point. So just take my money. Spend it. Make your life better.”


    “My life is fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “I don’t need your money.” She saw he was about to counter with an argument of his own. “But if it makes you happy, we can compromise. I’ll set up an account for Wade. For college.”


    “College will not be an issue. You do not need to squirrel money away for a rainy day. I’m here and I want to help. So just take the damned money.”


    “No.” She reiterated. “A college fund is my final offer.”


    “Then I guess I’ll see you in court.”


    She watched his retreating back with a frown on her face. “What the hell? No, Kirk. Wait!” She ran across the room and grabbed his shoulder, tugging on him until he spun around to face her. “Don’t you dare walk out on me like this. We need to talk.”


    His eyes focused on her mouth. “Beth,” he groaned. “I don’t want to hurt you. Again. I am trying to help. Can’t you be reasonable?”


    “You’re blackmailing me,” she whispered, closing her eyes.


    “I’m giving you money and letting you keep our son. That’s the opposite of blackmail.”


    “You don’t get to ‘let’ me keep him. He’s mine,” she said fiercely. “Biology doesn’t give you the right to take him from me, anyways.”


    “Perhaps not. But you’ve heard my name, right? You do know who you’re dealing with?”


    Her hatred was almost matched by his own. “The all powerful Robinson family. Yes, I know.”


    “Do you honestly think any judge in the county would refuse me custody?”


    She searched his face, looking for a shred of the man she’d once loved. He had to be in there, somewhere. The Kirk Robinson she’d stayed up with all night, staring up at the stars from a field on the plantation. The Kirk Robinson she’d taken to her prom. The Kirk Robinson who had gone down on bended knee and promised to love and protect her, all his life.


    “Fine,” she whispered, sickened by what she was doing. “I’ll take your money.”


    He let out a breath of relief. “Good. I’m glad you’re finally being sensible.”


    “But I want you to promise me something.”


    “Oh?”


    “I want you to promise that you won’t seek custody. Ever.” Her eyes were without emotion as she stared at him. “I know you’d win. You could drown me with expensive lawyers and political family members. I get it. But Wade loves me. He should be with me.”


    “I agree,” he nodded, his eyes glinting in his handsome face. “And so long as you are reasonable, he’ll stay with you.”


    Annabeth had a lurching sensation, like she was keeping afloat only by the good will of someone else, and she didn’t like it at all. “I hate you,” she whispered honestly. “I didn’t think it was possible, you know, for love like ours to ever fully die. But you’ve killed it.”


    Good, he thought. He had wanted her to stop caring for him. He’d needed it. But the knowledge that she no longer loved him spread like poison in his veins.


    He went to speak to Wade, but a small part of him slowly withered and died inside of him, as the afternoon went on.


    That night, Kirk dreamed of Afghanistan. It was the first night in a long time that his subconscious had led him back there.


    It was the pain that haunted him. The pain of being hurtled clear across the airport, shrapnel and flame embedded in his fragile human body, agony searing through every nerve ending. The knowledge haunted him, too. The knowledge that he’d been too late. The bomb was sophisticated, and the mechanism well hidden. He might have been the best bomb disposal guy in the area, but he had failed, and he’d lost three comrades and eleven civilians.


    Then, there was the endless parade of doctors, all of whom had told him, their faces sagging with pity, that he would never walk again.


    That he would never make love again.


    That his body would forever remain a broken shell.


    He woke with a start and reached for his legs, rubbing his hands down them gratefully. That he had survived had been a miracle. That he had completely regained his physical abilities was beyond a miracle. But he’d done it, and he’d had the perfect incentive. Annabeth. If he could walk, he could win her back. He could make it all okay.


    But he hadn’t.


    He got out of bed and stared moodily out at the pre-dawn sky.


    Far from winning her back, he’d made everything so much worse.


    She would never forgive him. The hurts of the past were being buried by the pain he kept heaping on her, and he didn’t know how to fix it.


    He reached for the gold box, and ran his finger over her letters. Her pain was obvious. Her desperation and terror at the path that lay ahead.


    She wasn’t terrified now.


    She was brave, and courageous, and managing to keep her life and Wade’s on track through strength alone. She didn’t need him anymore. She didn’t love him. But he needed her. He loved her.


    * * *


    “What do you think, Wade?” Kirk asked, lifting the small boy from the car seat and placing him down on the ground.


    Wade looked up at the huge beach-front house, with its white weatherboard walls and wrap around balconies.


    “It’s big. And it’s got lots of stairs. And a flag.”


    Kirk smiled. “Sure does. You want to go count the stairs?”


    “Yeah.” Wade tore off, running across the sandy grass towards the house.


    Annabeth sat, her face mutinous, in the front seat. Kirk winced, knowing he had a lot of work before him. He opened her door. She remained resolutely still.


    “What do you think?”


    “Believe me, Kirk, you don’t want to know what I think right now.” She said coldly, staring away from him.


    His chuckle was like honey on her frayed nerves. “Do I need to lift you out of the car, too?”


    The certainty that he would carry through on the offer had her unbuckling her seatbelt and stepping out of the car. “What is this place?” She asked, making sure she kept her distance from him.


    He held a set of keys out to her. “It’s your new home.”


    “My new… what?” She turned to face him, completely stunned, then looked back at the beachfront masterpiece.


    “Don’t worry, Annabeth. I put it in Wade’s name, so you really can’t object.”


    She gritted her teeth. “Bet your sweet ass I can’t object,” she contradicted, tossing the keys back to him. He caught them on instinct. Annabeth watched as Wade moved up the stairs with an ease that came from his natural athleticism.


    “What is the problem now?” He asked wearily, thinking how pretty she looked when she was angry. Her face, so angelic usually, became pink, her lips pouted, and her eyes sparked. He longed to take her in his arms and kiss away the anger she was feeling. But it would make everything so much worse.


    “I hate taking anything from you,” she said, so honestly, so artlessly, that he felt like she’d stabbed him.


    “Then don’t think of it as a gift to you. I’m doing this for Wade. My son.”


    “Our son doesn’t need a beach house like this. Jeez, Kirk. I know you were born to one of the wealthiest families in the south, and that this might even seem normal to you, but it isn’t.”


    “Wade was born to the same family.”


    She sighed with frustration. “But he’s been raised by me. Horace and I are his family, and Cass, come to think of it. Normal people with normal houses and normal worries.”


    “What’s wrong with living somewhere beautiful like this?” He asked, trying to stay calm and sound reasonable.


    “I don’t want him turning out like you, okay?” She bit down on her lip, guilt washing over her as she saw the way his expression darkened.


    “I see.”


    She sighed. “You got everything you wanted on a silver platter. Throwing money at problems is your way of dealing with anything.”


    “That’s not true.”


    “Kirk, when we were kids, you wanted to give me a car, for goodness sake. At an age most people are working part time jobs to save up for some second hand bomb, you wanted to give me a luxury European car. You just can’t fix stuff with money. It doesn’t work.”


    He opened his mouth to say something, but she cut him off. “Or sex,” she hissed, storming across the grass in pursuit of Wade. “Honey, come down, we’re going home.”


    Kirk kept up with Annabeth easily.


    “Where are we going, mama?” Wade asked, as he reached the bottom of the stairs.


    “Back home,” she said seriously, taking his hand and leading him back to the car.


    “Oh. I wanted to see inside.”


    Kirk had the distinct impression of digging himself deeper into a hole. “You know what, buddy? You can.”


    Wade’s face lit up. “Really? Can I, mama?”


    Annabeth threw Kirk a furious glance. “Maybe another time.”


    “No, now is fine, Wade. Go back up the stairs and wait for us a moment.”


    Wade skipped towards the house, leaving Annabeth fuming in his wake.


    “How dare you undermine me to our child?” She demanded, anger like an actual physical force inside of her.


    “I have told you already, Annabeth, that I’m prepared to ignore the matter of custody only so long as you are reasonable. So be reasonable.”


    He was going to keep hitting her over the head with that, and she was helpless to argue. Because the one thing she couldn’t do was lose Wade.


    “Fine.” Her voice was just a whisper into the warm summer’s afternoon. “We’ll keep the house.”


    Kirk had won the battle, but he was definitely losing the war. He walked behind her. “Do you like it?”


    She eyed him reproachfully. “It’s the nicest house I’ve ever been bullied into accepting.”


    He smiled, despite the seriousness of her accusation. “Come see inside.”


    “No thanks.”


    He swallowed an oath. “Oh, Beth, come on!”


    She glared up at him and lowered her voice, making sure Wade wouldn’t hear her. “You can pull my strings, Kirk, because you’re holding something over my head that would make me do almost anything you ask. But you can’t expect me to enjoy it.”


    Her breasts were heaving with her indignant rage. His gaze lowered to them, the tanned cleavage displayed by the singlet she wore. “I know what you enjoy, Annabeth.”


    His voice was thick with emotions, and it stirred Annabeth’s body to a fever pitch. “Don’t,” she whispered harshly, but inside, she was shaking.


    “I’ve been thinking about you, Annabeth. About your body, and the way it makes mine ache with need. I’ve never known anything like it.”


    Her lips twisted with bitterness. “Not even with the woman you left me for?” Her tone dripped with saccharine sweetness.


    “Not with anyone,” he promised, lacing his fingers through hers and pulling her hand to his mouth. “Beth, have dinner with me tonight.”


    Her pulse was hammering inside her wrist. “No,” she shook her head. “I can’t.” She wouldn’t. She was only a dinner or two away from forgetting her anger and falling right back in love with him. And she couldn’t.


    “Can’t? Or won’t?”


    “Both,” she said seriously. “I’m working, Kirk. Besides, I don’t think it’s a good idea.”


    He scowled. “Then at least come and see the house.”


    “No.” She looked away, out to the never-ending expanse of ocean. “I’ll wait by the car.”


    “Suit yourself,” he said with a dismissive nod, turning and heading up the stairs. She watched him go, wondering if she was imagining that his movements seemed stiff somehow, his gait slow, as he reached Wade and put an arm around the little boy’s shoulders.


    She shrugged, moving back to the car. Kirk Robinson was a lot of things, but physically less than perfect, in any way, was not one of them. He’d always been the most macho of men, even in high school. She remembered the first time she’d really spoken him. She’d been trying out for the cheerleading squad, and he’d been finishing practice. The star quarterback, and she hadn’t been able to keep her eyes off him.


    It had just been a friendship, at first. Though Annabeth’s attraction was unmistakable, Kirk had been careful not to encourage her. Their age difference had been difficult for him to accept, but when Beth was a senior, he had known he loved her. Or so he’d said, she thought bitterly, walking past the car to the dunes beyond.


    She sank down onto her haunches and picked some sand up in the palm of her hands. It floated away, into the distance, much as the past had. Those high school years, when she’d been happy and care free, and the future lay before her like a bright adventure, were forever gone. Fragments of her past, that she’d never be able to click back into place. She rested her arms on her knees and leaned her head forward, shutting her eyes and listening to the sound of the waves crashing against the shore.


    Kirk was trying to do the right thing. She knew that. His technique was appalling, but then, he’d always been goal orientated. That was a crucial ingredient to his success in life. As a business man, she didn’t doubt that it served him well. He saw a problem, decided on a solution, and took whatever means he deemed necessary to achieve his goal.


    But she wasn’t just some problem he could buy off.


    Their situation had no easy solution.


    Certainly not one that houses and cars and money in the bank could fix.


    She looked up at the house, her mind heavy, her heart even more so.


    It was stunning, she thought grudgingly. Far better for Wade than the tip she’d called home for the last few years. Disloyalty to Horace reared its head. Her dad had helped her however he could, but running the bar was expensive. His financial means were limited.


    Besides, Annabeth’s book advance would go a long way to building her own future. Without Horace, and without Kirk. And it was hers. All hers. Her blood, sweat, sleepless nights and tears.


    Her life had finally been getting back on track, but now, she didn’t know which way was up.


    Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she scooped it out of her pocket.


    “Hey, Em,” she smiled, thrilled to hear from her friend.


    “Hi. I just wanted to check the timing for tomorrow night.”


    “Tomorrow night?” Annabeth asked, snapping the head off a long reed of grass.


    “The Harvest Festival?” Emma prompted, askance that anyone could forget an event of such unparalleled success.


    “Oh, right!” She laughed, shaking her head. “I’d just lost track of dates. Don’t worry, I’m still set. Cassandra’s minding Wade.”


    “Great. I’ll pick you up around six?”


    “Sure, sounds good,” she said with a smile. “How’s A.J?”


    The silence crackled with barely concealed excitement. “Oh, he’s sooo good.”


    Annabeth laughed. “I’ll bet.”


    “See you tomorrow,” Emma said with a smile.


    Annabeth disconnected the call, wishing she could summon half as much happiness into her voice. But it was thoroughly pleasing to see Emma so happy. She’d always had an eye for hopeless men, in the past. If a man was emotionally volatile, aggressive, jobless, friendless and penniless, Emma had a nose for them. For the first time in their long friendship, Emma was in love with a man who deserved her. A.J was kind, handsome, successful, caring, and he doted on Emma. It was a perfect match.


    “Mama, you gotta come see my room,” Wade called, waving his small hand excitedly in the air.


    With a frustrated oath, Annabeth pushed to her feet and made her way back to the house.


    “You told him?” She accused Kirk sotto voce as she approached them.


    His expression was unrepentant. “I thought you might back out.”


    “No,” she said, a false smile pinned to her face. “I don’t say I’ll do something and then change my mind. That’s more your style.”


    His eyes flashed with warning. “Come inside. Make Wade happy.”


    She followed behind him, a truculent mask on her features. How did he always manage to make her feel childish and silly? She flicked her hair over her shoulder, wishing things were easier between them. But they never would be again. Too much water had flown beneath their bridge.


    “I know what makes my son happy,” she whispered, as she pushed past him into the house. She stopped dead in her tracks, and turned a slow circle on the spot. The house was incomparably beautiful.


    She stopped, her eyes landing on Kirk.


    “Do you like it?”


    She swallowed, and shrugged. “I’ve hardly seen it.” She’d seen enough. The wide, blonde floorboards, polished to a sheen, the buttery walls, the high ceilings, the view from every window.


    “Then come and have a proper look,” he urged, putting his hand in the small of her back and propelling her forward. Wade had run off again, up the stairs and along the landing. “His bedroom,” Kirk said quietly.


    “You shouldn’t have told him, Kirk. You can’t make unilateral decisions like this.”


    His brow creased. “The decision had already been made.”


    “Yes,” she hissed, rubbing her fingers against her temples. “Between us. But there’s things like timing to consider.”


    “Oh?”


    “Yes,” she walked ahead of him, absentmindedly brushing a finger along the pristine white dado rail. “You can’t just spring something like this on a four year old.”


    “Hey, mama! You gotta check this out!” An excited cry from high up above. When she looked towards him, the smugness on Kirk’s face made her simmering blood reach boiling point.


    “He seems just fine, to me.”


    “You’re trying to buy his affection, and I don’t like it.”


    Kirk grabbed her hand, pulling her to a stop. “Hey,” he urged quietly, using his other hand to angle her chin, so that she had no option but to meet his wounded stare. “That’s not what this is about.”


    “Oh, no?” She sucked in a deep breath, as the full power of his touch made her body quiver. Her feelings were reverberating all over the place. She felt lost and confused, and desperately hungry, and so, so tired all of a sudden.


    “No. I want to help you. Does that make me some kind of monster?”


    “I don’t think you’re a monster,” she whispered, biting down on her lower lip. “I think you want to assuage your guilt, by buying me things. That maybe if you buy us a car, and a house, and put ridiculous sums of money in the bank, it won’t matter that you dumped me without a backwards glance. That you stranded a twenty year old pregnant and alone.”


    He dipped his head, wishing he could argue with her words. “Yes,” he agreed, his voice thick with feeling. “You’re right. But it’s not because I want to assuage my guilt. I am guilty, of all that. Wanting to atone is not the same as trying to erase. I can’t undo the past, Annabeth, but do you really find it strange that I want to build a better future?”


    She fluttered down her eyelids, her lashes were just dark fans against her pale cheeks. “There’s no future for you and me, Kirk. I accepted that a long time ago.”


    “But the other night…”


    “Was just sex,” she whispered, shrugging away from him. “It shouldn’t have happened. Where you and I are concerned, those feelings just don’t seem to go away, though. But it can’t happen again. It’s too important to Wade that we get this right. He’s more important than a fun roll down memory lane.”


    Kirk nodded slowly. Though her words were anathema to him, he acknowledged the sense of what she said. For now.


    “But the house, and the car?”


    “Unnecessarily generous,” she said crisply. “But I don’t want to argue with you about it anymore.”


    He let out a sigh of relief. “I just want the best for Wade, and you, Annabeth. I don’t like to think of you struggling.”


    For some reason, his statement fanned her temper. “And without you, we were struggling?”


    He lifted his eyes heavenward, praying for patience. “Any single parent would struggle. You’re working in a bar, you’re exhausted, you’re living in a house that looks about ready to fall apart in the next storm we get. Yeah, I think you’re struggling, and there’s no shame in admitting it, and asking for help.”


    Her snort was enraged. “You’re so fricking patronizing,” she fumed, pushing her finger into his chest as she spoke. “I’ll have you know, I have a book deal that will go a long way to setting Wade and me up. Without your help. What do you say to that?”


    He wasn’t often surprised, but his jaw practically hit the polished hardwood floors now. He recovered quickly.“I’m thrilled for you, Annabeth.”


    She crossed her arms again. “But you didn’t think I had any future other than The Whistlestop?”


    “There’s nothing wrong with working in The Whistlestop,” he said in a raised whisper. “Don’t put words in my mouth. I was simply thinking it mightn’t pay that well.”


    “None of that is your concern. I told you that Wade and I manage fine, and I meant it.”


    “This is a ridiculous argument,” he snapped, impatiently thrusting his thumbs through his belt loops. “Book deal or no, I’m going to help with the financial costs of raising Wade. Starting right now.”


    “Fine.” She muttered. “Just don’t go around thinking you’ve saved me from a swamp of poverty. We were doing just fine without you in our lives, Kirk Robinson, and we’d be doing fine still, if you hadn’t shoved your big head back where it’s not wanted.”


    He groaned, shaking his head from side to side. But ridiculously, he smiled. “You’re so Goddamned independent, Beth. I’d forgotten that about you. I’d forgotten how much I love sparring with you.”


    “Maybe that’s the problem, Kirk. I never did like our fights.”


    “No?”


    “No.” She tilted her head, angling her face so that she could watch a shrimp trawler coming in for the day. Under her sea-blue gaze, they emptied the nets onto the boxes on the net. Such a large haul for a rickety old boat.


    “I’m going to go see what Wade’s doing,” she said quietly, without looking back at Kirk. She couldn’t. As she walked through the house he’d bought her, it hit her how completely perfect it was for her. How thoroughly beautiful, and comfortable. How much she should love the idea of living in that home. Only she didn’t. Because she would be there without Kirk, and that prospect loomed before her now like an enormous, terrifying, future.


    CHAPTER NINE


    “He’s been back such a short time, and already I can’t imagine living without him. Am I crazy?” She pleaded to Emma over a pitcher of beer. The plastic cups were small, so they were on their third each.


    Emma rolled her eyes impatiently. “Yes. You’ve lived without him before. You can do it again. You’ll probably have to do it again.”


    “I mean it,” Annabeth complained with a shake of her head. Her long blonde hair, worn loose down her back, fluffed around her pretty face. “I was happy. I had finally got to a place where I didn’t think about him every day.”


    Emma’s disapproval was expressed in every taut line of her body. “Kirk’s a jerk, babe. You know that he’s just going to get you hooked, then up and leave again.”


    “No,” Annabeth had to yell to be heard above the music, and the dancing. “I think this time he’s setting up shop for good. You should see him and Wade together. They’re so alike, it breaks my heart.”


    “Being good with Wade doesn’t mean he’s good for you. Mark my words, Beth, he’ll break your heart if you let him.”


    Emma’s opinion was firm. It wasn’t until she kept voicing it over and over again that Annabeth realized how much she was hoping for something else from her best friend. Tacit approval. A wink of forgiveness for Kirk’s past misdeeds.


    Anything that would allow her to think her desire for him was normal, and reasonable, rather than a force of nature too great to resist, and too crazy to obey.


    “Hey!” Emma stuck her hand in the air and waved it around excitedly. The sequence of bangles she wore jingled and jangled against her slender arms.


    “Ain’t you a sight for sore eyes,” A.J’s unmistakable drawl arrived just as he did. He wrapped his arms around Emma’s waist and lifted her clear off the ground. He was the perfect picture of a country singer, with his black jeans, button down shirt and Stetson hat. “I’ve been all over the fair, you two are the prettiest girls here by far. Can I buy you dinner?”


    Annabeth looked from A.J to Emma and winked. “Nah, y’all go ahead. I get the feeling I’d be a third wheel.”


    Emma started to deny it but A.J’s broad smile was all the confirmation Annabeth needed. “I’ll meet you back here before A.J goes on.”


    She didn’t wait for Emma’s response. The crowd was practically heaving; it felt like the whole town had shown up, and dragged six cousins each for good measure. The festival was one of the best nights of the year. When she’d been a little girl, Horace had brought her along, and she’d danced with him all night, standing on his feet and absorbing by osmosis the culture of this small town by the sea. Eventually, she’d fallen asleep and he’d carried her on his shoulder while he chatted to the locals and caught up on business. The festival had grown with Annabeth. Now, it was no longer a small, local affair. She looked at the fairground section – with the Ferris wheel and other carnival rides, and smiled nostalgically.


    “How long’s it been since you’ve gone on one of those?”


    She almost jumped out of her skin when Kirk whispered into her ear from behind.


    “Kirk?” She spun around, her heart jackhammering in her chest as she stared at his square, stubble-roughened jaw.


    “Come on. Have a ride with me.” He ran his hand down one of her bare arms, and took her hand in his. A thousand nerve endings quivered with pleasure at the simplest of touches.


    “I…” she traced her lower lip with her tongue. For once, she wished her brain would take charge of her behavior. But her body, her desperate, hungry, needy body, fuelled by beer and sexual thirst, was leaning towards him.


    He groaned, as, in the middle of a hectic crowd, he pressed a single, soft kiss against her hair. “Come on, Beth. Just for tonight, don’t argue with me over everything.”


    Annabeth felt like she was standing on a precipice. She could take a step back, and stay on flat, safe, boring land. Or she could leap off without looking, and know what it felt like to fly through the air.


    She’d played it safe for years.


    She nodded. “Okay. But only if I can buy the tickets.”


    He laughed with genuine pleasure and hooked his arm around her waist. “Lead the way, darling’.”


    She weaved through the crowd slowly. She was in no rush. The sky was heavy with stars, the music pumping, the town was fat with cheer and happiness, and it was contagious. Annabeth smiled shyly at Kirk, the man who had always held her heart firmly in his large, confident hands.


    “Tell me about your book,” he said quietly, keeping her close enough so that she could easily hear him.


    And she did. She was ordinarily circumspect about her work. It was a very private thing to Annabeth Sparks, writing, but with Kirk, she felt like she could tell him, and he’d understand. As they waited in line, in no hurry to snake forward, she described the intricate plot. He asked enough questions to show that he was listening, and not so many as to be annoying.


    By the time they’d reached the top of the queue and stepped into a car of the Ferris wheel, she realized she’d been talking so long that she’d let him buy the tickets.


    “Hey!” She playfully slapped his leg as the ride lurched forward, just far enough to load another passenger. “I meant to get those.”


    He slanted her a teasing look. “You can get them next time.” Deliberately, he lowered his gaze to the pulse point that was beating like a trapped butterfly beneath the fragile skin of her neck. “Or pay me back using whatever means are at your disposal.”


    Her eyes were heavy, her heart racing, her lips parted. She shifted in the seat, so that she was facing him more fully, but in doing so, she brought her legs into complete contact with him.


    “They were two bucks apiece?” She asked breathily, wanting him to kiss her more than anything in the world.


    He furrowed his brow. “I wasn’t serious. About wanting you to pay me back.”


    Her smile was slow and heavy with suggestion. “I know.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out ten dollars. She handed it to him.


    “Now I owe you,” he said thoughtfully.


    “Exactly.” She nodded. It was the worst possible idea. Wasn’t it? Possibly. But she couldn’t stop herself from wanting him. Wade was safely at home with Cassandra, and Kirk was here, now, locked in a private car on the Ferris wheel, zooming towards the stars and heaven with her, and only her.


    She sighed into the balmy summer’s night. She needed him to kiss her with every single cell in her body.


    “I must have some loose change somewhere,” he murmured, leaning imperceptibly closer.


    “Nope. Money won’t cut it.”


    Kirk sighed, pulling her against him. But it was a hug. A bear hug. A friendly grip, rather than the passionate kiss she desperately wanted. Only the hard and fast beating of his heart beneath her gave any sign that he was as moved as she.


    “Beth, you’re the one who said we can’t do that anymore. And you’re right.” He couldn’t believe he was hearing the words coming out of his mouth. “It’s too complicated.”


    Disappointment seared her soul as though she’d been burned.


    She nodded jerkily, glad he couldn’t see her face. “You’re right,” she whispered. “You’re not just someone I can have uncomplicated sex with. Guilt-free kisses on the Ferris wheel. That was stupid of me.”


    “No,” he shook his head, pressing another kiss against her hair. “Not stupid. This feels like the most natural thing in the world, and if there was no Wade, then maybe you and I would be able to work through the past.” He thought of his own backlog of secrets and lies, the truth of who he had become, and all that he hadn’t told her, and he shut down his heart.


    “But there is a Wade.”


    “Right. And we can’t get him caught in the middle of something while we work out what the hell we want.”


    “I know, I know.” She swallowed past the lump in her throat. But she knew what she wanted. She wanted her life back, and her life was nothing without Kirk in it. The last five years, she’d done her best to build a meaningful, satisfying existence, and for the most part, she’d succeeded. On paper, she had everything she could ever want. A great group of friends in a lovely community, a relationship with her dad that was better than ever, and a beautiful boy who was healthy and clever and loved her to bits. But Kirk was the cherry on top, and finally, she understood that.


    “I heard a rumor you’re staying in town a while,” she said, fingering a small tear on the knee of his jeans.


    His stare was direct. “You heard right.”


    Hope raced inside of her. Surely he wouldn’t stay in town unless he wanted her, too?


    “I plan on being in Wade’s life, Beth. I’ve already missed so much.”


    She looked away. Wade. Of course he wanted to be a part of their son’s life. That had nothing to do with her.


    And she was selfish to be thinking only about her body’s hunger for this man instead of the life they’d created. “What do you want to know?”


    He frowned, stroking her gently as he thought about it. “Everything.” His smile was sardonic. “I wish I’d known. I’m so sorry, Beth.”


    Her voice cracked with a weight of sadness. “Why didn’t you read my letters, Kirk?”


    He paused a beat. “Honestly?” He looked down at her and felt the familiar lurch in his stomach. “I knew I’d change my mind.”


    She frowned. “About us?”


    He nodded.


    “And that would have been bad thing?”


    “Yeah,” he agreed, remembering the moment when he’d been informed, for the first time, that his body would never work again. The moment he’d realized he’d just be a burden to Beth; beautiful, young, energetic, loving Beth, who’d fallen in love with the high school sports star. No way could he let her end up with a husband in a wheelchair.


    “Why? What am I missing?”


    He wanted to tell her. He wanted to tell her everything. But it was such a long story, he didn’t know where to start. And once he’d told her, then what? Would she still love him out of a misplaced sense of duty? He stifled a groan. “War changes people. In ways you can’t imagine.”


    “So make me understand,” she pleaded, squeezing his leg.


    “Why? So you can feel sorry for me?” He had made sure to sound light hearted, but inside, he was filled with self-derision. It was exactly what he’d wanted to avoid. He couldn’t see pity in her eyes. Once upon a time, she’d looked at him as though he was the man who could save the world from disaster. She had thought him strong and fearless and powerful. No way could he have her look at him now and see the extent to which he was weary and broken.


    “No. I don’t know. Would I feel sorry for you?”


    He slanted her a thoughtful look. “You’d feel sorry for anyone and anything, Beth. Your heart’s too soft.”


    She leaned back in the vinyl bench seat and stared down at the revelers far beneath them. He was wrong. Her heart was only soft for Kirk. She’d always been a sucker for him. She was now, just as much as ever.


    “I’m glad you’re staying around. For Wade’s sake.”


    He didn’t meet her eyes. “Me too.”


    As the Ferris wheel continued upwards, lifting them almost to the top of the circular ride, she remembered something. “Don’t you have a wedding to go to tomorrow?”


    “Yeah,” he smiled. “Rosie wouldn’t have missed this for the world though.”


    “She came here the night before her wedding?”


    “Yeah. She and Cam aren’t really traditional. She said she’d rather spend the night before their wedding dancing with the man she loved than getting girly pedicures and shit.”


    Beth rolled her eyes at Kirk’s expression, but then, she laughed. “I think she sounds like a smart girl.”


    “Yeah, she’s a catch.”


    “How’d they meet?” She was glad to be talking about something easier. Safer ground than their pot-holed past.


    “Work. Cam’s my CFO and Rosie was one of our architects. They butted heads, in a big way, over the cost of a project we’re doing in Seattle. Sorting it out involved a lot of weekend trips and apparently, somewhere between budget meetings and planning sessions, they realized the reason they were fighting so much was because they were in love.” He shrugged off the overly-sentimental story. “He’s happy.”


    “Yeah, he seems it.” She’d only met Cam a handful of times. He’d been a serious, study-focused person in the past. If he’d met someone who could make him relax and enjoy life, then she was happy for him.


    “Everything all sorted for the wedding?”


    Kirk laughed. “The Navy could learn a thing or two from Rosie’s military precision. You should see the checklist I’ve been given. I’m pretty sure every minute of my day is accounted for tomorrow, from sun up onwards.”


    “Sounds like fun,” Annabeth teased, bumping her shoulder to his.


    “You should come.” He blurted the words out, and even as he said them, he wondered what the heck had come over him.


    “Oh.” Fear grabbed at her heart; panic, too. She shook her head. “Thanks, but it’s not really my place.”


    She swallowed and looked away. She didn’t belong at a family wedding. Not with Kirk. She was just some girl he used to know. Some girl he’d got pregnant and forgotten about.


    The Ferris wheel spun downwards, bringing them back to earth. As they got close to the starting point, she stuck her hand out and waved, to get Muddy’s attention. Just about everyone from the town had been pressed into service in some way or another. Muddy was helping with the rides. “Hey! Can you let me off?”


    “Sure thing!” He called, giving two pudgy thumbs up in further recognition.


    “Hey, Beth, did I say something…?”


    When Beth looked at him, all of the grief she felt was on her face. “I don’t know what to do, Kirk.” It was a whisper. “I want you in Wade’s life. I really do. But I can’t have you in mine without feeling… confused as hell.”


    He nodded, completely understanding what she felt.


    “It kills me that I don’t belong at a family wedding. You’re the only man I’ve ever loved. The only man I’ve ever made love to. We have a child together. But I’m nothing to you now.”


    “Hey,” he put his hands on her face, stroking her cheeks. “Not nothing.” She was everything, but how did he even start to explain that? That she meant so much to him he’d stayed away for her sake?


    “Forget about it,” she said, her voice shaking.


    “No, I don’t want to. I just need… hell. I don’t know. Come to the damned wedding, Beth. You belong there. You belong with me.”


    Hope inside of her was quickly extinguished. She hadn’t wanted him to stay with her just because of a child, and she didn’t want him inviting her places out of pity.


    “Here you go,” Muddy said, opening the slide gate.


    Gratefully, Annabeth pushed out, bursting back into the crowd in the hope of getting some space from Kirk.


    He caught her easily. “Hey, don’t run out on me.”


    “What choice do I have?” She yelled, feeling like her heart was breaking into a thousand new pieces.


    Choice. Life was all about choices, and in that moment, staring down at Beth’s beautiful, anguished face, he made his.


    “Come with me. I need to show you something.”


    CHAPTER TEN


    “What is it?” She asked breathlessly, as he pulled her behind him, away from the crowds. There was a wall of tents, with fairy lights strung between. He ducked between a row. They were alone. In the midst of all the madness, it was just the two of them. Somewhere out there, the carnival atmosphere continued, the noise swirled, the lights flashed, and people laughed. But in the darkened alley he’d pulled her into, the world had ceased moving.


    “What is it?” She repeated, curiosity taking over every inch of her body and soul.


    His voice was made rough by emotion. “There was never anyone else, Beth,” he said urgently, releasing her hand and staring down at her.


    Confusion swamped her. “What… what do you mean?”


    “I lied.”


    “Why? Why did you break up with me then?”


    He heaved out a ragged breath. “You know what I trained in, right?”


    She shuddered. “Yes. Bomb disposal.”


    “Well, yeah. Explosive Ordnance Disposal Tech. But same thing. Bomb disposal.” He furrowed his brow, choosing his words wisely. “I had a knack for it, Annabeth. Still do. I run training in Annapolis once a month.”


    “I thought you discharged?”


    He nodded. “From service, yes. My role now is academic.”


    “You always wanted to be in the Navy.”


    It was the only thing he had loved as much as Annabeth. “Yeah, well, shit happens.”


    “What happened?” She demanded, not going to be put off by his vague rhetoric.


    “I’m getting to it,” he promised. He put his hands on his hips and stared up at the starlit sky.


    Annabeth waited, trying to be patient, but she had to strangest sense of certainty that she was about to get the missing piece of the puzzle.


    “They called me Killswitch, because I never met a bomb I couldn’t undo.” His smile was pained. “Until that last time.”


    His eyes locked on hers, and she saw a glimpse of how tormented his soul was.


    “Kirk?” She whispered, reaching out and putting a hand on his arm. “What last time?”


    “If I’d had another minute,” he spoke quietly, staring into her eyes without seeing her. “But the bomb was at an airport. We had to go through every suitcase, every wall; it was a nightmare. Just me and a few other guys.”


    “What happened?” Her heart flipped over in her chest.


    Kirk took a step backwards and lifted his shirt, pulling it over his head.


    His chest was just a wall of ridged abdominals. Perfect enough to take her breath away. Slowly, hesitantly, he began to turn around.


    She only caught a glimpse of his scarred, reddened back before Emma burst through the same gap in the wall of tents that they’d walked through moments earlier. But what she saw made her gasp in horrified response.


    Kirk’s skin, so golden and caramel, was hideously marked. All down his back, there were scars and twists, tears in the fabric of his body. Tears sprung to her eyes.


    “I thought I saw you guys come this way,” Emma called, and Kirk immediately pulled his shirt back down. He kept facing away though. His heart was racing. He needed a second to compose himself.


    Annabeth wasn’t sure she could talk. When she spun around, her face was drawn, her skin pale. Emma didn’t notice. “Oh my God, guess what?” She squealed, and for once, she didn’t stare daggers at Kirk.


    Annabeth tried to smile but her mouth felt like she’d eaten a mound of sawdust.


    Emma looked over her shoulder, towards a beaming A.J following her.


    “What is it?” Annabeth finally found her vocal chords.


    “We’re engaged!” Emma jumped up and down on the spot.


    “Oh, guys, that’s great,” Annabeth said in a voice she hoped rang with enthusiasm. Though she was genuinely ecstatic for her best friend, her brain was obsessively focusing on what Kirk had just shown her. What he’d started to tell her.


    “I know! I was so surprised! I just can’t believe it!”


    Annabeth pulled them into an embrace. She’d never seen Emma so completely overjoyed.


    “You’ll be my maid of honor, of course?”


    “Of course,” Annabeth agreed without a moment’s thought.


    “And can we borrow Wade as a Page Boy?”


    “He’d be honored,” Annabeth said, a wink at A.J.


    A.J’s chuckle was indulgent. “Lots of time to plan out the details, angel.”


    “I know, I know! I’m just so excited!” Emma kissed A.J., and completely lost herself in the moment. Annabeth waited, but after a while, it became evident they’d forgotten she was there. Emma and A.J. were alone in the privacy of their love.


    She turned around, to suggest she and Kirk find somewhere far more quiet to finish their conversation, but he was nowhere in sight. With a sinking heart, she said one last, whispered ‘congratulations’ to her in-love friends, and went in search of her ex-fiancé.


    He was nowhere in sight. After almost half an hour of searching, she came to the conclusion that he must have left the festival.


    “Damn it,” she muttered, frustration rushing through her. She had been so close to comprehending; to untangling the mess that ran between them. She closed her eyes and saw his back, and fear tore through her. “Shoot!” She ran back to the main stage, where A.J was about to start his performance. Emma was, of course, standing in the front row of the assembled crowd. “Me, can I borrow your truck?”


    “Sure. I’ll get a lift with A.J.”


    Emma didn’t even look at Annabeth as she handed the keys over. Her eyes were glued to the man on stage.


    Annabeth ran from the festival, towards the dusty field that had been turned into a makeshift car park. She revved the engine and left the celebrations behind.


    She had to see him.


    She drove to La Cachette in record time. Everyone seemed to be at the show; the roads were deserted.


    She cut the engine and stared up at the mansion. A solitary light beamed out to her. Kirk’s room.


    Annabeth ran up the front porch and pushed in the door. “Kirk?”


    He stood up from his bed, catching the ball he’d been pitching back and forth against the wall in one hand.


    Of course she’d come to him. She wasn’t going to leave things as they were. Deep down, he’d known she wouldn’t be able to let it go.


    He pulled his door open just as she appeared.


    “What are you doing here?”


    “Oh, God, did you think I wouldn’t come?” She pushed into his room, and stared at him.


    “I saw your face, Annabeth. You’re disgusted.”


    “Yes!” She agreed, walking back to him, and putting her arms around his waist. “Damned right I’m disgusted. I’m disgusted that you got hurt like that. I hate that it happened to you.” Tears stung in her pale blue eyes.


    He disentangled her hands and moved away from her. “No. My back disgusted you.”


    She frowned, wiping at her eyes. “No. That’s not true.”


    “I saw your reaction.”


    “I was shocked! You’re completely scarred. I felt sorry for you, not disgusted by you.”


    “I don’t want your damn pity!” He yelled, his eyes like ice in his handsome face.


    Color slashed her cheeks. “Well, you’ve got it.”


    “No.” He looked away from her, his profile autocratic.


    “Kirk, I don’t care what you look like.”


    He swallowed past the emotions in his gut. “You don’t get it, Beth. This is as good as it will ever get. My back is the ‘after’ shot. That’s after years of skin grafts, specialists and reconstructive surgery. It will never look better than that. Do you get it? This is who I am now.”


    “So?” She raked her eyes up his length, angry and confused. “You think that means I can’t love you? Please, Kirk, please don’t tell me that’s why you broke up with me.”


    When he didn’t answer, her fury increased. She followed him across the room and lifted her hand. She slapped him hard across the cheek. “How dare you?” She shouted, her hair flying around her face as she glared up at him. “Do you really think I’m so shallow and vain that I’d only love you if you continued to look like this?” She nodded jerkily towards his front, his Adonis body and male model face. “I love you! I always have! I don’t care if you turn purple and all those muscles turn to pudge! I love you!”


    He lifted a hand and rubbed his cheek, distractedly. “It’s not just about vanity.” And she could tell that he was back in the past, from the way his eyes stared straight ahead, without really seeing. “The bomb almost severed my spinal cord. I was told I’d never be able to walk again.” Beth gasped, and he flicked his hard eyes to hers. “Never be able to make love again.” He winced. “How could I ask you to honor an engagement you’d made to an able bodied man? How could I ask you to marry what I was going to become?”


    She reached behind her for the bed, and collapsed down on to it. “It wouldn’t have mattered to me,” she insisted.


    “Of course it would have. You fell in love with me, but what you loved died in that war.”


    She shook her head. “No. That’s not true. I loved you, every part of you.”


    He let out a sigh. “You can say that now. Now that I’m here like this, looking almost like my old self. But if you’d seen me then, you would have wanted to run a mile.”


    “How can you think that? Do you really believe my love was so fleeting? So juvenile?”


    “I know that I loved you enough to give you up, Annabeth. I made the choice for both of us, and it was the right choice.”


    “No, it wasn’t.” She dipped her head into her hands. “I understand why you thought you were doing the right thing. But you should have trusted me more.” She lifted her face and lanced him with her accusing gaze. “I considered us as good as married. For better or for worse. That was your worse, and you didn’t even give me the chance to stand by you.”


    “I thought it would ruin your life.” He said cautiously. “I thought I was the only one suffering. I believed that you would carry on with your studies. Meet someone else. Marry someone else.” He closed his eyes, shielding himself from her penetrating stare. “I had no idea about Wade.”


    “I know that.” She shook her head. “What a freaking mess.”


    He stayed silent, staring at her, wanting her, loving her, knowing their story was too messed up to move past.


    “Why did you come to Clearview?” She asked, her blue eyes thoughtful.


    He came and sat beside her on the edge of his bed. He didn’t touch her, but he was so close she could feel his warmth. “I broke up with you when I thought I’d never walk again. I told myself I wouldn’t ask for you to take me back unless I was able to stand on my own two feet.” His voice was gravelly. “It took almost four years. Four years of rehab and operations. It was the most intense pain of my life, and the only thing that kept me going was the hope that maybe, just maybe, you would love me again.”


    “What if I’d met someone else?” She asked, breathlessly, because it was all too much to compute.


    He shrugged. “I would have left you alone. All I wanted – all I’ve ever wanted – is your happiness.”


    Her heart was pounding against her ribcage. “So you came to Clearview looking for me?”


    “Actually, I came looking for Horace.” He smiled at her, slowly, his eyes were a storm of feeling. “I wanted to ask his permission to propose again. I needed to explain myself to the other man in your life.”


    She shook her head slowly from side to side. “Why didn’t you just tell me all this the first night we met.”


    He sobered instantly. “Because you’d dropped out of school, and ended up working in your dad’s bar. Don’t you get it? I had risked everything in the belief that you’d be better off without me. That was the first time it occurred to me that your life hadn’t been smooth sailing.” He couldn’t help himself. He reached over and pulled her to him, holding her tight against his chest. “Plus, you kinda seemed to hate me.”


    She let out a sad sound, a cross between a laugh and a sob. “I hated that you left me,” she whispered against his shirt. “I was so scared and completely alone. I didn’t tell anyone except Emma that you were the father. I came back to Clearview and let everyone think I’d had a one night stand at College. It was… not easy.”


    “No.” He ran his hands up and down her back. “You have to believe me, Beth. If I’d known, for one second, that you were pregnant, I would have worked out a different way to handle all this.”


    “I do believe you,” she said simply. “But I’m still so mad at you I could scream.”


    “How could I ask you to put up with me, like that? You would have been my nursemaid, not my wife.”


    “Jeez, Kirk. It’s not like I thought you’d go to Afghanistan with a guarantee of a safe return. The risks were always pretty damn high. I thought you were dead!”


    “I know.” He shook his head. “In some ways this felt worse than death.”


    “Don’t,” she snapped, pushing his shoulder. “That dishonors you and every other soldier that comes back physically altered. What I love is in here,” she dipped her head and pressed a kiss against his chest, where his heart was beating thickly. “And in here.” She stood and kissed the top of his head.


    “How can you love me after what I did?”


    “The only thing you did was not have enough faith in my love for you, and the degree of our commitment. And that, I can forgive.”


    “I left you with Wade. I hurt you. I know I did.”


    “Damn right you did. Even when you came back and threatened to take our son away.”


    “I never would have, Beth, I just needed to find a way to give you money. I felt so guilty. So guilty for not being there, for not being able to help you in the simplest of ways.”


    She nodded. “I know. It was still despicable. But Kirk, not once did I ever think I stopped loving you. I never even looked at another guy. I’m just… yours, and always will be.”


    He looked up at her beautiful, flawless face and shook his head. “But my back…”


    “Is proof that you’re a living miracle,” she interrupted him. “Every time I look at your back, do you know what I’ll be thinking?”


    “Hmm?” He prompted.


    “That I’m the luckiest woman in the world. Those scars are a reminder of what could have been. They’re a sign of what you went through to come back to me.”


    “I don’t… believe you.” Only, how could he not? Truth was written on every crease in her face.


    She squeezed his shoulder insistently. “Baby, what would you have done if our positions had been reversed?”


    He thought about it, pressing his head against her flat stomach. “I’d have been with you every step of the way.”


    “And I would have been there for you. We can’t go back in time, but I swear to you, I am not letting you do this to us again. If you want to be with me, then this is it. We make the decision now, and live with whatever life throws at us together. Side by side, we face the future. So? What’s it to be?”


    He looked at her, his heart bursting, his body tingling. “Is it even a choice? Annabeth Sparks, you are, without a doubt, the most amazing woman on the face of the earth. I was born to be with you. Please, will you let me slide that ring back on your finger.”


    She nodded, tears falling freely now. But they were tears of happiness and relief. Finally, she could breathe.


    He reached behind him to the bedside table, and pulled the solitaire out. It still fit like a glove, just as he did.


    EPILOGUE


    One year later, exactly.


    “Come on, son, give your mama a break and spin me ‘round the dance floor,” Horace called across the crammed Harvest festival.


    “Glad to, Pops,” Wade shouted back, sprinting through the crowds to stand on Horace’s steel tipped toes.


    At five years old, he’d had a growth spurt. He was still one of the smallest guys in his class, but he looked near enough his age. And what he lacked in size, he made up for with personality and smarts. Annabeth watched, a smile on her face, as her father and her son danced goofily amongst the more serious festival goers.


    A.J’s set was in full swing. He was belting out a mix of original material and classic covers, and the crowd was going wild. Since marrying Emma Whittaker, Clearview residents had overlooked the fact he was from Austin. They’d adopted him thoroughly as one of their own.


    “Hello, Mrs Robinson,” Kirk said, wrapping his arms around his wife’s waist and pulling her back against his flat wall of abs.


    She spun in the circle of his arms and looked up at him. Her eyes held the same glow they always did when she looked at him. Every day was a blessing, especially because she knew what life was like without him in it.


    “Hi,” she smiled up at him. “I’m glad you finally made it.”


    “Sorry to keep you. I had to go check things at the pier.”


    “And? How’s it looking?” Kirk’s project was becoming an obsession for the whole town. The prospect of the restored structure was an exciting one.


    “Well, we’ve just broken ground, so to speak, but I can tell you that it’s going to be pretty special.” He smiled down at her. “Almost as special as my wife.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Flattery will get you nowhere, Mr. Robinson.”


    He pulled her closer, so that she could feel the force of his erection. “What a shame. I might have to think of another way to get back in your good graces.”


    She nodded wordlessly, her cheeks flushed, her breath hitched in her throat with pleasurable anticipation.


    “Your dad still minding Wade for the night?”


    “Yeah. He and Cass are going to head home after this.”


    “Great. Let’s go. I’ve got a surprise for you.”


    Her life with Kirk had been a never-ending string of surprises. He was constantly planning trips, buying gifts, bringing her breakfast in bed; a million ways that all added up to show her, every day, how much he loved her.


    For once, though, Annabeth suspected she might have planned her own surprise, and she couldn’t wait to spring it on him.


    He’d set up a picnic on the beach in front of their home. The house she’d been so angry at him for foisting on her was now their sanctuary. Kirk had converted the whole basement area into a combined rehab/office space for him. Somewhere he could do his exercises every day and keep up with the requirements of his job.


    “I packed your favorites,” he said, straightening the blanket so that she could sit down.


    Annabeth looked at him skeptically. “You did?”


    “My assistant did,” he clarified with a mollifying smile.


    “Almost the same thing,” she winked at him.


    “Champagne?” He handed her a flute and she took it without tasting it.


    “Are we celebrating?”


    “We sure are,” he agreed with a smile. He leaned back, looking at the way the dusky sky was kissing the Gulf of Mexico.


    “Oh?”


    “One year of life with you, Mrs. Robinson. That deserves a toast, don’t you think?”


    She nodded, following his gaze and looking out to sea.


    “I arrived in Clearview thinking I had hardly any chance. That the prize I’d worked for all those years would surely be out of my reach. But here you were.”


    “Waiting for you,” she said, a small smile on her lips.


    “I just wish I hadn’t missed so much. So much of Wade’s life, especially.”


    “But you’d never know it now, looking at the two of you together.”


    “I don’t have any words to describe how lucky I am, Beth.” He fixed her with a serious gaze, one that set her soul on fire. “I don’t think life could get any more perfect.”


    Beth nodded slowly, and the smile that spread across her face told him something was afoot.


    “You look very mischievous,” he pondered, moving to her side.


    “That’s because I have a surprise of my own, Kirk Robinson.”


    “Do you now?”


    “Yes.” A quick frown flickered across her face. “And I am almost certain you’re going to like it.”


    “Only one way to find out,” he prompted, scanning her face questioningly.


    “You, me and Wade are going to get a new little soul to love.”


    His frown was one of confusion. “Am I … Did I get that right? Do you mean…?”


    She laughed, and rubbed her still-flat stomach. “Yep. Dan reckons I’m about three months gone.”


    “Oh, hell!” Kirk jumped up and whooped through the air, his whole body expressing his joy. He cried out again then came to kneel beside her. “Honey, I’m thrilled. I was wrong before. Now I think life couldn’t get any more perfect.”


    He pulled her against his chest and kissed her on the lips. It was achingly sweet and desperately hungry. Slowly, he lowered her back to the sand, keeping his lips on hers. “And this time, I get to be by your side for all of it. Any nasty cravings or midnight snack requirements, I’m your guy. Foot rubs around the clock. Whatever you need.”


    She grinned against his mouth. “I knew I married you for a reason.”


    “You did. You married me because I’m hopelessly, completely in love with you, and you were kind enough to put me out of my misery.”


    “To put us both out of our miseries,” she corrected, wrapping her arms around him and holding him tight.


    Life was full of twists and turns, unknown detours and unexpected rewards. In a million years, Annabeth Sparks never thought her road would rejoin Kirk’s. But now that it had, she knew they’d travel through life side by side, for all time. And there was nowhere else she’d rather be.


    THE END
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    CHAPTER ONE


    A lone seagull flapped slowly along the shoreline, echoing Madeline May Howard’s own sense of complete and total oneness. A harsh wind tore off the Atlantic, threatening to pull loose some of her sophisticated blonde chignon.


    It did not, though.


    Madeline’s hair would never move without her express approval. She’d learned long ago that no good could come from obeying every whimsy and flippant fancy. And her hair, make up and clothing seemed to resonate with that same sense of obedience.


    “You don’t want to get too close to the edge, ma’am.” A small voice was almost lost on the breeze, but Madeline caught the final word. It occurred to her that it was odd. For two reasons. Firstly, those common civilities she’d been raised with seemed to belong to a bygone era now. At only twenty-eight, she often felt like a relic in the fast paced world in which anyone with a mobile phone could become a YouTube sensation. Six years in Ivy League colleges gaining an elite law degree, and her biggest professional successes came only when she sold a great sob story to the hungry followers of social networks. It was the place most people seemed to get their news, and now, her team went first to Facebook, twitter and YouTube, rather than CNN, if they wanted to get a case out to the world.


    The other reason the polite term struck Madeline as odd was that it made her feel old. She looked wistfully at the churning waves, rendered lead-grey by the storm-plagued sky, and remembered the last time she’d been on this shoreline. Then, she’d run, as a free spirit. Barefoot, sand sticking to her exposed limbs, long hair flying disobediently and tangled in the breeze, a smile spreading from ear to ear on her fair face.


    Not a trace of that girl remained now.


    She trained her Louboutin pumps away from the stone wall that led to the sand beneath, and scanned the grass foreshore for the owner of the small voice. On one of the rickety old benches that had been placed throughout the township of Whitegate, Maine – the same benches that had been there for as far back as Madeline’s memory stretched – sat a small, dark haired girl.


    Madeline was late. She’d taken her time in the town, picking out the changes here and there, and the overwhelming, saddening similarities everywhere. It had been a long time since she’d been in Whitegait. Several years. So she’d taken her time, and that time had made her very, very late. Her father abhorred lateness. Even in his current state, he would no doubt summon the energy from somewhere to deliver one last, biting lecture to her when she finally returned to the ranch. His lectures, delivered with a cold, unflinching cruelty, were as reliably unkind as Whitegait was beautiful.


    It was ungenerous to think of Kenneth in that way. He was, after all, surely only days from death. That certainty did nothing to her heart. It certainly didn’t make her grieve. No. His inevitable passing was not something she was prepared to mourn, except perhaps in an abstract way, as it signaled the end, forever, of what could and should have been her life. It was a credit to her generous nature that she didn’t rejoice and swing her arms in the air, for only with the passing of Kenneth Bartlett the Fourth would Madeline finally start to think of herself as free.


    “It’s a mighty big drop down to the sand,” the young girl said, as Madeline got closer. “And there’s no barrier to stop you from falling. I’ve seen strangers go down, you know.”


    Madeline was so late. She knew she should keep walking.


    She slowed her gait and came to a complete stop before the girl. Behind them, there was nothing. Just a stretch of green grass and a low-lying fog that made Madeline feel they were being pulled into the clouds. In a black Dior pantsuit with a Burberry trench coat, she looked completely out of place in the small town she’d once known as well as the back of her hand.


    “As a matter of fact, I do know.” Her voice was husky from disuse. In the three days since arriving back in White gate, she hadn’t had much need for it. She cleared her throat and eased herself onto the bench beside the girl. It would probably leave wet marks against the fine wool. She didn’t care.


    “How?” The girl asked, turning her chocolate brown eyes on Madeline with curiosity.


    Madeline frowned. “How do I know? When I was your age, I used to play here. A lot.”


    The girl wrinkled her nose in a gesture that was somehow familiar to Madeline. Perhaps it reminded her of herself as a little, innocent being. “I’ve never seen you before, ma’am.”


    Madeline nodded. “I moved away a long time ago. Before you were even born,” she added with a small smile. “I haven’t been back since.”


    “Where do you live now?” The girl asked, kicking the gravel beneath their feet with her bright red converse sneakers. Little plumes of dust flew up and then wisped away in the wind.


    “D.C.”


    “The White House?” The girl asked in awe, her eyes forming big round orbs in her sweet face.


    “No. Near there, though.” She could see the little girl’s swift kick of disappointment and she rushed to remedy it. “My husband works there, sometimes, though.”


    “He does?” Her jaw dropped. “For real?”


    “Uh huh.”


    Madeline turned her head and looked out at the ocean. The view that had once afforded her such solace, and total pleasure, now left her with the same sense of numbness she’d been carrying around for most of her adult life.


    “Does he know the president?”


    Madeline’s smile was thin. “He does.” She leaned a little closer, so that their faces were only inches apart. “And so do I.”


    The little girl was struck silent, her big black eyes peering at Madeline skeptically, as if deciding whether to believe her or not. “My name is Ivy,” she said finally. Madeline took it as a sign that Ivy had decided that Mattie was being honest.


    “Very nice to meet you, Ivy,” Madeline responded earnestly. “My name’s Madeline.”


    “Madeline. That’s pretty.” She frowned. “You’re pretty.”


    Madeline laughed. How long had it been since she’d laughed? She lifted her sunglasses from her face and held them between two fingers in her lap. They weren’t necessary on that bleak October morning, but she had slipped them on out of habit. “Thank you, Ivy. How old are you?”


    “I’m almost six.” She grinned. “But everyone says I’m small for my age.”


    Madeline made a show of regarding her thoughtfully. “I don’t think you’re too small. I think you definitely look six.”


    “Oh, really?” Madeline could tell Ivy was delighted with this information.


    Madeline’s nod was considered. “And I know the president. He’d agree with me.”


    Ivy appeared to glow with pleasure. “Woah.”


    Madeline knew she should leave the sweet little girl. Her Mercedes convertible was still a little walk away.


    “Why’d you leave Whitegate?”


    Madeline’s heart turned over painfully in her chest. Why, indeed? Which answer would be the most palatable to an almost six year old? Blackmail? Heartbreak? Pride? Snobbery? Betrayal? Crime? She was a senator’s daughter and a congressman’s wife. Keeping emotion off her face was a skill she had mastered long ago. “To go to college.”


    Ivy nodded. “No good colleges in Whitegait.”


    It was such a serious observation that Madeline had to hide her smile. She suspected Ivy wouldn’t like to be a source of amusement.


    The lone seagull flapped heavily in the sky and landed just in front of them. Ivy reached into a little handbag and pulled out a piece of bread. She broke off a crust and threw it at the bird. It squawked noisily as it caught it in its beak.


    “Where’s your husband now?” The young girl asked, pulling another piece of bread out and tossing it towards the flock of gulls that had appeared out of nowhere.


    “Still in Washington.” Dean would come when it was time. Not before. No need for both of them to sit vigil at the bedside of a dying man they couldn’t stand.


    “Did he give you this? It’s really nice.” Ivy was pointing at Madeline’s engagement ring.


    Out of habit, Madeline twisted it around, spinning the enormous diamond so that it was concealed in the palm of her hand. The size was perfectly appropriate for a Congressman’s wife, but it had always made Madeline self-conscious. No one needed a six carat diamond on their finger. And then, out of nowhere, she thought of her first engagement ring. The tiny little cluster of imperfect gems, bound into the shape of a star, on a thin piece of gold. How she had loved that ring. Giving it back had been like knifing herself in the stomach.


    “It is, isn’t it,” Madeline forced herself to agree, even though the ring had never suited her. She wouldn’t be wearing it much longer. Soon, Kenneth Bartlett would be dead, and Dean and Madeline could end their farce of a marriage.


    “He must love you. Like, a lot.”


    Madeline arched her brow and fixed the girl with a curious look. “You know a lot about how the world works, don’t you, Ivy?”


    Ivy nodded sagely. “I spend a lotta time with grown ups. I pay attention.”


    “I see,” Madeline’s expression was shrewd. “And where are your grown ups now?”


    “Working,” she said simply. “Over there.” She pointed in the direction of the town’s main street. A baker, a general store, a hardware and a gift shop-cum-art gallery that catered to the Summer tourist, trade lined the pretty little street.


    “Do you… are you meant to be out here on your own?”


    Ivy rolled her eyes in a way that was so perfectly dismissive, Madeline thought it would take her years to perfect an imitation. “I’m almost six. Not four.”


    “Of course.” Whitegait was a whole other world. That feeling of freedom… most of her friends had felt that. Growing up as a Bartlett had complicated matters for Madeline.


    As if she could read her thoughts, Ivy asked, “Why? What did you do when you were my age?”


    “Hmmm,” She frowned. There had been lots of time with grown ups too, but it had involved wearing very uncomfortable, restrictive dresses and sitting quietly in the corner, pretending to read books that held little interest for her. She’d stared out at the glistening ocean in the distance and wished, wished with all her heart, that she’d been born to a normal family. “I used to play at home.”


    “Our home’s nice, but I like being here more.”


    Madeline looked out at the sludgy grey sea. “What do you like about it?’


    “Because Daddy told me that if I squint really hard, I might be able to see all the way to Portugal.” She grinned. “I keep squinting, but at most I see boats.”


    Madeline had to laugh. “Maybe one day it will be Portugal?”


    Ivy rolled her eyes again. “Maybe a boat from Portugal.”


    “Maybe.” She looked at the girl with the silk dark hair, studying her features in detail. “I should get going.”


    Ivy returned the direct stare. “You don’t sound like you wanna.”


    Madeline’s stomach clenched with anxiety. “We have to do things we don’t want, sometimes.”


    “Daddy says that all the time.” She let out a huff; a perfect, grown up sigh. “Life isn’t just about fun, Ivy Louise.”


    “Well, your daddy sounds like a smart man.”


    Ivy nodded. “He is. Why don’t you wanna go?”


    Madeline turned away from Ivy’s darkly inquisitive gaze. A trawler in the distance bobbed up and down, looking like a tiny piece of red flotsam on the surface of the ocean, from where she sat. “This is my favourite place to sit, too.”


    “It is?” Ivy raised her eyebrows. “Why?”


    It was where she’d been, when he’d proposed. She allowed herself the rare indulgence of closing her eyes and remembering that perfect, perfect moment. All the more spectacularly wonderful for how short lived her pleasure had been. He’d gone down on bended knee, and in the late afternoon sun, his blonde hair had caught the dusk, showing shades of orange and peach. His skin had been golden, his eyes glowing as blue as the sky. And he’d promised to love her forever and always, and asked her to become his wife. Only he hadn’t loved her forever and always, and she hadn’t become his wife. She’d said yes, but fate and destiny had apparently had other ideas.


    She blinked, as if the sheer force of her eyelashes batting against her cheeks could push the memories away. “Because someone very wise once told me that if you squint, you can see all the way to Portugal.”


    Ivy laughed now, a sweet sound, like popcorn bursting in the microwave. “No, silly. That’s me.”


    “Oh! So it is.” She grinned. “It’s the best seat in town. Have you ever watched a sunrise from here?”


    “Nope.” She shook her head from side to side.


    Madeline ground one of her pumps into the gravel, enjoying the way it made a crackling sound beneath her feet. “I have.” She was talking to Ivy, but sinking inexorably back in time. “I used to make myself a thermos of tea and ride my bike to town, when the sky was still black, and the stars were still shining. I loved sitting here, and watching the first bits of pink streak across the sky. Like fingers reaching for something they can never quite touch. Then there’s orange, flame bright, and insistent, and finally, the sun. An enormous fiery ball that comes from nowhere and burns into the blackness of the night.” She sighed. “I used to sit here and sip my tea, and wonder how many times the sun had made that same journey. How many times I’d get to see it in my lifetime.”


    She looked at her little companion, surprised to realise that her philosophical ramblings had entranced the child, rather than bored her. “Wow. It sounds like something out of a very good story.”


    Madeline did her best to hide her smile but her lips twitched at the corners. “Yes, you’re right. A good sunrise is a bit like a storybook.”


    “Maybe you could… I mean… maybe one day while you’re here I could meet you? To see the sun come up?”


    Madeline felt a faint breeze of disapproval. “You don’t know me, Ivy. You shouldn’t invite strangers to meet with you.”


    Ivy was chastened. “Oh.” She dropped her eyes. “You’re right. It’s just… I mean…”


    “It’s okay,” Madeline took pity on her. “I’m nice. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m friends with the president, remember? But, in general, you should check with your folks when you meet someone new.”


    Madeline couldn’t believe she was giving such grown up advice. When had she become an expert on parenting? She shook her head. Children were not something she had any experience with. She had no clue if her advice was good or bad. Uncharacteristically nervous, she stood. “I’d better be going.”


    Ivy nodded, and fixed her gaze back out to sea. “Nice talking to you.”


    “You too. I might see you around.”


    She slid her glasses back over her eyes and quickened her pace a little, though nothing would save her from a firm Kenneth Bartlett lecture now.


    “Ivy! Ivy Louise, are you out here?”


    It wasn’t the words, so much as the voice, that had her whipping around so hard and fast she almost gave herself whiplash. The fog was thick. She could just make out the tall, broad shouldered figure cutting through the clouds. Her shaking legs carried her back to Ivy on autopilot.


    “That’s my dad,” Ivy said, with another of her perfect little eye rolls. “He gets a bit annoyed when I disappear.”


    With good reason, Madeline was tempted to chide gently. But she couldn’t speak. Her mouth was dry. She was not given to nerves. At least, not outwardly. She had met celebrities and politicians all her life. But the approach of one man had her body shaking as though she were a fish hooked on the end of a line.


    “Ivy? How many times have I told you to let me know when you come out here?”


    He was wearing faded blue jeans and a black sweater. Damn it, he looked good. Eight years and he was so much more handsome than he had been when they’d parted. She swallowed past the lump in her throat and straightened her spine. Anyone looking at Madeline May Howard would have thought she was supremely in control of the situation. But she knew differently. She was a tangle of emotions, waiting for the axe to fall.


    “I was just meeting someone new,” Ivy defended quickly, pointing to Madeline.


    She stayed where she was, her feet planted to the path. The moment Harrison’s eyes lifted to Madeline, she was sure her heart gave out.


    “Daddy, this is Madeline.”


    He was as shocked as she. Perhaps more so, for Madeline had been coming home, and had known there was a chance she would run into her past. He, possibly, didn’t know the entire Bartlett family was descending on the ranch to appear to farewell Kenneth with a level of respect that was befitting a man of his reputed standing.


    His eyes – blue like ice chips – raked over her from top to bottom. No one had ever made Madeline feel ridiculous, for the simple reason that she had been taught to value appropriateness over all else. She was always impeccably groomed, utterly beyond reproach. But the way Harrison’s eyes analysed her elegant chignon, then her designer coat and suit, down to her heels, made Madeline want to shuffle her feet uncomfortably. She didn’t, of course, but the desire was there.


    “Go and see your Gran. She’s got a hot cocoa for you.”


    “Yippee!” Ivy slipped off the bench and grabbed her father’s fingers. “Daddy, can I come watch the sunrise with Madeline one morning?”


    “No, pumpkin. Madeline won’t be in town long enough for that.”


    Ivy’s crestfallen face was a picture. She opened her mouth to argue forth another point but Harrison silenced her. “Go. Now.”


    The little girl threw one last wistful glance in Madeline’s direction then scampered off.


    Leaving Madeline alone with the man she’d once promised to marry.


    The man she did, and always would, love with all her heart.


    “Hello, Harrison.”


    CHAPTER TWO


    Such a small statement to make. Feet of gravel spread between them but it might as well have been a torrent of raging water, for all the ease with which they could traverse it. He wedged his hands in his pockets and continued to stare at her, that slightly mocking cynicism cast into his face.


    “It’s you.” His voice was just as she remembered it. Like butter on warm bread, so smooth and deep, it inspired a physical reaction in her body. The words that voice had whispered to her; the promises it had made.


    She almost groaned at the intensity of her feelings.


    “Yes. It’s me.”


    He frowned, and as he took a step closer, she saw that there were some lines around his eyes now, that had not been there years ago. Laughter lines, they told of a happy life. A life far more filled with mirth than her own. The old Madeline would have pulled her lip between her teeth and stared out at the sea. The new Madeline lifted her sunglasses and met his blue eyes head on. Unflinchingly, unapologetically unafraid.


    “How are you, Harrison?”


    He seemed to make a similar effort to pull himself together. “I’m fine. What brings you to Whitegate?”


    She blanched at the very idea of mentioning her father to this man. For her father had been instrumental in pulling apart, at the seams, the garment of their relationship. “Kenneth.”


    As she might have predicted, his dark blue eyes flecked with an emotion that matched the storm brewing over the Atlantic. “Did the old bastard finally summon you back? Wasn’t finished beating you over the head with your perceived errors yet?”


    She didn’t react. Harrison’s hatred for her father was matched only by her own. “He’s dying.”


    “Shit.” He shook his head and dragged a hand through the honeyed crop. “I’m sorry, Maddie.” The childhood nickname came easily. He shook his head again, as if to erase any trace of that long-forgotten intimacy. “Madeline. I’m sorry, Madeline.”


    She nodded. “Usually, I’d try to look grief-stricken. Or at least appropriately sad. That would be transparently false with you though, wouldn’t it?”


    A hint of a smile kissed his handsome features. “Yeah.” He shrugged. “If you need help dancing on the old man’s grave, just let me know the time.”


    This man had been her future, at one time. Were the theories of parallel universes true? Could she at least hope that there was another world out there? One in which her father hadn’t known what he did? Hadn’t used that information to end their relationship? Might she have been happily married to Harrison, after all, with their own little Ivy running around?


    Who could say? Not Madeline. What she did know was that Harrison had moved on. Had married, and had a baby. A little girl with huge chocolate eyes, a winning smile and an inquisitive nature that was just like her father.


    “Where’s your husband, Maddie?”


    Oh, the pain those words inflicted to her battered heart. For Harrison to ask about Dean was almost impossible to bear. Now, Madeline did flicker her eyes to the horizon, in a telling sign of discomfort. Harrison noticed. Hell, he noticed everything about this woman anyway. Always had done. Since he had first seen her, he felt as though he’d been struck by lightning. But his job as the town’s Chief of Police meant he had particularly keen analytical skills.


    “Still in D.C.” There could be no point going into her sad, inevitable marriage breakdown with the man she’d once loved.


    Harrison’s lips compressed minutely. “Coming to the funeral?”


    Out of misplaced loyalty, Madeline closed her eyes and whispered, “He’s not dead yet, Harrison.”


    “A man can dream.”


    Madeline looked at him with a sense of distant, gaping hurt. “Your little girl is lovely, Harrison.”


    The mention of Ivy made his features relax. He tossed a rueful look over his shoulder, in the direction his daughter had walked moments earlier. “She’s part lovely, part troublemaker.”


    “Takes after you then,” she murmured, allowing herself the brief indulgence of properly admiring his handsome face. Those eyes, so mysterious and filled with secrets, rimmed with dark lashes. They were the deepest blue, and they always betrayed his mood.


    “Unfortunately, in most ways, yes. Wish she had a bit more of her mother in her.”


    His reference to Sally, Ivy’s mother, made her blood fill with ice water. Unlike Madeline, Harrison had married for love. He’d truly moved his life forward. Though Harrison didn’t know it, Madeline had met Sally. Had liked her. The moment she’d realised who Harrison had chosen to live his life with, after her, Madeline had understood that she’d lost him for good. In the brief time she’d spent with Sally, Madeline had seen for herself the woman’s kind, generous heart, and sweet nature. He’d found someone far more capable of giving him happiness, and she’d given him a child too. Madeline squared her shoulders, as she might have done if she were going into a policy meeting with important lawmakers.


    “I should go. I’m late.” What more was there to say? Where could they even begin?


    She was so distant. This woman he’d once loved with all his heart. She might as well have been a stranger to him, for all the connection he felt with her. That coldness infuriated him. It offended him. Though he could usually be counted on to keep a firm grip on his temper, he felt it dropping out of his control now. His words came out as a condemning hiss. “Go. For God’s sake, go. Get out of Whitegate as soon as you can, Madeline. If I never see you again, it will be too soon.”


    She turned and strode away before he could see the way his harsh words had affected her. The way his dismissal had dug a hole into her being.


    She deserved it. She knew she’d broken his heart, when she had been forced to end their engagement. And if she’d had any other choice, she would have taken it. But, after her father’s ultimatum, there was no way she could go through with their marriage. No way on hell would she expose the guy she loved most in the world to the hurt and pain Kenneth Bartlett intended to inflict.


    So Harrison had moved on.


    Kenneth had forgotten, eventually.


    And Madeline had existed in a frozen sort of state of hell, going through the motions of life whilst sometimes wishing she were no longer in it.


    She unlocked her Mercedes with the same sense of purpose she was famous for; but her heart, her weak heart, was hammering against her slender chest like a butterfly trapped in a glass.


    The drive to the ranch took less than ten minutes. It was just around the cape from the township, and Madeline hugged the coastline with her sports car. She let the top down, despite the inclement, moody day, so that the wind could rustle her perfect hair. She tilted her head upwards a little, enjoying the feeling of the precipitation on her face.


    The ranch was a coastal mansion that had been in the Bartlett family for generations. Their proud lineage had its roots in cotton farming and then banking, and now, politics. Their dynastic presence on Capitol Hill belonged with all the other great political families.


    The ranch reflected their esteemed place in American history. In the Dutch style of architecture, the house was made of timber and painted white, with two long wings joining in a central house. The roof was red brick, and each window had grey shutters. The grounds were expansive and immaculately kept, stretching to the rugged coastline of the North Atlantic. Ancient Oak trees lined the sweeping drive and, Madeline’s car made a crunching noise on the small gravel as she steered it towards the disused stables.


    The house had been the scene of a suffocating childhood, but she couldn’t bring herself to hate it. It was a creation of great, great beauty. She grabbed her Wholefoods bag out of the boot and walked with her innate elegance towards the side entrance.


    “Your father’s eaten already.” Arielle barely looked up when Madeline entered, her groceries hung over one shoulder.


    “I got held up,” she murmured, placing the bag down on the marble bench top. Her cheeks had a very slight, betraying blush, after her quick run from the garages to the main house.


    “No matter. It’s not like he can make it to the dining room now anyway.”


    Madeline’s feelings were in a spin. Though she hated her father, and would never forgive him for how he’d hurt her, the responsibilities she’d been raised to respect reared their heads. “I’m sorry, mama. I meant to be back, only I met someone and…”


    Arielle’s nod was tight. The toll of caring for an invalid Kenneth was showing. Madeline watched with the disinterested pain of an outsider. Eight years away had given her that vantage point.


    “Have you eaten?”


    Madeline looked at her bespoke Tiffany watch with a small shrug. She hadn’t eaten, but she rarely found the time for a meal in the daytime. It was her worst habit – forgetting to eat – and one she was trying hard to break. “I’ll make a coffee. Can I make one for you?”


    Arielle shook her neat blonde head from side to side. “I have enough trouble sleeping as it is.”


    “It’s still lunch time, mama.” Madeline retorted quietly, slipping a pod into the nespresso system. “I’m sure a small coffee won’t keep you up.”


    Arielle, always eager to please, nodded. “A small one, then.”


    Making coffee felt good to Madeline. She rarely got to do it anymore. Between Dean’s aides, her own very obliging personal assistant, not to mention their housekeeper, her domestic obligations were few and far between.


    “How does he seem today?” Madeline had given Kenneth’s room a wide berth all day. Since the night before when he’d shown displeasure in her very existence. Without Dean there, she had little value, after all.


    “The same,” Arielle shrugged. “Unable to believe that he’s actually going to die.” She rubbed her pale fingers with bright red tips over her eyes and dipped her head forwards. “He is really going to die. He is, isn’t he?”


    Madeline nodded wearily. “Yes, mama. And soon.”


    Arielle dipped her head lower, and when she was able to speak again, her voice was a slender husk. “Who did you meet in town?”


    Madeline kept her expression neutral as she lifted the coffee cup to her lips and sipped it gratefully. “A little girl, by the beach.”


    Arielle wasn’t really listening. She was staring at the tabletop, completely distraught. She had spent her life – since she’d turned sixteen – with a man who treated her like a possession. Madeline had never understood how her mother had put up with his domineering ways. But it was clear now that her love had not been out of duty. Arielle’s heart was genuinely breaking at the certainty that her husband was in his last days.


    “Have you heard from KB?” Madeline asked, referring to her brother by the nickname he’d had since childhood. Being the fifth in a line of men to carry the same name had a tendency to cause confusion. The moniker KB neatly avoided that.


    At the mention of her son, Arielle’s expression briefly lifted. In her firstborn, she saw the almost complete reflection of her husband. “He’s still in Hong Kong. You know how depended upon he is. It’s not like he can just up and leave the bank at a moment’s notice.”


    Madeline sipped her coffee again. The implication was subtle, but obvious to Madeline, who’d spent a lifetime being unfavourably compared to her brother. She, Madeline, was less depended upon. She’d received the teary phone call from her mother and dropped everything to be back at the ranch. Never mind that she was a successful human rights lawyer in her own right. True, she kept a minimal caseload so that she could play the part of the congressman’s wife, but she was still busy and well regarded. Just the week earlier, she’d heard that she’d won a protection visa for a child who had fled her own war torn country to escape the abuse of her parents and uncle. The case had been all over the press, but it didn’t matter to anyone in Whitegate.


    Here, the Bartlett Ranch was its very own universe, and Kenneth was the sun and centre of it. KB and Arielle were planets in his orbit and she, Madeline, was simply flotsam on the outer edges of the universe. Trapped by the sun’s gravitational pull, but unable to properly break free.


    “Did he say when he plans on leaving?”


    “Soon.” Arielle’s voice cracked. “Emily emailed this morning to say she’s trying to get him to wrap up swiftly.”


    Madeline smiled at the mention of her sister-in-law. Though they couldn’t be more different, whenever they saw one another, they enjoyed a true companionship. “I’m glad.”


    The storm was coming in closer now, and lightning flashed outside the large bay window, followed by the distant rumble of thunder. “I love storms,” Madeline said with a deep breath. She fixed her gaze on the old tree house high up in the nearest oak, remembering days spent huddled in the timber construction, rugged up and staring out at the pouring rain.


    “You always did,” Arielle said with a tight smile. “Funny creature that you were. I had such a battle with you, though you wouldn’t know it to look at you today. Time was, I couldn’t lay my hands on you for all the grime and mud you insisted on rolling about in.”


    Madeline’s smile was equally forced. “I was a nature child. I loved the outdoors.”


    “I don’t know why. All that ghastly mess. Do you remember the time your brother had to rescue you from the stream?”


    Madeline drank her coffee, though she would have preferred to employ one of Ivy’s eye rolls. “He didn’t rescue me, mama. He pushed me in and then realised I was too young to properly swim. He threw me a rope and laughed.”


    “Sink or swim,” Arielle drawled with a proud shake of her head. “KB was always wonderful with you.”


    “That was not the moral of the story,” Madeline said with a small laugh. “But I survived, so I guess it’s not the end of the world.”


    “No. You’re only thirteen months apart in age, but so different.”


    “Yes.” Madeline had heard that so many times in her youth. Her stomach churned with remembered hurts. The woman sitting across from her was her mother. The woman who’d brought her into this world. And yet Madeline almost felt she was a stranger to her.


    The sound of a buzzer caused both women to jump, before Arielle remembered herself. “Your father,” she explained unnecessarily. “He must want his tea.”


    “I’ll take it to him,” Madeline offered, regretting the words the instant she uttered them.


    “Would you?”


    “Thank you, Madeline. He’s taken a dislike to the housekeeper now, and I’m run ragged with keeping up with his requirements.”


    It was the closest thing to a complaint Madeline had ever heard her mother make. She assembled a tray of tea and shouldered her way out of the kitchen, pausing only to give Arielle one last, slow look. Her mother had returned to her sad vigil. Her head bent, her hands clasped in her lap, her eyes half-closed.


    “What took you so damned long, Arielle?”


    Kenneth Bartlett was a shadow of his former self. He’d had a hospital style bed set up in the library, for it was his favourite room of the whole house. He had spent endless evenings poring over the ancient collection of invaluable leather bound books, drinking aged scotch and smoking his beloved cigars. His love for the former had made him bombastic, and his love for the latter had finally brought about his downfall. His emphysema was advanced, and he had less than ten percent lung capacity remaining. The oxygen tanks helped him find comfort, but not much.


    His breath stained the air with its wretched, torturous wheeze. The room smelled of bleach and dust.


    “Hi, daddy,” she said quietly, her eyes not meeting his.


    “Where’s your mother?” He asked gruffly, his words hard to shape because his breath was so thin.


    She placed the tea on the table beside him, and carefully poured a cup from the pot. “She’s in the kitchen.”


    His dark, beady eyes stared at her hands as she tipped two sugars and a dash of milk into the fine porcelain cup and then stirred it three times.


    “Where would you like it?”


    His expression was disapproving. “Put it in my lap.”


    “Are you sure? I don’t want you to spill ----.”


    “Damn it, Madeline, I’m still capable of holding a damned tea.”


    Madeline would have jumped, except she was used to his quick temper. She placed the tea on top of the blankets, keeping her hands on it until his own slightly wobbly fingers had gripped it firmly.


    He didn’t say thank you. Why would he express gratitude for something he considered was one of Madeline’s obligations of birth? Waiting on people, and falling in with Kenneth’s plans, was part and parcel of being Madeline.


    “Your hair’s a mess.”


    She lifted a hand to her fair head, and ran her fingers over the windswept bun. Yes. For the first time in years, she’d let it have a little fun. It was uncharacteristic and she’d enjoyed it. Even more so now that she saw the reaction she was getting from her father. “Yes. I drove with the top down. It’s blowing a gale out there.”


    “Stupid, idiotic thing to do,” he muttered disapprovingly, then sucked in a large breath and began to cough harshly. Madeline immediately lifted the tea out of his hands, holding it quietly until his episode abated. Then, she placed the tea back in his grip, without a word, and moved to the large windows overlooking the old swimming pool. Built in the twenties, it was resplendent with art deco features. Beautiful ornate tiles formed the entire basin, and in the middle, there was a fountain made from mosaic tiles and copper.


    “You can go.”


    She didn’t turn around. Her father was a stubborn ass of a man, but she knew she needed to wait until he’d finished his tea. With only the sound of the porcelain clattering against the saucer, and his heavy, laboured breathing, Madeline stared out at the immaculate grounds and let herself be pulled inexorably back through the thick wool of time.


    This spot, in this library, was where she’d stood when Kenneth had shown her how impossible it was for her to pursue a future with Harrison Samson.
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