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The Editor’s Diary

TEMPTATION AT TWILIGHT
A slight breeze picked up the hair that had come loose around her face, giving her an angelic impression . . .
The certainty that his life was about to change renewed itself. Luke tried to ignore it, just as he’d tried to ignore his growing attraction to Analise, the wife of another man.
	She didn’t move as he came closer, but held his gaze. Again the feeling of leaving the world behind struck him. It was all he could do to keep from reaching out and taking her hand when he got close enough.
	Turning from him, she opened the gate and they stepped into the cemetery. Analise stopped at a red granite stone at the far edge of the burial ground. They stood side by side, looking down at the plot that held Calvin Abbott’s earthly remains.
	Luke shivered. All this death cast a chill over him. He closed his eyes.
	She touched his arm, “I just thought you’d want to see how peaceful . . .”
	Peaceful? If she knew the reality of Abbott’s last minutes, she would never again associate peace with death.
	Luke swallowed roughly, wishing he could find something to say. Analise stepped close enough that her body was pressed against his arm; her hand slid down and held his.
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For my mother, Marjorie, who always believed I could.
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Chapter 1


The freezing February rain beat steadily on the roof of Luke Boudreau’s old Taurus. Through the water-spotted glass, he watched the winter-stripped trees mimic his own unsettled insides as they jerked and twisted in the gusty wind. He hunched a little deeper into his jacket collar and rubbed his chilled fingers against his thighs. Mississippi was the South, for God’s sake, the Magnolia State. How could it be so damn cold?


He’d been parked here on this levee, watching the storm punish a broad, sweeping bend in the Tallahatchie River for the past hour. The rain slanted in silvery sheets. The clouds hung so low and gray that, despite the fact it was midmorning, an artificial twilight encompassed Luke’s solitary torment.


The moment he’d been both dreading and anticipating for the past five months had come. In all that time, he’d debated long and hard about what he would say, yet had found no words to convey his regret.


This morning he’d changed his clothes between civilian and army uniform three times before leaving his motel in black pants, a sport coat and tie—funeral clothes. He came to Mississippi as a man, not a soldier. Still, he felt as unprepared as if he’d come straight from the battlefield to speak to the mother of the man who shouldn’t have died.


Died. He could think of no four letters more powerful, more cutting, more capable of drawing raw emotion to the surface, like blood in a fresh wound. Even so, that word was far from adequate to express what had happened to Calvin Abbott. Abbott had been obliterated. But no one outside his own team would ever know the reality of it.


Each and every time Luke closed his eyes to sleep, he heard the shouts, the garbled static of his communications earpiece, the steady whomp-whomp of the helicopter blades, the explosions, the automatic rifle fire, his own ragged breathing—Abbott yelling his name. It was Luke’s own private hell, one he couldn’t share, even with his fellow Rangers.


Occasionally, a moment in his life allowed the memory to sag to the rear of his mind. But quickly his own body brought it back to the forefront. His fingertips still tingled; every step was marked by a stiff and painful right knee. Today’s weather brought a sharp and steady stabbing in his back.


At least he could feel. He reminded himself of that every day.


He put the car in drive and bounced along the gravel levee road, each rut and pothole sending a white-hot shaft of pain up through his shoulder blades.


His white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel loosened when he reached the two-lane blacktop that led to Grover. It was odd, he noticed, the way asphalt weathered to an orangish pink here, instead of bleached gray.


Heavy vegetation pressed close to the roadside, making some stretches look as wild and untamed as it had been in the days of the plantations. Areas that weren’t cultivated with cotton supported trees so large and ancient they created a brittle archway overhead. Occasionally, those trees were made grotesque, forming shapes of prehistoric monsters, by the kudzu vines that had engulfed them. All in all, the atmosphere made him feel as if he were driving through an old black-and-white horror picture.


He concentrated on the faded broken yellow line bisecting the lanes, silently ticking off the distance between him and Calvin Abbott’s bereaved mother.


Occasionally, dilapidated mobile homes or tin-roofed shanties rose like cankers in the brush beside the road, the rain sheeting off the gutterless roofs to puddle on the ground. Once, a mud-caked mongrel dog shot out from a lane, giving chase for a good quarter mile before he tuckered out and gave up.


Grover first appeared in dribs and drabs along the highway: a car dealer; a field; the John Deere dealer; a field; the Dixie Drive-in, “Home of the Calhoun Burger”; a baseball diamond with a single set of sagging bleachers; a Piggly Wiggly with six cars in the parking lot; a dated yellow-brick high school. Then, tree-lined neighborhood streets with small bungalows and shotgun cottages that soon made way for larger, more stately old homes.


He passed an old brick church whose interior lights shone through the intricate stained glass, a beacon of warmth in the cold, stormy day.


When Luke reached downtown, he was hit with a strong sense of familiarity. The square was still festooned with Christmas lights that draped over the streets between the courthouse dome and the two- and three-story buildings that housed storefronts and offices on all four sides. Browning evergreen wreaths with big red bows that dripped rain and twitched in the wind encircled the globes of sidewalk lampposts.


On the courthouse square was a Nativity scene—apparently separation of church and state hadn’t yet been an issue in Grover, Mississippi.


Underneath the superficial differences between his own Yankee hometown and Abbott’s southern counterpart (the courthouse was definitely southern, painted white with arched second-story windows that flanked a small balcony over the main entrance; most of the surrounding businesses had galleries that extended over the sidewalk, providing both protection for the pedestrians and porches for the second floor), the small county seats were essentially the same. Same cluster of businesses around the courthouse square. Same dated storefronts. Same untimely removal of tired holiday displays.


It felt just like going home.


Instead of a growing sense of welcoming, the similarities made Luke feel as if he had sand under his skin. He hadn’t been home to Indiana for more than a day or two at a time since joining the army over fifteen years ago. Since his release from the stateside hospital a week ago, there’d been a quiet burning in his gut telling him not to go back. He’d decided it was because he couldn’t go home and pick up his life—the life he owed to Calvin Abbott—without first seeing Abbott’s family.


But in the dark of night, when the truth couldn’t be pushed away with mundane tasks, physical therapy and innocuous friendly conversation, a knot of fear replaced that burning, and he knew his life, his identity, was the Army Rangers. He was special ops from bone to skin; there wasn’t anything else in him.


He turned left at the courthouse and headed west. Calvin’s mother owned a greenhouse and nursery called Magnolia Mile, just outside town. Luke was going to take his chances on finding it himself before he stopped somewhere and asked. He had a strong sense of obligation not to speak to someone who might have known Calvin before he spoke to his mother—in the same way the next of kin had to be notified of a death before the general population.


The rain slackened and the windshield wipers began to skip and complain across the glass. He turned them to intermittent.


Businesses fell away in the same sporadic way they’d increased on his way into town. He passed a swampy bog, then moved into a stand of old growth forest. He was just about to decide he was on the wrong road when he saw a brightly painted sign with MAGNOLIA MILE written in fancy script over an ornate gold arrow pointing to the right, down a single-lane chip-and-seal road.


He turned. After traveling that narrow road another several minutes, Luke started to think he’d turned too soon, had missed the part of the sign that said, TURN RIGHT 1/4 MILE. The road bottomed on a low bridge over a creek, then took a near-ninety-degree turn to the left. And there it was, MAGNOLIA MILE written on a sign in front of a very large yellow Victorian house. The ornate white-trimmed front porch made a sweeping curve as it wrapped around the left side of the house. It seemed a little out of place in an area where all of the large homes sported columns and galleries, mimicking antebellum architecture no matter when they were constructed.


A matching story-and-a-half carriage house topped with a large cupola and weather vane sat behind the main house. Luke could see a couple of large, old-fashioned glass greenhouses set yet farther back. He followed the crushed-stone drive to the carriage house, which had MAGNOLIA MILE over a double French door.


Off to the side of the carriage house, a large screen of fancy white trelliswork hid the nursery stock from immediate view. In front of the screen was an artful display of sculpted garden decorations, birdbaths, benches, wrought-iron gates and arches, tiny waterfalls. Even in the miserable weather, it looked inviting. Abbott’s mother obviously had a talent for her work.


Abbott had a younger brother, Cole, who was still in high school. Luke supposed it was a bit of cowardice that made him arrive here during school hours. But he allowed himself that. It was going to be difficult enough to face Abbott’s mother; facing the youngster who worshipped him would be more than Luke could stand.


He got out of the car and hurried inside, the first couple of steps the most painful; he’d been in the car too long. The first floor of the carriage house had been converted into a shop. It was warmed by a potbellied stove and smelled of old wood, peat moss and fertilizer. Various houseplants hung in baskets from the rafters. The cash register sat on a long counter near the left wall. There was a tent-shaped paper sign beside it that said, IN THE GREENHOUSE. C’MON BACK.


Luke had been away from small towns long enough for an unattended cash register to make him nervous.


He went to the back door. It was a good thirty yards to the first greenhouse, and the rain had picked up again. At least the crushed-stone walkway would keep him from sinking knee-deep in mud. He lowered his head and made for the greenhouse at a gimpy trot, trying to avoid the deepest of the puddles.


Two things hit him when he pulled open the steamed-over glass door. A wave of hot air, and Def Leppard rattling the glass panes with “Pour Some Sugar On Me.”


“Hello?” He didn’t see anyone right away. His gaze scanned over the green leaves springing up from the plant tables. There, in the far corner, he saw two arms with fisted hands making simultaneous circles overhead in time with the music. Occasionally, light hair would bob above the greenery.


Surprise trickled through him. Abbott’s mother was . . . boogying?


Luke called hello again, working to reform the image he’d created of Abbott’s mother. Luke had imagined a softly rounded body topped with semi-stylish gray hair that smelled of freshly baked cookies, snow-white Keds and a theme sweater. Maybe Yanni or John Tesh. Certainly not Def Leppard.


The dancing continued.


He walked toward that corner of the greenhouse, calling out twice to no avail.


When he reached the aisle where he’d seen the hands, he stopped and stared.


Abbott had said his mother was “unconventional.” But no way could Luke see what was before him as a mother. Definitely not Abbott’s. A long strawberry-blond braid hung down the tall slender back, swaying as the young woman undulated provocatively with the music. Her short top rode up, showing a curving waist over her low-slung jeans. Those graceful arms bent and she rested her hands on her hair as her head bobbed from side to side. Luke had never seen a sight quite so unconsciously alluring.


Def Leppard continued to beg for little Miss Innocent to sugar them up—and Luke wanted just that.


She spun around. Luke opened his mouth to speak, but her eyes were closed. Her hips moved in a way that he’d forgotten a woman could. Her elbows came forward, her hands still on the back of her head. Her navel winked at him.


Luke’s mouth went dry.


You can’t just stand here. “Ex—” he swallowed, trying to get some moisture back over his dry vocal cords. “Excuse me!” he shouted.


Her eyes opened. Her hands flew to her heart and she jumped several inches in the air. “Good Lord, man! Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” Her voice held a strong Mississippi accent, but not the backwoodsy sort, more like a southern debutante, sorority girl at Ole Miss. Then her eyes narrowed and she crossed her arms over her chest. “Just how long have you been standing there?”


Luke felt heat come to his cheeks. Jesus, was he blushing? “Not long.” He wasn’t sure she could hear his denial over the bass beat of the music.


She pinned him with a challenging glare that told him she’d heard just fine. She had beautiful light green eyes that flashed the same fire he’d seen in her dancing. But the way she tugged the hem of her top over her jeans showed just how uncomfortable his spying had made her—no matter what her show of cool.


“I’m—”


“Wait!” She walked toward him, holding up a finger. “Let me turn this music down.” She stepped around him and trotted to a table beside the door he’d come in.


As she passed, he caught a scent as sultry as that dance she’d been doing. She dressed in a manner that said she didn’t work at looking good—which somehow made her all the more appealing. He tried to figure her age. It was hard to tell; she wore no makeup and had a very youthful spring in her step as she ran to the table. Much too young for you, Luke, ol’ boy.


She turned down the music and looked at him again. “Now we can talk like regular people. The plants have to have four hours of music a day.” Her smile was open and friendly. As he looked more closely at her eyes, he thought perhaps she wasn’t so young.


He shuffled his male curiosity back into the closet as he took several steps in her direction. “The plants like rock?”


“The boss lady insists they prefer classical, something with energy. She doesn’t like them to hear ballads—makes them depressed. Def Leppard has plenty of energy.” She flipped her long braid back over her shoulder and lifted her chin slightly.


Luke thought he saw a hint of blush on her cheeks that belied her rebellious stance. Again, he was drawn to her complex mixture of innocence and spunk.


“I see.” He shifted his weight from his bad knee. “I’m looking for M—” he started to say Mrs. Abbott, but knew Abbott’s mother had remarried after his father died; Cole was actually his half-brother. Calvin always referred to his mother as Liv, never Mom, or Ma, or Mother. Luke had no idea what her last name was. “For Olivia,” he finished. Using her first name felt disrespectful to his military-trained tongue.


“She had to go to town. She should be back in about fifteen minutes. Can I do something for you?”


“No, actually, it’s personal.” He paused and looked around. “I’ll just wait in my car.” He started to take a step, but immediately felt his knee begin to buckle. Shifting his weight back to his good leg, he saved himself an embarrassing stumble.


She cast a quick glance at his bad knee, her forehead wrinkled with a frown. Then her gaze passed over the ugly, jagged scar on the side of his neck. He tensed, dreading her questions, her pity.


Her gaze then connected with his. He wasn’t sure what he saw in her eyes, but it wasn’t pity. “Wouldn’t you like some coffee while you wait?”


“No, thanks. I don’t want to interrupt your . . . work. I’ll just wait outside for Olivia.” He was torn between wanting to be away from the possibility of questions that Olivia had the first right to ask, and the warmth of long-denied feminine contact. There had been plenty of female hands on him in the hospital, but to have real interaction with a woman—well, it had been a long, long time.


He started to step around her and she put a hand on his arm. “Please. I’d feel just terrible with you sitting out there in the cold.”


He hesitated. Her touch warmed him through the layers of clothing, right to the bone.


“I can tell by your accent you’re not from around here,” she said. “Maybe you don’t know how it works down South.” She drew out the words he-yah and down Saauth, emphasizing her own accent. “We invite. You accept. Otherwise our feelings are hurt.” She smiled again. “You’re lucky I didn’t offer you sweet tea. You Yankees don’t seem to have a taste for sweet tea.”


He smiled back. It shocked him to realize just how foreign smiling felt. It was almost like the first time he bent his wounded knee after having the brace removed, as if the muscles had to work just to remember how. “I’d be honored to share a cup of coffee with such a lovely flower of the South.” He gave her a gallant sweeping bow befitting a Confederate officer. He could hardly believe he was flirting. It felt even more alien than smiling.


“That’s more like it.” She spun around with a satisfied look on her face and headed toward the door with quick, sure steps.


She was halfway there when she must have sensed that he wasn’t right behind her. She slowed her pace, without turning around, without making him self-conscious. God, he couldn’t wait for the day when he was himself again.


A little voice in the back of his brain whispered, You will never again be the man, the soldier, you were.


He shook off the thought and plunged outside right behind her into the rain. She held back, kept herself from running through the downpour. Her sensitivity to his pride pricked in a way that was almost more painful than other folks’ outright sympathy.


Pushing himself to move faster, he nudged her from behind. “Go!”


She broke into a trot. His knee hurt, but he made himself keep up. Even so, by the time they reached the carriage house, they were both soaked to the skin.


Once inside, she spun around, wiping the water from her face, laughing. It was a beautiful sound, bringing to mind warm, soft breezes and church bells.


“Good heavens!” She looked at him. “Oh, my. You’re drenched. Let me get something to dry us off.”


She went behind the counter that held the cash register and rummaged around while Luke stood dripping on the floor.


“This will have to do.” She held up a roll of paper towel and pulled off a long strip. Coming back to Luke, she held it out for him.


“This’ll do fine. Thank you.” He took the towels, but could hardly mop himself for watching the way she patted her face and throat dry—and the way her wet shirt clung to her curves.


Luke heard a snort from the corner of the room and flinched guiltily. He’d been staring at her as if they were alone. Apparently they weren’t.


When he looked around, he saw only a huge red-brown bloodhound curled up in a dark corner.


“That’s Rufus, our guard dog.”


Luke looked at her in disbelief. “Guard dog? I walked in here earlier and didn’t even notice him. I could have carried the place off.” He didn’t tell her that he was equally remiss. At the top of his form, he’d never have missed the presence of a living, breathing being inside a room. No matter how still it made itself.


The dog let one sleepy eye fall shut.


She laughed. “I doubt that. That’s all part of his plan, making you think he’s not paying attention. Just try to get near that cash register.”


Luke couldn’t imagine a dog having a “plan.”


“Go on. Try it.” She gestured toward the register.


Tipping his head, Luke grinned. “Okay. But just to prove you need to rely on locked doors and not a lazy hound.” He walked toward the front door.


Rufus remained snoozing in his corner.


Luke stepped closer to the register.


Rufus didn’t move.


Walking right up to the counter, Luke looked at the dog and waited.


One eye opened.


“Not much of a deterrent,” Luke said, shaking his head in amusement.


“Rufus just doesn’t like to waste a lot of energy carrying on. He knows when to get to business. Try to pick it up.” She stood with her arms crossed and a grin on her face.


Luke reached for the register.


In a red-brown blur, the dog leapt across the room in one bound. A deep growl was followed by an equally deep round of barking that rattled the windows, as well as Luke’s self-confidence.


Rufus showed an impressive display of sharp white teeth set in a jaw the size of a horse’s and maneuvered himself between Luke and the door.


Luke yanked his hands away from the register, his heart hammering in his chest.


The dog inched closer, head low, teeth bared, hackles raised.


“Okay, okay, I let it go,” Luke said with his hands in the air, backing slowly away.


The dog still looked ready to pounce.


“Hey, lady, call off Cujo!”


“Rufus, down.” She didn’t raise her voice at all.


The dog’s lips relaxed and he flopped in a wrinkly brown mass to the floor. He blew out a long breath that flapped his lips and watched the woman with adoring eyes.


Luke licked his lips. “Well, okay, then. I’m convinced.”


“Actually, poor Rufus never gets to do that; everyone around here already has wind of his reputation.” She walked over to the dog, knelt down and ruffled his long ears.


Luke said, “Normally, I get along fine with dogs. Still, if I were you, I wouldn’t put my face quite so close to those . . . those fangs.”


She laughed. “He won’t hurt me—only someone who wants to hurt me.”


A large pink tongue swiped across her face. “Yes, I love you, too, big fella.”


She stood back up and looked at Luke, extending her hand. “I’m Analise. Cream in your coffee?”


Giving his head a slight shake, Luke caught up with the change in conversation. He kept his eye on the dog for another heartbeat. He really did like dogs. However, he’d never faced a hundred pounds of snarling teeth and muscle before. “Yes, please.” He shifted his gaze to her and shook her hand. It felt strong and gentle at the same time. “And I’m Luke Boudreau.”


Her hand spasmed slightly in his. A little breath hitched in her chest. Her lips opened slightly and her eyes widened. Her face seemed to blanch. “Oh.” She finally blinked and swallowed. “I’ll get the coffee.”


She hurried into another room, leaving Luke feeling like he should have recognized her name. Calvin didn’t talk much about home—only rarely of his mother and little brother. Luke suddenly realized he’d served beside the man for three years and could count on one hand the personal details he knew about his life.


When Analise returned, color was back in her cheeks. She carried two mugs of steaming coffee. She handed one to Luke and motioned for him to sit at the metal café set near the stove. She sat across the small table from him, concentrating on the steam rising from her cup.


After a few seconds she raised her gaze and looked at him. Her mouth remained relaxed, not reflecting the emotion that Luke thought he caught in her eyes. There was something in her stare that reached right down inside him and grabbed the pit of his stomach. She finally released him from the power of that jade gaze, lowered her lashes and took a sip from her cup.


Luke drank his own coffee, content to let the silence play out.


Analise’s long fingers fiddled with the cup that sat in front of her. Luke noticed her fingernails were short and stained from working with plants. She had what looked like a long, narrow burn across the back of her left hand.


After a few minutes she raised her gaze and sighed. “You served with Calvin.” It wasn’t a question.


He nodded. “I’d really like to wait for Olivia. . . .”


For a second, offense flashed in her eyes, sharp and accusing. Then she said softly, “Of course.”


He felt badly, so he tried to initiate polite conversation. “So what about you? Have you always lived in Grover?”


She withdrew her hands from the table and put them in her lap. “No, I grew up around Jackson. Calvin brought me here.”


“Calvin?”


Just then, a woman who had to be Calvin’s mother came hustling through the front door. She collapsed her umbrella and stomped her feet, which, despite the weather, sported Birkenstocks and white socks. Her gray hair was in an unexpected short-spiky ’do that made Luke think of Annie Lennox. The woman was short, rather box-shaped, with full cheeks, Calvin’s slightly-tilted-upward brown eyes and generous mouth, and a virtually nonexistent neck. The big, loose, cable-knit sweater she wore hit her at midthigh, nearly swallowing her up. She moved in a no-nonsense, take-charge way that belied her elfish appearance.


“Oh! Company!” She smiled, and the warmth of it shot right to Luke’s scarred heart. This was clearly the face of a woman who never turned a soul away from her doorstep. Still, he doubted her exuberance would last once she knew who the “company” was.


He stood and tipped his head. “Luke Boudreau, ma’am.”


Her smile slipped just a little, but she quickly recovered. “You’re here about Calvin.” Although her smile remained on her face, Luke could see a spark of pain in her eyes.


“Yes, ma’am.”


Beside him, Analise made a little hiccup sound. He kept his gaze on Olivia.


She pulled in a deep breath that appeared to add an edge of stiffness to her posture, as if drawing herself up, bracing herself to face something unpleasant yet inevitable. Then she walked toward him, a congenial expression maintained on her face. “I see you’ve already met Calvin’s wife.”


Luke’s tingling fingers felt like they’d taken a shot of electricity. His heart beat in a chest that suddenly felt cold and hollow. Wife? How could I not have known Calvin had a wife?





Chapter 2


The fact that Abbott had a wife ricocheted wildly in Luke’s brain. It bounced and slammed against a dozen walls of memory. Never in his entire association with the man, from the time he was assigned to Luke’s team until the day he died, had Abbott given the slightest indication he was married. Never even breathed the word “wife.” And his behavior certainly never reflected it.


Swallowing his surprise, Luke denied himself the long hard look at Analise that he burned to take. He wanted to see her in a different light, to tell himself that all of that lustful chemistry he’d been experiencing was imaginary. But he kept his eyes fixed on Olivia. “Yes, we’ve met.”


He stepped away from his chair and offered it to Olivia, keeping his attention focused solely on her, not permitting Analise even into the periphery of his vision. Years of training allowed him to keep his outward appearance independent from the cascade of emotions running through him. Looking into those lovely green eyes might just prove to be too dangerous at the moment. His earlier thoughts of her were suddenly appallingly inappropriate . . . incestuous.


Olivia took the seat he offered.


Beside him, he heard Analise stand. As she stepped away, she said, “I’ll give you some time.”


Luke knew he should stop her; she had as much right as Olivia to hear what he had to say. But the woman threw a monkey wrench into the machine of his thoughts. He let her go.


“Please, sit down, Luke.” Olivia patted the table in front of the chair Analise had just vacated.


Folding her hands on the table, she waited. Her pause didn’t seem heavy and expectant as Luke searched for the place to begin. All of the possible combinations of words he’d been pondering for weeks failed him. He was hobbled by the fact that he could never reveal the truth about Abbott’s death. After looking into Olivia’s kind eyes, the lies he’d prepared stuck on his tongue.


After a moment, she saved him by saying, “Why don’t you tell me a little about yourself? Calvin was never very forthcoming with the details.”


You’re telling me. Luke bit back a bark of nervous laughter.


She let her gaze dissolve into empty space somewhere between the tabletop and the floor, chuckling with remembrance. “When he was a boy, I used to ask him how his day was when he got off the school bus. Every day it was the same, a shrug and, ‘Okay.’ Didn’t matter what had happened. The school could have burned to the ground or aliens could have landed in the playground, and I would have had to hear it on the six o’clock news.”


Luke smiled back at her, nodding. He’d never really thought about it before, but that was exactly how Abbott dealt with everything. He had a straightforward way of skimming over the complexities of the meatier issues, preferring to make the joke, dive into the task.


Still, a wife? How could a guy keep something like that to himself over the course of three years?


Nonetheless, Luke was thankful to Olivia for easing him into conversation. He began with the basics about himself. “I’m from a little town in southern Indiana. Been in the army since I was twenty.”


When he paused, unsure how much detail she wanted, she prompted, “Wife? Family?”


“Not married. My dad owns a bar, still lives right where I grew up. I have two sisters, the younger one, Molly, is just about to finish her medical residency in Boston. And Lily used to live in Chicago, but—I guess it’s been nearly a year ago now—she moved back to Glens Crossing with her son. She just married an old friend of ours from when we were kids. Great guy, used to be military himself.” He shook his head. It still didn’t seem possible that after all of these years, Lily and Clay were finally together. She’d belonged with him from the summer they’d first met, but their lives had taken them on a long and difficult road to finding each other.


Suddenly Luke realized the chances of him ever finding a relationship like those two shared had been cast into the range of nonexistent. It set off a hollow burning just beneath his breastbone.


“Is your mother still living?” Olivia asked.


“I haven’t been in touch with my mom since I was about eleven—when she left.”


“I see.” Olivia didn’t give him that oh, you poor child look that he’d grown to hate. Instead she went on, “I can tell by your voice that you care a great deal for your family.” Those gentle brown eyes settled on him. “Especially Lily. That’s good. You understand.”


“Understand what, ma’am?”


“How it is to have people take a little part of you wherever they go, leave a tiny black hole in your soul that can only be plugged back up when they come home.”


He searched her face and could see the underlying questions, the words she wasn’t coming right out and saying.


Pulling in a deep breath, he squared his shoulders. “Your son was under my command when he was killed.”


She looked at the lividly pink scar on the side of his neck. “And you were injured.”


“Yes, ma’am. Calvin was a brave man, a good soldier. I could always count on him to cover my back, no matter what.” He swallowed the lump of guilt threatening to choke him. “I was proud to serve with him.” He paused. “I can’t express how sorry I am that I failed to bring him home safely.”


Something in the set of her mouth shifted, reminding him of the way Abbott looked when he thought something wasn’t quite kosher. But she reached across the table and put her hand on his. “It was a helicopter crash. Not your doing.”


Shame, bright as lightning, sharp as a fresh razor, cut across his heart, when he heard her repeat the official cause of death. Not my doing? Dear God, if you only knew. Then you wouldn’t be looking at me with such caring eyes. You’d be scratching mine out.


He’d built a career on his ability to detach himself from his thoughts, his emotions. But here in this room, speaking to this good woman, it felt completely immoral.


Pushing the bitter truth away, he said the words he’d traveled hundreds of miles to deliver. “I wasn’t able to come—to pay my respects properly at his funeral. I regret that, ma’am.” He paused and forced himself to look her in the eye. “More than I can say.” Then he stood. “Calvin served with me for over three years. I couldn’t have asked for a better man at my side. You did a fine job raising your son.” His gaze fell to the floor for a brief second, then returned to her face. “I take full responsibility for his death.”


He reached into his pocket. “I just couldn’t let them pack this up and send it with his personal belongings. It was special to him—too special to risk loss in shipping. He had it with him on every assignment, every mission.”


Luke laid the Purple Heart earned by Abbott’s father on the table next to Olivia’s hand.


For the longest time, she just sat there, staring at the medal. Then she picked it up slowly and folded it into her left hand. She raised her eyes, glistening with unshed tears, and held him as immobile as if she’d magically drawn away his will to move. Luke waited, barely breathing, unable to say more, unable to turn and walk away.


Her chin began to quiver. She pressed her lips so tightly together they turned white. Finally, her face wrinkled and a sob escaped her throat. She jumped from the chair and flew at him.


He braced himself for her assault.


Instead of angry words and furious maternal fists pounding his chest, damning him and the unfairness that took her son, she threw her arms around him and pulled him close.


It was worse than being pummeled.


Luke held her and patted her shoulder awkwardly, waiting for the onslaught of tears to diminish. He felt like the most despicable man who had ever walked the earth. First he’d coveted the wife of a fallen fellow soldier. Now he held a broken-hearted mother in the embrace of a friend—when he knew her son would be alive if it hadn’t been for Luke’s own poor judgment.


Suddenly, she pulled away, cutting herself off in midsob. Luke’s hands fell from her shoulders.


She dashed her tears with a quick brush of her fingers. “Well”—she smiled—“enough of that.” She sniffed in a totally unladylike way. “You’ll be staying for lunch.” A statement of fact, not a question.


“I’m sorry, ma’am—”


“Enough of this ‘ma’am’ stuff. You’re making me feel like Granny Lejeune—Cole’s grandma, who’s eighty-six and cranky as a wet hen. It’s Olivia—or Liv. And no sorry’s, either. You’ll stay. I’m not much of a cook, but I won’t poison you; Ana and Cole survive it.” She paused and looked off in the distance, as if a thought had just occurred to her. “Then again, maybe they’ve built up a tolerance.” She patted him on the chest. “No matter. We’ve got a good hospital.”


Analise went to her metal studio in the gabled second floor of the carriage house. She needed to work; she had no time to dwell on personal slights. The fountain she was building needed to be done next week and she had a shipment of copper sprinklers that was due to be shipped this Friday. But, as she gathered her materials, she couldn’t keep her mind on either project.


Her insides felt like a film she’d once seen of the inside of a volcano, hot and roiling, toxic vapors and molten rock. It was the same feeling she got every time she thought about her late husband.


She could hear the rise and fall of voices below as Luke and Olivia talked about her husband. That guy had some nerve, treating her like she was no more than a stranger to Calvin.


Quickly, her own conscience admonished her. Luke was probably Calvin’s loyal friend—she, on the other hand, had betrayed her husband, not in deed, but in her thoughts. She couldn’t count how often she’d wished he simply would not come home. Time and again, she’d imagined how much easier her life would be. And now that horrible, horrible wish had been granted. It was too late to take it back.


Why had this man arrived now, just when scabs had begun to form on the wounds in her soul?


Again, her conscience spoke: Because you deserve no peace.


Olivia was right about one thing. She wasn’t much of a cook. However, by the time they sat down to scorched tomato soup and blackened grilled cheese sandwiches, she’d managed to take the uncomfortable edge off of Luke’s mood. She’d chatted and joked and mothered him as she’d worked in her warm, inviting kitchen. He was glad to see she wasn’t a fragile woman made of blown glass; Olivia Lejeune was more like a rubber dog toy, appearing all soft and adorable, but tough and resilient when put to the test of teeth. In fact, Luke had been enjoying himself—until Analise came in from the greenhouse and sat down at the kitchen table across from him.


He simply nodded a greeting and tried not to think of her navel.


She smiled back and picked up her spoon. There was something almost fearful in her smile. Which made no sense. If anything, she should be angry over his earlier dismissal of her.


After that, Luke was careful not to look at her. The bright awkwardness bothering him felt much like the time he and a buddy had peeked into their eighth-grade English teacher, Miss Clark’s, bedroom window one night and seen her naked. It had been her first year teaching, and every guy in school had the hots for her. Only Luke and Josh had seen her naked. It had been an earth-moving experience—especially since she was really stacked and neither he nor Josh had actually ever seen a real live naked woman before. On the way home, feeling like conquering heroes, they’d talked about how they were going to tell everybody—become celebrities in the locker room. But the next day, shame prevented either of them from even bringing it up. From that time forward, they sank low in their chairs during English class and tried not to look at her.


Since then, Luke had never looked at a naked woman who hadn’t specifically invited him to.


Still, those feelings he’d had when he first met Analise brought that same sense of dishonor. He couldn’t wait to be away from here, so he could put it out of his mind.


“Luke,” Analise said, “how long did you serve with Calvin?”


The room seemed hotter than the greenhouse. “We served in the same company for five years, on the same special team for three.” He gave her a brief glance; he could hardly speak to her without looking at her at all.


“I see.” There was something challenging in her eyes.


Luke knew it was time to apologize. “I meant no disrespect earlier. I’m truly sorry for your loss. I . . .” How was he going to explain that he didn’t know she was Calvin’s wife, when she obviously was familiar with his name when he introduced himself?


“We were married for eight.” The statement hovered over the table between them for a moment, then crashed in the silence like a lead balloon.


What in the hell was he supposed to say to that? He waited for Olivia to save him, but she continued to take quiet sips of soup from her spoon as if alone in the room.


During the following uneasy minutes, both Luke and Analise concentrated over their soup as if it held the answer to world peace in its depths.


Then, out of the blue, Olivia said, “Luke brought Jimmy’s Purple Heart home. I suppose Calvin will be getting one, too.”


When Luke’s gaze snapped to her face, she had a look of calculation deep in her eyes. He forced a crusty bite of sandwich down his throat before it had been sufficiently chewed, then wiped his mouth with a paper napkin. “Actually, ma’am—”


“Olivia,” she corrected.


“Olivia.” He blew out a quiet breath and dared a glance at Analise. Her sharp green gaze was riveted on him, her spoon stalled halfway to her lips. “The Purple Heart is only awarded to those wounded or killed in combat—at the hands of a declared enemy.”


“Humm.” Olivia held Luke helpless with her gaze for another moment, then resumed her lunch.


He sensed she was testing him, probing for reaction. By the way her gaze sharpened, he was certain she’d noticed his addition of the word “declared” to the regulations for the Purple Heart. It was as much as he’d be able to give her in confirmation. Any mother of a soldier involved in covert operations would have similar suspicions—and in this case, Olivia Lejeune’s were valid. Calvin most definitely deserved the Purple Heart, and probably a couple of other commendations. But often the clandestine work of the Rangers precluded such decorations. Those awards either weren’t given, especially posthumously to the next of kin, or were flashed briefly in front of the soldier and then stored away in some vault, never to see the light of day again.


Analise broke the ensuing silence. “It was very thoughtful of you to deliver it in person. That medal was very special to Calvin.”


Luke looked at her and offered a nod of thanks. How could Abbott have treated a medal with more regard than this sparkling, devoted wife? Luke’s mind did a quick double take. Where had he gotten the idea that Analise was devoted? He knew plenty of long-distance military marriages were “open,” where both parties fooled around at will. Abbott had sure had his share of flings.


When Analise smiled oddly and lowered her gaze, he realized he’d been staring at her as he’d tried to decipher what was impossible to know—and certainly none of his business.


Olivia said, “I think Luke was a good friend to our Calvin.” She nodded in satisfaction. “It’s good to have a military man in the house again.”


For a moment Luke thought of her statement. Were he and Abbott friends? Luke had been as close to Abbott as anyone in their team. They’d protected each other like brothers, shared drinks like fraternity boys, crawled through swamps elbow to elbow; he’d always assumed they were friends. But finding Abbott had a wife tucked away all of these years—well, it made him wonder if anyone really knew Calvin Abbott.


Finally, he said, “Soon to be ex-military, ma’am.”


She looked at him thoughtfully. “So, if not for the . . . accident, you’d be career army?”


Her question made him think in a way he hadn’t since the “accident.” “I really hadn’t made a conscious decision—before. I think every Ranger takes each day, each assignment, as it comes. I suppose I would have stuck with it as long as physically possible. Then . . . I guess I’m not sure where I would have chosen to go from there.” He absently rubbed his knee. “As for the moment, I’m—uncommitted.”


“Do you still have military options?”


“I’ve been offered a few. I’m officially on extended medical leave, so I guess nothing is certain yet.”


“I’m sure you’ll make the right choice, when the time comes.” She stood and picked up her empty soup bowl. “More soup, either of you?”


“None for me, thank you,” Luke said, not having eaten half of what was in front of him already. He noticed Analise had finished hers. The flavor combination of tomato and ash was obviously something of an acquired taste.


“Thanks, Liv.” Analise gathered her dirty dishes and got up. “It was great, as usual. I need to get back to my workshop. I have a shipment that has to go out tomorrow and the fountain for the park is only half-finished.”


Luke stood.


“It was nice to meet you, Luke. Thank you for your concern for our family.”


“Good-bye, Analise.” He wondered if she would stay, now that she was a widow, or return to Jackson. He got the feeling that she was at home here: Five months had passed and he didn’t see any moving boxes. There was also something in her voice when she spoke of Olivia and Cole as her family that said that she wasn’t distancing herself from them just because Calvin was gone.


She deposited her dishes in the sink and left by the kitchen door.


Olivia returned to the table with a half-bowl of soup. “I know I look like a pig, but I’m supposed to bump up my vitamins. I prefer tomato soup to pills.”


He sat back down. “Makes sense to me.”


Between spoons of soup, she asked him a little more about himself. It felt just like when he was in high school and over at a buddy’s house, the mom gently coaxing conversation in the hopes of gathering a single crumb of information about what was going on with her own kid.


He shared a few lighthearted remembrances that included Calvin, wishing he could answer the unasked question: What really happened to my son?


Finally, he slid his chair back and said, “I can’t thank you enough for lunch. I should be going.”


“Oh, no, you won’t. I’m not finished and you can’t leave an old woman to eat alone. Sit tight there, I’ll get some cookies.” She got up and pulled open a drawer.


“I really don’t need—”


“Shush.” She set a Tupperware container in front of him and peeled off the lid. “Relax, Ana made these, not me.”


He was about to argue further when the aroma of the cookies reached him. He hadn’t eaten breakfast, and lunch . . . he looked at the half-eaten sandwich and near-full bowl of soup. What wafted from the plastic box was rich enough that it could be used to tempt a man on a hunger strike.


Olivia sat back down. “Don’t feel bad, Ana’s cookies do that to all men.”


Her comment made him realize he’d closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. He reached for the biggest cookie, then took a bite. Oh, sweet Jesus, how could something so simple taste so good?


Olivia chuckled. “She won’t tell what’s in the recipe—I’m starting to think it’s an illegal substance of some sort.”


“I might be inclined to agree.” He finished that one and reached for another.


“Maybe you should stick around for supper. Ana cooks.” She gave him a wry grin. “She’s a little more in tune with the finer details of the culinary arts than I am.”


“That’s a tempting offer, especially after these cookies, but I have to be getting on the road.”


Her shoulders slumped slightly. “Cole will be so disappointed he didn’t get to meet you.”


“You’ll have to tell him I’m sorry. Calvin thought a lot of his little brother.” Apparently more than he thought of his wife.


Olivia wrapped her hand around her coffee cup and smiled wistfully. “Cole worshiped the ground Calvin trod upon.” She sighed and looked into the depths of her coffee. “This has been particularly hard on him.”


Luke didn’t know what to say. I’m sorry was no more than an empty phrase said by everyone who opened their mouth around a grieving family. Instead of talking, he stood and put a hand on her shoulder and gave a warm squeeze.


He was surprised when her hand covered his and she said, “Sometimes, life’s a bitch.”


“Amen.”


He went to the kitchen door. The rain had stopped, leaving the burgeoning greening of the landscape seeming to glow with new life. The chill wind still blew, the clouds scuttling quickly across the gray sky.


Olivia insisted on walking him to his car, her arms folded across her chest against the cold. They picked their way around mud puddles in silence. Just before he opened the door, she gave him a quick hug. “Thank you for accepting all of my misplaced mama hugs—kids may outgrow them, but a woman never outgrows the need to give them.”


On impulse, he pulled out a scrap of paper and scribbled a number on it. “I’m not sure where I’m going to be, but this is my cell phone number. If you need anything, give me a call.” He was fairly certain an obviously self-sufficient person like Olivia wouldn’t be calling anyone for help, least of all a man she’d met only once. Still, offering made him feel better.


A shameful thought skittered across his mind. Maybe that was what this trip was all about—making him feel better. It was a thought he didn’t want to examine too closely.


Taking the paper, she pressed her lips together, looking like she wanted to say something more.


“What is it?” he asked.


She gave her head a little shake. “It’s too much.”


Closing the door without getting in, he said, “Probably not. Just ask.”


She sighed quietly and the words left her mouth with apparent reluctance. “Cole’s father died when he was eight. And, well, you know how he adored his brother. Even though they rarely saw each other—well, maybe a little bit because of that—Calvin took a larger-than-life image in Cole’s mind.”


Luke braced himself. He’d asked for it, after all.


“If you could just stick around until he gets home from school—spend a few minutes with him. It’d mean so much.” Even as she finished, she waved the thought away. “I know you need to go. I just was hoping . . .”


He had been antsy to drive away from this place since the moment he’d learned that Analise was Abbott’s wife. In that second he could actually see himself tearing down the stone lane with a billow of dust in his wake, just like a Roadrunner cartoon. But where he was going once he reached the safety of the highway—that was another matter. Eventually he knew he’d end up in Glens Crossing, but planned on taking his time getting there, spending several days on the winding old highways, sorting out his thoughts.


There was no denying he could easily afford a half-day. But no way was he hanging around Analise until the kid came home. “I have a few things to do this afternoon,” he lied. “What time does Cole get home?”


Her posture visibly relaxed. “You’re a good boy.” She reached up and patted his cheek. He couldn’t remember the last time someone patted his cheek like that. The simple gesture reached deep and touched his soul. His own mother had abandoned the family when he’d been in grade school. Maternal affection had left with her.


Olivia pulled her hand back and put it over her own heart. “He has soccer practice until six. So you might as well plan on being here for dinner.” Before he could protest she stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.” She hurried back to the house, as if trying to outrun the returning rain—or his refusal.


Luke drove away from Magnolia Mile feeling like he was stuck in quicksand. He wanted to be free of these women, not to have to look the fallout of his mistake in the eye again. But the more he tried to extricate himself, the deeper he’d been sucked in, that guilt he’d been trying to assuage dragging him down like an anchor.


Now he had to face the kid.


So, buck up, buddy. It’s no more than you deserve.


If he could sit through six weeks of English after spying on Miss Clark, he could eat one more meal with Analise, a woman who tempted him to break his own moral code.


He’d see the brother. Then he’d be gone.
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