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Аннотация
He loves me not.

Daisy Lee Monroe thought she'd brushed the dust of Lovett, Texas, off her high-heeled shoes years ago, but she's come back home only to find that little has changed. Her sister is still crazy, and her mom still has pink plastic flamingos in her front yard. And Jackson Lamott Parrish, the bad boy she left behind, is still so sexy it hurts. She'd like nothing better than to avoid this particular man, but she can't. Daisy has something to say to Jackson, and she's not going anywhere until he listens.

He loves her not.

Jackson learned his lesson about Daisy the hard way, and now the only word he's interested in hearing from Daisy's red lips is good-bye. But she's popping up everywhere, and he doesn't believe in coincidence. It seems the only way to keep her quiet is with his mouth, but kissing Daisy had once been his downfall. Is he strong enough to resister her now? Strong enough to watch her walk out of his life again? Is he strong enough to make her stay?


Chapter One

Heat waves drifted across the concrete as the '63 Thunderbird slid from the shadow of the garage. Her big V8and Holley two-barrels purred like a satisfied woman, all warm and sexy and throaty. The hot Texas sun made ahundred little bursts of light within her wire wheels, slid along the chrome fins, and poured over the glisteningblack paint. The owner watched as she rolled toward him, and he smiled in appreciation. Several months ago,the Sports Roadster had been little more than a home for mice. Now fully restored to her former glory, she wasdazzling - a reminder of a time when Detroit had been more interested in cracking sixty in eight seconds thanmiles per gallon, safety features, or where to put the cup holder.
Jackson Lamott Parrish sat within the red leather interior of the big T-Bird, one wrist hanging over the redsteering wheel. The light caught in his thick brown hair, and fine lines creased the corners of hisgreen eyes as he lowered his lids against the blinding sun. He revved the big engine one last time, took his handfrom the steering wheel, and shoved her into park. He swung the door open, and the sole of his cowboy boot hitthe pavement. In one smooth motion, he stood and the owner of the restored Roadster stepped forward andhanded him a check. Jack glanced at it, noted that all the zeros were in the right places, then folded it in half. Heslipped it into the breast pocket of his white dress shirt.
"Enjoy," he said, then turned and walked into the shop. He moved passed a nineteen-seventy 'Cuda 440-6, itshuge Hemi engine suspended from a cherry picker. Over the sounds of air compressors and power tools, Jack'syounger brother, Billy, called out to a mechanic beneath a '59 Dodge Custom Royal Lancer.
The space just vacated by the T-bird would he filled the next day with a nineteen-fifty-four Corvette. The sportsclassic had been found in a dilapidated garage in Southern California, and Jack had flown out three days ago totake a look at it. When he discovered it had only forty, thousand original miles and all the numbers matched, hebought it for eight grand on the spot. Once fully restored, the ' He dropped her arm as if he couldn't stand thetouch of her.
"Yes, I know."
"Good. You stay away from me, Daisy Lee," he said, drawing out the vowels in her name. "You stay away orI'll make your life a misery."
She looked up into his dark face, at the passion and anger that had not abated in fifteen years.
"Just stay away," he said one last time before he turned on his bare heels and disappeared into the shadows.
She knew she would be wise to heed his warning. Too bad she didn't have that option.
Although he didn't know it yet, neither did he.
ette would bring ten times that. When it came to restoring vintage cars, Parrish American Classics was the best.
Everyone knew it.
Ground-pounding, ear-assaulting muscle cars were in the Parrish boys' blood. Since they'd taken their firststeps, Jack and Billy had worked in their daddy's garage. They'd yanked their first engine he lore either of themhad grown their short-and-curlies. They could tell a 260 V8 from a 289 with their eyes closed and could rebuildfuel injectors in their sleep. Proud native sons of Lovett, Texas, population nineteen thousand three, the Parrishboys had grown up loving football, cold beer, and tearing up asphalt on the flat open roads - usually while somebig-haired, loose-moraled female repaired her lipstick in the rearview mirror.
The boys had been raised in a small three-bedroom house behind the garage. The original shop was gone now.
Torn down and replaced by a bigger, more modern space with eight hays. The yard behind the garage had beencleaned up. The old cars and junked parts had been towed away long ago.
The house was the same, though. Same roses their mama had planted, same patches of dirt and grass beneaththe towering elm. Same concrete porch and the same screen door that needed a good dose of WD4O. The househad just been given a fresh coat of paint, inside and out. The same white color as before. The only realdifference was that Jack now lived there alone.
Seven years ago, Billy had married Rhonda Valencia and had happily given up his wild ways for domestic bliss.
As far as anyone in town could recall, Jack had never been tempted to give up his wild ways. As far as theyknew, he'd never met a woman who'd made him want a one-on-one. A forever.
But they didn't know everything.
Jack made his way to his office at the rear of the garage and closed the door. He stuck the check in a deskdrawer and pulled out his chair. Before he'd purchased the '54 Corvette, he'd searched out her history then flownto California to inspect her to make sure there wasn't any serious damage to the structural integrity of the car.
Searching the history of a vehicle, finding replacement parts, and restoring it, compelled him and kept at himuntil the vehicle was once again perfect. Fixed. Better. Whole.
Penny Kribs, Jack's secretary, walked into his office and handed him the day's mail. "I'm leaving to get my hairdone," she reminded him.
Jack looked up at the wispy black pile on top of Penny's head. He'd gone through all twelve years of school withPenny, and he'd played on the football team with her husband, Leon.
He rose and set the mail on his desk. "You goin' to get yourself beautiful for me?"
She had rings on just about every finger and long pink nails that curled like claws. He'd often wondered howshe typed without hitting extra keys or managed to put on all that mascara without poking out an eye. He didn'teven want to think about her wrapping her hand around Leon's johnson. The thought sent a shiver down hisbackside.
"Of course," she said through a smile. "You know you've always been my first love."
Yeah, he knew. In the third grade, Penny'd told him she loved him then she'd kicked him in the shin with herblack patent leather shoes. He'd always figured he didn't need that kind of loving. "Don't tell Leon."
"Oh, he knows." She waved a hand and moved to the door, leaving a trail of perfume in her wake. "He alsoknows that I would never get involved with you.
Jack folded his arms across his chest and leaned his butt against the edge of his desk. "Why's that?"
"Because you treat women like an anorexic treats a Whitman Sampler. You nibble here and nibble there. Maybeyou take a few bites, but you never eat one whole."
Jack laughed. "I think there are a few women who could set you straight on that."
Penny wasn't amused. "You know what I mean," she said over her shoulder as she walked out the door.
Yeah, he knew what she meant. Like most women, Penny thought he should he married, raising children, anddriving an SUV. But as far as Jack was concerned, he figured his younger brother had taken care of that task forboth of them. Billy had three daughters ranging in age from six months to five years. They lived on a quiet cul-de-sac with a swing set in the backyard, and Rhonda drove a Tahoe, the alternative choice of soccer momseverywhere. With all those nieces, jack felt no pressure to bring another Parrish into the world. He was "UncleJack," and that suited him just fine.
He returned to his chair and unbuttoned his cuffs. He rolled his sleeves up his forearms, and got back to it. Itwas Friday and he had a mountain of work to clear off his desk before he could start his weekend. At five, Billyopened the door to tell him he was leaving. Jack glanced at the Buick Riviera clock sitting next to his computermonitor. He'd been at it for three hours and fifteen minutes.
"I'm headed for Amy Lynn's T-ball game," Billy said, referring to his five-year-old daughter. "You gonna makeit by the park?"
Amy Lynn was Billy's oldest and Jack tried to make it to her games when he could. "Not tonight," he answeredand tossed his pen on the desk. "Jimmy Calhoun's bachelor party is tonight over at The Road Kill," he said.
Until recently, Jimmy had been a real carouser. Now he was giving up his freedom for a pair of matching goldrings. "I told him I'd stop by for a few."
Billy smiled. "Is there gonna he strippers?"
"I imagine."
"Don't tell me you'd rather watch naked women than a game of T-ball?"
Jack's grin matched his brother's. "Yeah, it was a tough choice to make. Watch women take their clothes off orfive-year-olds run around bases with their helmets on backward."
Billy laughed, in that special way he always had of tipping his head back and letting loose with a few heh-heh-hehs. It sounded so much like their father, Ray, Jack figured it had to he genetic. "Lucky bastard," Billy said,but without much heart. They both knew that Billy would rather watch Amy Lynn run around with her helmeton backward. "If you need someone to drive you home from The Road Kill," Billy added on his way to thedoor, "call me."
"Of course." A drunk driver had taken their parent's lives when Jack had been all of eighteen. The brothersmade it a point to never drive drunk.
Jack worked for another hour before he turned off his computer and headed out of the garage through the bays.
Everyone else had already left for the day, and his bootheels echoed in the silence. He locked the door and setthe alarm, then he jumped into his Shelby Mustang. It started to rain as he drove toward the outskirts of Lovett.
A light sprinkle of drops mixed with the dust and wind, and turned the car's shiny black paint a dull gray.
The Road Kill was a lot like other bars strewn throughout the Texas panhandle. Country music poured from thejuke while the patrons drained the beer spigots of Lone Star. A big red-white-and-blue DON'T MESS WITHTEXAS sign hung on the mirror behind the bar, while old road signs, stuffed armadillos and rattlers decoratedthe walls. The owner of the bar was also a taxidermist, and if a patron was so inclined, or was drunk enough, heor she could purchase a rattler belt or an ultra-attractive armadillo handbag at cut-rate prices.
When Jack walked into the bar, he pushed up the brim of his Stetson and paused in the doorway long enough toallow his eyes to adjust before he made his way to the bar. He exchanged a few heys with some of the regulars.
Over Clint Black on the jukebox, he could hear the sound of Jimmy's bachelor party going full tilt in the backroom.
"Bottle of Lone Star," he ordered. A bottle appeared on the bar and he handed over a five. He felt a soft hand onhis arm and looked across his shoulder into the face of Gina Brown.
"Hey there, Jack."
"Hey, Gina." Gina was the same age as Jack and twice divorced. She was a tall, lean cowgirl who liked ridingthe mechanical bull at Slim Clem's over off Highway Seventy. She wore her Wranglers tight, her Justinsstacked, and her hair dyed red. Jack knew she dyed her hair because she liked riding him too. But lately she'dhinted that she had him in mind for husband number three. He'd had to cool things down so she would get thatidea right out of her head.
"You here for the bachelor party in the back?" She gazed up at him out of the corners of her blue eyes. Hewould have to be blind to miss the invitation curving her lips.
"Yep." Jack raised the bottle to his mouth and took a long drink. He had no interest in heating things back up.
He liked Gina, but he wasn't husband material. He grabbed his change from the bar and shoved it in the frontpocket of his jeans. "See ya around," he said and turned to walk away.
Gina's next question stopped him in his tracks. "Have you seen Daisy Lee yet?"
Jack lowered the bottle and suddenly had trouble swallowing the beer in his mouth. He turned back to faceGina.
"I saw her this morning at the Texaco. Pumping gas into her momma's Cadillac." Gina shook her head. "I thinkit's been what, about ten or twelve years since she was last in town?"
It had been fifteen.
"I recognized her right away. Daisy Lee Brooks hasn't changed that much."
Except that Daisy Brooks was now Daisy Monroe and had been for the past fifteen years. And that had changedeverything.
Gina took a step closer and played with a button on the front of his shirt. "I was sorry to hear aboutSteven. I know he was your friend."
He and Steven Monroe had been almost inseparable since the age of five when they'd sat next to each other atthe Lovett Baptist Church, belting out "Yes, Jesus Loves Me." But that had changed too. The last time he'd seenSteven was the night the two of them had beat each other bloody, while Daisy looked on horrified. It was thelast time he'd seen Daisy too.
As if she didn't notice that Jack wasn't keeping up his end of the conversation, Gina rattled on, "I can't imaginedying at our age. It's just horrible."
"Excuse me, Gina," he said and walked away. An old anger, one he'd thought he'd buried, threatened to pull himinto the past. He pushed against it, tapped it down tight, and shut it out.
Then he felt nothing at all.
With his beer in his hand, he wove his way through the rapidly filling bar and moved to the crowded room inthe hack. He leaned a shoulder into the doorframe and turned his full attention to Jimmy Calhoun. The man ofhonor sat in a chair in the middle of the room, surrounded by a dozen or so men, all watching two womendressed like rodeo queens bumping and grinding against each other while the Dixie Chicks sang about a sinwagon. Already stripped down to sparkly G-strings on the bottom, the girls popped the snaps to their silkyblouses. In unison their shirts slid down their toned shoulders and perfect bodies, exposing big breasts crammedinto tiny sequined bikini tops. Jack lowered his gaze from their full breasts to their G-strings tied at their hips.
Marvin Ferrell paused in the doorway beside him to watch the show. "Do you think those breasts are real?" heasked.
Jack shrugged a shoulder and raised the beer to his mouth. Obviously Marvin had been married too longbecause he was starting to sound like a woman. "Who cares?"
"True." Marvin laughed. "Did you hear Daisy Brooks is back?"
He looked down the bottle at Marvin then lowered it. "Yeah, I heard." Again he felt the old anger, and again hetapped it down until he felt nothing. He returned his attention to the strippers and watched them sandwichJimmy between their half-naked bodies while they kissed each other above his head. The wet, open-mouthedtongue-thrusting kisses had the guys hollering for more. Jack tipped his head to one side and smiled. This wasgetting good.
"I saw Daisy at the Minute Mart," Marvin continued. "Damn, she's still hot as she was in high school."
Jack's smile flat-lined as an unbidden memory of big brown eyes and soft pink lips threatened to drag him intothe black hole of his past.
"Remember what she looked like in that little cheerleader outfit of hers?"
Jack pushed away from the door and moved farther into the room, but he couldn't escape. It seemed everyonewanted a trip down memory lane. Everyone but him.
While the strippers took off each other's tiny bikini tops, the topic of conversation was Daisy. Between whistlesand catcalls, Cal Turner, Lester Crandall and Eddy Dean Jones all asked if he'd seen her yet.
Disgusted, Jack left the room and made his way back to the bar. It was a hell of a deal when a man wasn'tallowed to enjoy two mostly naked women making out with each other six feet in front of hint He didn't knowhow long Daisy would be in town, but he hoped like hell it was a short trip. Then maybe people would havesomething better to talk about. Mostly he hoped she had the good sense to stay the hell out of his way.
He set his bottle on the bar and made his way back out of The Road Kill, leaving behind talk and speculation ofDaisy Monroe. Rain pelted the top of his hat and wet his shoulders as he made his way across the parking lot.
But with each step he took, the memories followed close behind. Memories of looking into a pair of beautifulbrown eyes as he kissed soft lips. His hand sliding up the back of her smooth thigh, slipping beneath her blueand gold cheerleader skirt. Of Daisy Lee wearing a pair of red cowboy boots with white hearts on the sides, andnothing else.
"Leaving the party so soon?" Gina asked as she walked toward him.
He looked over at her. "Boring party."
"We could make a party of our own." Typical of Gina, she didn't wait for him to make the first move. Usuallythat bothered him. Not tonight. She raised her mouth to his, and she tasted of warm beer and need. Jack kissedher back. With her firm breasts crushed against his chest, the first tug of desire stirred low in his gut. He pulledGina into him and heated things up until all he felt was lust and the rain soaking his skin through his shirt. Hereplaced all thoughts of brown eyes and cheerleader skirts with the woman pressing herself against his buttonfly.
Daisy Monroe raised her hand to the screen door then lowered it again. Her heart pounded in her chest and herstomach twisted into one big knot. Rain beat against the porch all around her, and water ran from the downspoutand into the flower beds. The garage behind her was lit up, illuminating every nook and cranny surroundingParrish American Classics. But where she stood was pitch black, as if the light didn't dare creep any farther intothe yard.
The garage was new, rebuilt since she'd seen it before. The yard surrounding the garage had been cleaned up.
The old cars towed away. From what she could see the house was exactly the same, though, bringing a memoryof a nice summer breeze lifting her hair and carrying the scent of roses. Of the many nights she'd sat on theporch where she now stood, wedged between Steven and Jack, laughing at their stupid jokes.
Thunder and lightning boomed and lit up the night sky, shattering the memory. An omen that she should leaveand come back again some other time.
She wasn't good at confrontation. She wasn't one of those people who liked to face problems head oil. She wasbetter at it than she used to be, but maybe she should have called first. It wasn't polite to just show up onsomeone's doorstep at ten o'clock at night, and she probably looked like a drowned cat.
Before she'd left her mother's house, she'd made sure her hair was brushed smooth and flipped tinder just belowher shoulders. Her makeup looked perfect and her white blouse and khaki pants pressed. Now she was sure herhair had frizzed, mascara had run, and her pants were splattered with mud from the puddle she'd accidentallydashed through. She turned to go, then forced herself to turn hack. Her appearance wasn't really important, andthere was never going to he a good time for what she had to do. She'd been in town three days already. She hadto talk to Jack. Tonight. She'd put it off long enough. She had to tell him what she'd been keeping from him forfifteen years.
She raised her hand once more and nearly jumped out of her skin when the wooden door Swung open beforeshe could knock. Through the screen and dark interior, she could make out the outline of a man. His shirt wasmissing, and a light from deep within the house cast a warm golden glow from behind, pouring over his armsand shoulders and halfway down his naked chest. She definitely should have called first.
"Hello," she began before she could give into her trepidation. "I'm looking for Jackson Parrish."
"My-my," his voice drawled in the darkness, "ii it isn't Daisy Lee Brooks."
It had been fifteen years and his voice had changed. It was deeper than the boy she'd known, but she would haverecognized that nasty tone anywhere. No one could pack as much derision into his new him anymore.
"Hello, Jack."
"What do you want, Daisy?"
She stared at him through the screen and shadows, at the outline of the man she'd once known so well. The knotin her stomach pulled tighter. "I wanted to... I need to talk to you. And I-I thought... " She took a deep breathand forced herself to stop stammering. She was thirty-three. So was he. "I wanted to tell you that I was in townbefore you heard it from someone else."
"Too late." The rain pounded the rooftop and the silence stretched between them. She could feel his gaze on her.
It touched her face and the front of her yellow rain slicker; and just when she thought he wasn't going to speakagain, he said, "If that's what you came to tell me, you can go now."
There was more. A lot more. She'd promised Steven that she'd give Jack a letter he'd written a few monthsbefore his death. The letter was in her coat pocket, now she had to tell Jack the truth about what had happenedfifteen years ago, then hand over the letter. "It's important that I talk to you. Please."
He looked at her for several long moments, then he turned and disappeared into the depths of his house. Hedidn't open the screen for her, but he hadn't slammed the wood door in her face either. He'd made it clear that hewas going to he as difficult as possible. But then, when had he ever made things easy?
Just as it always had, the screen door squeaked when she opened it. She followed him through the living roomtoward the kitchen. His tall outline disappeared around the corner, but she knew the way.
The inside of the house smelled of new paint. She got an impression of dark furniture and a big-screentelevision, saw the outline of Mrs. Parrish's piano pushed against one wall-and she wondered briefly how muchhad changed since she'd last walked through the house. The light flipped on as she moved into the kitchen, andit was like stepping into a time warp. She half expected to see Mrs. Parrish standing in front by the almond-colored stove, baking bread or Daisy's favorite snicker-doodle cookies. The green linoleum had the same wornpatch in front of the sink and the counter tops were the same speckled blue and turquoise.
Jack was in front of the refrigerator, the top half of him hidden behind the open door. His tan fingers werecurled around the chrome handle, and all she could really see of him was the curve of his behind and his longlegs. One pocket of his snug Levi's had a three-corner tear, and the seams looked like they were just about wornthrough.
Adrenaline rushed through her veins, and she balled her hands into fists to keep them from shaking. Then herose to his full height, and everything seemed to slow, like someone flipped a switch on a movie projector. Heturned as he shut the refrigerator door, and he held a quart of milk in his hand by his thigh. Her attention gotmomentarily stuck on the thin line of dark hair rising from the waistband of his Levi's and circling his navel.
She lifted her gaze up past the hair on his flat belly and the defined muscles of his chest. If she'd had anylingering doubts, seeing him like this removed them. This was not the boy she'd once known. This wasdefinitely a man.
She forced herself to look up at his strong chin, the etched how of his tan lips, and into his eyes. She felt theback of her throat go dry. Jack Parrish had always been a good-looking boy, now he was lethal. One lock of histhick hair hung over his forehead and touched his brow. Those light green eyes that she remembered, that hadonce looked at her so full of passion and possession, looked back at her as if he were no more interested inseeing her than a stray dog.
"Did you come here to stare?"
She moved farther into the kitchen and shoved tier hands into the pockets of her raincoat. "No, I came to tellyou that I'm in town visiting my mother and sister."
He raised the milk and drank from the carton, waiting for her to elaborate.
"I thought you should know."
His gaze met hers over the carton, then he lowered it. Some things hadn't changed after all. Jack Parrish, badboy and all around hell-raiser, had always been a milk drinker. "What makes you think I give a shit?" he askedand wiped the back of his hand across his mouth.
"I didn't know if you would. I mean, I did wonder what you'd think, but I wasn't sure." This was so much harderthan she'd envisioned. And what she'd envisioned had been pretty dang hard.
"Now you don't have to wonder." He pointed with his milk carton toward the other room. "If that's all, there'sthe door."
"No, that's not all." She looked down at the toes of her boots, the black leather spotted by the rain. "Stevenwanted me to tell you something. He wanted me to tell you that he's sorry about everything." She shook herhead and corrected herself. "No... was sorry, I mean. He's been gone seven months and it's still hard for me toremember him in the past tense. It seems wrong somehow. Like if I do, he never existed." She looked back atJack. His expression hadn't changed. "The flowers you sent were really nice." 
He shrugged and set the milk on the counter. "Penny sent them."
"Penny?"
"Penny Colten. Married Leon Kribs. She works for me now."
"Thank Penny for me." But Penny hadn't sent them and signed his name without his knowledge.
"Don't make it a big deal."
She knew how much Steven had once meant to him. "Don't pretend you don't care that he's gone."
He raised a dark brow. "You forget I tried to kill him.
"You wouldn't have killed him, Jack."
No, you're right. I guess you just weren't worth it."
The conversation was headed in the wrong direction and she had to turn it around. "Don't he ugly."
"You call this ugly?" He laughed, but not with pleasure. "This is nothing, buttercup. Stick around and I'll showyou how ugly I can get."
She already knew how ugly Jack could get, but while she might be a coward, she was also as stubborn asragweed. Just as Jack was not the same boy she'd once known, she was not the same girl he'd once knowneither. She'd come to tell him the truth. Finally. Before she could get on with the rest of her life, she had to tellhim about Nathan. It had taken her fifteen years to get to this point, and he could get ugly all he wanted, but hewas going to listen to her.
A flash of white caught the corner of Daisy's eye a second before a woman entered the kitchen wearing a man'swhite dress shirt.
"Hey, y'all," the woman said as she moved to stand by Jack.
He looked down at her. "I told you to stay in bed."
"I got bored without you."
Heat crept up Daisy's neck to her cheeks, but she seemed to be the only embarrassed person in the room. Jackhad a girlfriend. Of course he did. He'd always had a girlfriend or two. There had been a time when that wouldhave hurt.
"Hello, Daisy. I don't know if you remember rue. I'm Gina Brown."
It didn't hurt any longer, and Daisy was a bit ashamed to admit to herself that what she mostly felt was anoverwhelming relief. She'd come all the way from Seattle to tell him about Nathan, and now all she felt wasrelief. Like an axe had been lifted from her throat. She guessed she was more of a coward than she thought.
Daisy smiled and moved across the kitchen to offer Gina her hand. "Of course I remember you. We were inAmerican Government together our senior year."
"Mr. Simmons."
"That's right."
"Remember when he tripped over an eraser on the floor?" Gina asked as if she weren't standing there wearingJack's shirt and, Daisy would bet, nothing else.
"That was so funny. I just about -"
"What the hell is this?" Jack interrupted. "A damn high school reunion?"
Both women looked up at him and Gina said, "I was just being polite to your guest."
"She isn't my guest and she's leaving." He pinned his gaze on Daisy, just as cold and unyielding as when she'dfirst walked in the door.
"It was nice to see you, Gina," she said.
"Same."
"Good night, Jack."
He shoved his hip into the counter and crossed his arms over his chest.
"See you two around." She walked back through the dark house and out the door. The rain had stopped and shedodged puddles on her way to her mother's Caddie, parked on the side of the garage. Next time, she woulddefinitely call first.
Just as she reached for the car door, she felt a hand on her arm whipping her around. She looked up into Jack'sface. Security lights shined down on him and shadowed the angry set of his jaw. His eyes stared into hers - nolonger cold, they were filled with a burning rage.
"I don't know what you came here looking for, absolution or forgiveness," he said, his drawl more pronouncedthan before. "But you won't find it." He dropped her arm as if he couldn't stand the touch of her.
"Yes, I know."
"Good. You stay away from me, Daisy Lee," he said, drawing out the vowels in her name. "You stay away orI'll make your life a misery."
She looked up into his dark face, at the passion and anger that had not abated in fifteen years.
"Just stay away," he said one last time before he turned on his bare heels and disappeared into the shadows.
She knew she would be wise to heed his warning. Too bad she didn't have that option.
Although he didn't know it yet, neither did he.

Chapter Two

Daisy blew into the mug of hot coffee as she raised it to her lips. The sun had yet to rise, and her mother wasstill asleep in her bedroom down the hail. Besides updated appliances, little had changed in her mother'skitchen. The counter tops and floor tiles were the same matching blue, and the same Texas bluebells werepainted on the white cabinets.
As quiet as possible Daisy slipped into her raincoat, hung by the back door the night before. She threaded onearm then the other through the slicker until it covered her short pajamas. She crammed her feet into her mother'sgarden clogs, then she slipped outside into the deep shadows of early morning. Cool air touched her face andbare legs, and a slight breeze pulled several strands of hair from the claw at the back of her head. The Texas airfilled her lungs and brought a smile to her lips. She didn't know why, or how to explain it, but the air wasdifferent here. It just seemed to settle in her chest and radiate outward. It whispered across her skin andanswered a hidden longing she hadn't even known rested deep in her soul.
She was home. If only for a short time.
For fifteen years she'd lived in the Seattle, Washington, area. She'd grown to love it there. She loved the richgreen landscape, the mountains, the bay. Snow skiing. Water skiing. The Mariners. So many things.
But Daisy Lee was a Texan. In her heart and in her blood. In her DNA, likelier blond hair. Likelier birthmark inthe shape of a little love bite on the top of her left breast. And like her love bite, Lovett hadn't changed in thepast fifteen years. The population had grown by several hundred; there were a few new businesses and one newgrade school. The town had recently added an eighteen-hole golf course and a country club to its landscape, butunlike the rest of the country, and more urban Texas, Lovett still moved at its own laid-back pace.
Daisy gazed into the shadows of her mother's backyard. The outline of the five-foot windmill, an Annie Oakleystatue, and a dozen or so flamingos were etched in black. Growing up, her mother's taste in exterior decor hadbeen a constant source of embarrassment for her and her younger sister, Lily. Now the parade of flamingosbrought a smile to her lips.
She took a drink of coffee, then she sat on the top concrete step next to a stone armadillo with several babiesstacked on its back. Daisy hadn't slept well the night before. Her eyes felt puffy and her mind sluggish. Sheshivered and set the mug on her knee. Before she'd seen Jack last night, her plan had been so clear. She'd cometo Lovett, intending to visit with her mother and sister for a few days, then talk to Jack and tell him aboutNathan. All within twelve days. Which, until last night, she'd figured would be plenty of time.
She'd known it would be difficult, but clear-cut. She and Steven had talked about it before he'd passed. In herpocket, she still had the letter Steven had written before he'd lost the ability to read and write. When he'daccepted that he would die, that there would be no cure for him, no more experimental drugs to take, no moreradical surgeries to try, he'd wanted to make things right with the people he'd felt he'd wronged in his life. Oneof those people was Jack. At first he'd thought to send the letter, but the more the two of them talked about it,the more they'd concluded that it should be delivered in person. By her. Because ultimately, she was the onewho had to deal with Jack Parrish, and she was the one who'd wronged him most.
They'd never really meant to keep Nathan a secret from him. Her mother knew. So did her sister. Nathan knewtoo. He'd always known that he had a biological father named Jackson who lived in Lovett, Texas. They'd toldhim as soon as he'd been capable of understanding, but he'd never expressed any interest in meeting Jack.
Steven had always been enough father for him.
It was time. Perhaps past time that she told Jack he had a son. A moan escaped her lips and she took a sip ofcoffee. A fifteen-year-old son with a pickle green Mohawk, a pierced lip, and so many dog chains hanging offhim he looked liked he'd broken into the animal shelter.
Nathan had had such a hard time these past two and a half years. When Steven was diagnosed, he'd been givenfive months to live. He'd lasted almost two years, but it hadn't been an easy two years. Watching Steven fight tolive had been hard on her, but it had been hell oil Nathan. And she hated to admit it, but there had been timeswhen she hadn't been at all attentive to her son. Some nights, she hadn't even known he was gone until he'dreturned. He'd walk in the door and she'd scold him for not telling her where he'd gone. He'd look at her throughthose clear blue eyes of his and say, "I told you I was going to Pete's. You said I could." And she'd have toadmit to herself that it was entirely possible that he'd told her, hut she'd been focused on Steven's medication orhis next surgery - or perhaps that had been the day when Steven lost his ability to use a calculator, drive a car,or tie his shoes. Watching her husband struggle to maintain his dignity while trying to recall a simple task he'dbeen performing since he was four or five had been heartbreaking. There were times when she'd simplyforgotten whole blocks of conversations with Nathan.
The day Nathan had walked in the house with that Mohawk had been a real wake-up call for her. Suddenly, hewas no longer the little boy who played soccer, loved football, and watched "Nickelodeon" curled up on thecouch with his special blanket. It hadn't been the color of his hair that had alarmed her most. It had been the lostlook in his eyes. His empty, lost gaze had shocked her out of the depression and grief she hadn't even knownshe'd fallen into for almost seven months following Steven's passing.
Steven was gone. She and Nathan would always feel his loss, like a missing part of their souls. He'd been herbest friend and a good man. He'd been a buffer, a comfort, someone who made her life better. Easier. He'd beena loving husband and father.
She and Nathan would never forget him, but she could not continue to live in the past. She had to live in thepresent and begin to look toward the future. For Nathan, and for herself. But in order for her to move forward,she had to take care of her past. She had to quit hiding from it.
Fingers of morning sun crept into the backyard and sparkled in the dew-covered lawn. The early sun cast longpatterns in the wet grass, crept up the windmill, and shot sparks off the up of Annie Oakley's silver rifle. Daisywished she had her Nikon and wide-angle lens on her. It was up in her room, and she knew if she ran up to getit, she'd miss the shot and the rising sun. Within seconds, dawn broke over Daisy's feet, legs and face; sheclosed her eyes and soaked it all in.
Living in the Northwest, Daisy had lost most of her accent, but she'd never lost her love of wide-open spacesand the huge blue sky stretching across the horizon in unbroken lines. She opened her eyes and wished Stevenwere here to see it. He would have loved it as much as she did.
Daisy looked down at the rubber garden clogs on her feet. She wished for a lot of things. Like more time beforeshe had to confront Jack again. She was in no hurry to see the anger in his face. She'd known that he would notwelcome her back with open arms, but she was surprised that after all of these years, he clearly hated her asmuch as he had the last time she'd seen him.
You call this ugly? he'd said. This is nothing, buttercup. Stick around and I'll show you how ugly I can get.
She wondered if Jack had realized he'd called her buttercup. His old name for her. The name he'd first called heron her first day at Lovett Elementary.
She remembered being nervous and scared on that day, so long ago. She'd been afraid no one would like her,and she'd suspected that the big red bow clipped to the top of her head looked stupid. Her mother had pulled itoff the handle of a Welcome Wagon basket filled with coupons, a recipe hook, and Wick Fowler's chili kit.
Daisy hadn't wanted to wear the bow; but her mother had insisted that it looked good and matched her dress.
All that first morning, no one had spoken to her. By lunch, she'd become so upset, she was unable to eat hercheese yum-yum sandwich. Finally; during recess, Steven and Jack walked up to where she stood with her backagainst the chain link fence.
"What's your name?" Jack had asked.
She'd looked into those green eyes of his, surrounded by long black lashes, and she'd smiled. Finally someonewas talking to her, and her little heart leapt with joy. "Daisy Lee Brooks."
He'd rocked back on the heels of his boots as he looked her up and down. "Well, buttercup, that's the stupidesthair how I ever did see," he'd drawled, then he and Steven howled with laughter.
Hearing that the bow was stupid confirmed her worst fears, and the backs of her eyes started to sting. "Yeah,well y'all are so stupid you have to take off your shoes to count," she'd responded, proud that she stood up forherself. Then she'd ruined everything by bursting into tears.
The memory of that day brought a sad smile to her face. She'd vowed to hate those two boys as long as shelived. It lasted until Jack had asked her to play on their softball team, three weeks later. It was Steven whoshowed her how to play second base without getting hit in the face with the ball.
At first, Jack had called her buttercup to tease her, but years later, he'd whispered it as he kissed the side of herthroat. His voice would go all dark while he discovered whole new ways to tease her. There had been a timewhen just the memory of his kiss had sent a warm shudder through her chest, but she hadn't felt anything warmand tingly for him in years.
She thought of how he'd looked last night, half naked and fully ticked off. His lids lowered over his sexy greeneyes, and that sardonic curl of his lips. He'd grown even more handsome than the last time she'd seen him, butDaisy was older and wiser and no longer tempted by good looks and bad attitudes.
Nathan didn't resemble Jack much. Except maybe the attitude part. He was staying with Steven's sister in Seattlewhile Daisy was in Lovett, but he knew the reason behind her trip. She'd learned her lesson about lies, no matterhow well intentioned, and she never lied to Nathan. But she had purposely chosen his last week of ninth gradeto make the trip so he couldn't come along. She didn't know what Jack's reaction would be once she told himabout Nathan. She didn't think he would be cruel, not to Nathan anyway, hut she wasn't certain. She didn't wantNathan here if Jack got truly ugly. Nathan had had enough pain in his life.
From inside the house, she heard her mother moving around. She stood and walked back inside.
"Good morning," she said as she hung up her coat. The warm scent of her mother's kitchen filled her nose. Thesmell of baked bread and home-cooked comfort food surrounded her like a familiar blanket. "I watched the suncome up, and it was absolutely "gorgeous." She kicked off the garden clogs and looked over at her mother, whowas stirring cream into her coffee. Louella Brooks wore a blue nylon nightgown, and her blond hair was piledon top of her head like cotton candy.
"How was your party last night?" Daisy asked. Every second Friday, the Lovett single's club held a dance, andLouella Brooks hadn't missed one since she'd joined in nineteen ninety-two. She paid fifty dollars a year tobelong to the club, and she believed in getting her money's worth.
"Verna Pearse was there, and I swear she looks a good ten years older than her real age." Louella placed herspoon in the sink and raised her mug to her lips. Her brown eyes looked back at Daisy over her coffee. "She wassurely saggin', baggin' and draggin'."
Daisy smiled and filled her own mug. Verna had once worked at the Wild Coyote Diner with Lonella. The twohad been friends at one time. During Daisy's junior and senior years of high school, she'd worked at the dinertoo, but she couldn't recall what had happened to break up the friendship. "What happened between you andVerna?" she asked.
Louella put her mug on the counter and grabbed a loaf of bread from the pantry. "Verna Pearse is as loose as aslipknot," she said. "For a year she told me she got paid ten cents more an hour than me because she was abetter waitress. She bragged and held it over my head, but come to find out, she was earning it in other ways."
"How?"
"With Big Bob Jenkins."
Daisy remembered the owner of the diner, and he hadn't been called Big Bob for nothing. "She was having sexwith Big Bob?"
Louella shook her head and pursed her lips. "Oral gratification in the storeroom."
"Really? That's criminal."
"Yes. It's a form of prostitution."
"I was thinking it was more like slave labor. Verna blew Big Bob for what turns out to be like -eighty cents aday? That's not right."
"Daisy," her mother scolded as she got out the toaster. "Don't talk filth."
"You brought it up!" She'd never understand her mother. "Oral gratification" was okay, but somehow "blew"
wasn't.
"You've been in the North too long."
Maybe she had, because she just didn't get the difference. Although there had been a time when she neverwould have uttered the word in that context.
Louella opened the loaf of bread. "Do you want toast?"
"I don't eat in the morning." She took a drink of coffee and moved to the corner breakfast nook. The brightmorning sun poured in through the sheers and lit up the yellow table.
"Did you go out last night?" her mother asked as she toasted one slice of bread.
Meaning, did she work up her nerve to drive to Jack's. "Yes. I went to his house last night."
"Did you tell him?"
Daisy sat on one of the bench seats and looked down at her hands wrapped around her mug. She had a chip inher red fingernail polish. "No. He wasn't alone. His girlfriend was there, so it wasn't a good time."
"Maybe that was a sign you should leave it alone."
Growing up, her mother had always liked Steven more than Jack. Although, Louella liked Jack too. When thethree of them got into trouble, Jack was often blamed. And while it was true that he'd usually come up with theoffense that landed them in hot water, Daisy and Steven would gladly go along with him. "I can't do that,"
Daisy said, "I have to tell him."
"I still don't understand why." Louella's toast popped up and she set it on a little plate.
"I told you why." Daisy didn't feel like discussing her reasons again. She opened the bottle of finger-nail polishshe'd left on the table yesterday and set about repairing the chip.
"Well, if you're determined to do this, you shouldn't go over there at night." Louella lifted the lid off the butterdish and buttered her toast. "People talk about widows. They say you're desperate."
Daisy's father had died when she was five, but she'd never heard any gossip about her mother being desperate.
"I don't care." She covered her index fingernail with red polish, then screwed the lid back on the bottle.
"You should." Louella grabbed her plate and coffee and sat across the table from Daisy. "You don't want peopleto think you're going over there for relations."
Daisy blew on her wet fingernail to keep from laughing. It had been over two years since she'd had relations,and she wasn't sure she knew how to do it anymore. After Steven's diagnosis and first surgery, they'd tried tohave a normal, healthy married life, but after a few months, it just got too difficult. At first she'd really missedsex with her husband. Then the more she'd gone without, the less she'd missed it. Now, she really didn't thinkabout it all that much.
"Tell me about all those flamingos in your backyard," Daisy said to change the subject.
"I think they're pretty," her mother said. Growing up, her mother had been into Disney. Their yard had beenoverrun with Snow White, the Seven Dwarfs, and several characters from Alice in Wonderland. "I got the bigflamingo with the little pocket book in its beak from Kitty Fae Young. Her granddaughter Amanda makes 'emup special order. You remember Amanda, don't you?"
Just like she was a kid again, Daisy felt her eyes glaze over. Her mother had always had a tendency to rambleoil forever about people Daisy didn't know, had never met, and didn't give a rat's about. Growing up, she andLily had been involuntary victims, trapped into listening to the hottest gossip going around the diner, whichusually wasn't all that hot. It didn't mailer how often they hinted that they didn't care about so-and-so's newBuick, arthritis or yummy homemade cookies, Louella was like a needle stuck in a record groove and absolutelycouldn't stop until she came to the end.
She shook her head and said a weak, "No."
"Sure you do," her mother said. "She had those really bad buck teeth. Looked just like a little beaver."
"Oh yeah," she said although she didn't have the foggiest. There were quite a few kids in west Texas with buckteeth.
Daisy slid from behind the table and stood. While her mother talked about Amanda and her yard art, Daisywalked to the sink and rinsed her mug. She glanced up at the purple and green stained-glass frame makingpatterns on the sill. She'd taken the photo in the picture frame. It was Steven and Nathan on Nathan's fourthbirthday, and she'd used a wide-angle lens to distort the closeup shot. Both wore party hats and were grinninglike lunatics fresh from the asylum, their eyes huge. She'd taken it when she first started photography classesand was experimenting. They'd all been so happy then.
A frown creased her brow and she looked away. She didn't want to think about the past today. She didn't wantto get sucked into the emotional morass of it. She put the mug in the dishwasher and her gaze felt on a grocerylist clipped in a clothespin recipe holder.
"...but of course you didn't live here then," her mother was saying. "That was the year a twister took out RedCooley's trailer."
"Are you going to the store?" she interrupted.
"I need a few things," her mother answered as she rose from the table and put the bread away. "After churchtomorrow, Lily Belle and Pippen are coming over for Sunday dinner, and I thought we'd have a nice ham."
Lily was three years younger than Daisy, and Pippen was her two-year-old son. Lily's husband had run off witha cowgirl, and they were in the process of a messy divorce. She was having a difficult time, and as a result, menin general were on Lily's hit list. "I'll go to Albertsons for you," she offered. That way she could choosesomething beside ham. She'd never been a big pork fan, and after Steven's funeral, a lot of well-meaning peoplehad dropped off baked hams. Some of them were still in her freezer in Seattle.
She took a shower then dressed in a pair of jeans and a blue T-shirt. She dried her hair and put on a littlemakeup. With the list in her back pocket, she jumped in her mother's Cadillac. The car had several dents up anddown each side  due to her mother being nearsighted. A flamingo air freshener hung from the rearview mirror,and the Caddie whined when she turned corners.
Inside Alhertsons, the Muzak of choice was Barry Manilow's "Mandy," an abomination in any state, butespecially Texas. She tossed a box of tea bags and a can of coffee into her cart, then she headed for the meatsection. She was in the mood for steak and grabbed a package of three rib-eyes.
"Well hey, Daisy. I heard you were back in town."
Daisy glanced up from her steaks. The woman in front of her looked slightly familiar. Her hair was pinned up inbig pink rollers, and she held a big can of Super Hold Aqua Net in one hand and a pack of hobby pins in theother.
It took Daisy a few seconds to place a name with the face. "You're Shay Brewton, Sylvia's little sister." Daisyand Sylvia had been on the same cheerleader squad at Lovett High. They'd been good friends but had lost touchwhen Daisy and Steven had moved away. "How's Sylvia?"
"She's good. She lives in Houston now with her husband and kids."
"Houston?" She set the steaks back in the case and placed her foot on the bottom rung of the cart. "Shoot. I'msorry she moved away. I'd hoped to look her up before I left."
"She's in town this weekend for my wedding."
Daisy smiled. "You're getting married? When? To whom?"
"I'm marrying Jimmy Calhoun over at Whiley Baptist Church. Tonight at six."
"Jimmy Calhoun?" She'd gone all through school with Jimmy. He'd had flaming red hair and a silver tooth.
There were six Calhoun boys; all of them trouble. If she'd had to lay odds, she would have bet the lot of themwere living in Huntsville with prison tattoos by now.
Shay laughed. "Don't look at me like I've Come off my spool."
Daisy hadn't realized her mouth was hanging open and she snapped it shut. "Congratulations, I'm sure you'll bevery happy," she said.
"Come to my reception afterwards over at the country club. It starts at eight."
"Crash your wedding?"
"It's going to he a big party. Lots of food and liquor, and we hired Jed and the Rippers to play music for us.
Sylvia will be there, and I know she'd just love to see you. Mom and Daddy, too."
Mrs. Brewton had been an adviser for the squad. Mr. Brewton had made his own liquor in the back shed. Daisyknew from experience that it Could eat a hole in your esophagus. "Maybe I will."
Shay nodded. "Good, I'll tell her I ran into you and that you're coming to the reception. She'll he tickled."
Daisy hadn't brought anything to wear to a wedding reception. The only dress she'd brought was a white tank,and it really wasn't appropriate. Maybe she'd just send a gift. "Are you registered anywhere?"
"Oh, don't worry about that." She smiled. "But yes, I am. Donna's Gifts on Fifth."
Of course. Everyone registered at Donna's.
"See ya tonight," Shay said as she moved away.
Daisy watched her disappear around a corner and she smiled again. Little Shay Brewton was marrying wildJimmy Calhoun. Growing up, there really hadn't been any boys more insane than Jimmy and his brothers.
Except maybe Jack.
Jack had always been wrapped crazy. It had never been enough for him to race his bike as fast as it would go;he had to lift his hands from the handle bars, or stand on the seat. It wasn't enough to chase dust devils; he hadto play outside when the weather service predicted an Fl tornado. He thought he was invincible, like superman.
Steven had been more daredevil than Daisy, but even he hadn't attempted half the stuff Jack had. He'd neverjumped from his roof into a pile of leaves and broken his leg. Or put a motorcycle engine on a homemade go-cart and driven around town as if he were at Talladega.
Jack had done that. He'd done it even though he knew his dad would whoop his butt. And Ray Parrish had, butit'd been worth it to Jack.
Steven Monroe had always been the safe one - dependable - while Jack had raced through life full throttle as ifhis hair was on fire.
Hanging around with the craziest boy in school had been a lot of fun. Getting romantically involved with himhad been a huge mistake.
One in which she and Steven and Jack had all paid a high price.

Chapter Three

The Lovett Country Club sat on the edge of an eighteen-hole golf course. #Elm trees lined the drive from thegates to the entrance of the building. Visitors had to walk across a bridge to get to the front doors. A stream ranbeneath the bridge and emptied into a pond filled with koi, their red and white bodies swaying in the slowcurrent.
At half past eight, Daisy pulled into a parking spot next to a Mercedes. This was the first time she'd gone out byherself since Steven's passing, and it did feel strange. Like she'd forgotten something at home. The sort ofpanicky feeling she'd usually get when she was in line at the airport before a trip, like she'd left the tickets onthe dining room table even though she knew they were in her purse. She wondered how much longer until thepanicky feeling went away? Until she was used to going out alone.
And dating. Forget it. She didn't think she'd ever be ready for that.
Daisy entered the glass double doors and caught a glimpse of her smeared reflection in the polished brass railingas she walked past the restaurant and down a long hall toward the banquet room. She wore a red sleevelesscocktail dress she'd borrowed from Lily. Daisy was a few inches taller than her five-foot-two-inch sister, a littlebigger in the chest too. Red might not be the most appropriate color to wear to a wedding reception, but it wasthe only dress Lily owned that wasn't too short or too tight across Daisy's breasts.
Covered silk buttons ran up the right side from the hem to her armpit, and her mother's small red purse hungfrom a long gold chain on her shoulder.
She set the gift she'd bought earlier on a table beside the door, and she moved just inside the banquet room. Thebridal party stood before teal-and-gold swags in a traditional line while a male photographer snapped pictureswith a digital camera.
About two hundred people toasted the happy couple with flutes of champagne. Teal and gold festoonedeverything and colored candles flickered atop round tables covered in white cloths. To Daisy's left, rows ofchafing dishes served what looked like barbeque chicken, roast beef, vegetables, and chili. Most of the guestswere already seated while others milled around.
The photographer wasn't using a video light to capture the glow of the room, which Daisy thought was too bad.
If she'd been hired for the shoot, she would have packed a number of cameras and numerous lenses in hergearbox. In this particular room, she would have used 1600color film with on-camera flash and a video light toenhance ambient light in the background. Every photographer worked a little differently, though. This guy'sphotographs would probably turn out all right.
"...to Jimmy and Shay Calhoun," someone toasted. Daisy grabbed a flute of champagne and turned her attentionfrom the photographer to tile bridal party. As her gaze scanned the line, she raised tile glass to her mouth,careful not to smudge her red lipstick. Behind her flute, Daisy smiled as her eyes took in her friend from highschool. Sylvia was decked out in some sort of teal gauze and gold satin harem-girl outfit. She was as big as ahouse. Not fat. Very pregnant. She looked tired, but as cute as ever, and was as short as Daisy remembered; andshe still wore the same lacquered bangs and big hair as in school.
Shay looked beautiful with her Texas-sized curls bouncing at her shoulder and soft veil floating like a cloudaround her. Jimmy Calhoun was better looking than he'd been when Daisy had lived here before. Or maybe hejust cleaned up nice in his tux. She wasn't sure, but his red hair was a shade or two darker and all his freckleshad faded.
"Excuse me, ma'am," a voice she instantly recognized spoke directly behind her. She scooted sideways out ofthe doorway and glanced over her shoulder, looking past the defined line of Jack Parrish's mouth and up into hisbeautiful eyes.
His gaze locked with hers as he passed, and the sleeve of his charcoal blazer brushed her bare arm. Surprisehalted his footsteps for about half a heartbeat, and within that fraction of a second, something hot and aliveflashed behind his eyes. Just as quickly it was gone, and Daisy wasn't sure if it had been a trick of the twochandeliers overhead or of the flickering candlelight. He moved past, and she watched his broad shoulders andthe hack of his head as he wove his way through the crowd toward the bride and groom. His dark hair brushedthe back of his collar and looked finger-combed, as if he'd just taken off his hat, tossed it on the seat of his car,and fixed his hair. In his suit, he looked liked he'd just stepped out of a fashion magazine. And as always, hemoved with an easy, laid-back stride that made it clear he was in no great hurry to get anywhere.
A little flutter that had nothing to do with his looks, and everything to do with who he was to her and her son,stirred in her stomach.
"Daisy Lee Brooks!" Sylvia hollered and Daisy turned her gaze to her friend. "You get over here." Sylvia'svoice had always been bigger than the rest of her. It had made her an excellent cheerleader.
Daisy laughed and walked to the front. She moved to stand beside Jack, who was speaking with the groom. Shehugged her friend and Mr. and Mrs. Brewton. Sylvia introduced her to her husband, Chris, then said, "Youremember Jimmy Calhoun."
"Hello, Daisy." Jimmy grinned, his silver tooth gone, replaced by porcelain. "You look great."
"Thank you." She glanced up at Jack who was doing a good job of pretending she wasn't alive. Her gazelowered to his shoulders and the blue dress shirt between the lapels of his suit jacket. He wasn't wearing a tie.
She returned her attention to the groom. "You look good yourself, Jimmy. I can't believe you married little ShayBrewton. I remember when Sylvia and I tried to teach her to ride a bike and she ran into a tree."
Shay laughed and Jimmy said, "I bet you thought I'd he in prison by now."
In the seventh grade, Jimmy and his Calhoun brothers had piled into their daddy's Monte Carlo, pressed theirnaked behinds to the windows, and mooned the middle school. In the tenth, Jimmy had called in a bomb threatbecause he wanted to get out of school a few hours early. He got caught because he used the pay phone outsidethe principal's office. "The thought never entered my head."
Sylvia laughed because she knew better. Daisy felt herself relax. The flutter in her stomach calmed. Now wasn'tthe time nor place to tell Jack about Nathan. She didn't have to think about it. She could relax. Have fun withold friends. It had been a long time since she'd had a little fun.
"Jack, do you remember the time you and Steven and I got arrested for racing out on the old highway?" Jimmyasked.
"Sure." He pulled back his cuff and looked at his watch.
"Were you there that night, Daisy?"
"No." She once again glanced up at the man by her side. "I never liked it when Steven and Jack raced cars. Iwas always afraid someone would get hurt."
"I was always in control." Jack dropped his hand to his side and his fingers brushed her dress. He lowered hisgaze to her, and his eyes were without expression when he said, "I was always safe."
No, being with him had rarely been safe.
"I was real sorry to hear about Steven," Jimmy said and she returned her gaze to him. "He was a good guy."
Daisy never knew what to say to that, so she raised her glass to her lips.
"Shay told me he died of brain cancer."
"Yes." It had a name, glioblastoma. And it was horrible and always fatal.
"I've been fixin' to get a hold of your momma to ask how you're doing," Sylvia told her.
"I'm okay." Which was the truth. She was okay. "Goodness, when's this baby due?" she asked Sylvia, purposelychanging the subject.
"Next month." She rubbed her big belly. "And I am more than ready. Do you have children?"
"Yes." She was very aware of Jack, of the sleeve of his jacket so close to her arm that if she moved just afraction, she would feel the texture of it against her bare skin. "My son, Nathan," she said and purposely didn'treveal his age. "He's in Seattle with Steven's sister Junie and her husband Oliver." She glanced up at Jack andgone was his carefully blank expression. Surprise filled his green eyes and lifted a brow. "You remember Juniedon't you?"
"Of course," he said and looked away.
"I remember her," Sylvia elaborated. "She was a lot older than its. I remember Steven's parents were pretty oldtoo."
Steven had been a real surprise when his parents were in their mid forties. They were both sixty-three when hegraduated high school. His mother was gone now, and his father lived in a retirement community in Arizona.
"Shay and I are gonna get to work on making a baby tonight." Jimmy laughed. "Don't want to wait too late inlife to have a baby."
Jack reached inside his jacket and pulled a cigar from the breast pocket of his dress shirt. "Congratulations," hesaid and handed it to Jimmy.
Jimmy pulled the cigar through his fingers. "My favorite. Thanks."
"Don't I get one?" Shay protested with a smile.
"I didn't know you smoked cigars," Jack said as he reached for her hand. He took it from the folds of her dressand brought it to his mouth. "Congratulations, Shay. Jimmy is a very lucky man." He kissed her knuckles anddrawled just above a whisper, "If he doesn't treat you right, you let me know."
Shay smiled and touched her curls with her free hand. "Are you going to open a can of whoop ass on mybehalf?"
"For you, I'll open two." He dropped her hand, then he excused himself.
Daisy's gaze fell to his broad shoulders as he made his way to the bar set up in one corner.
"He could always charm the pants off anyone," Sylvia sighed. "Even in the fifth grade."
She turned her attention to Sylvia as the others around them talked about football. While they debated whetherthe Cowboys needed stronger defense or offense, Daisy leaned her head closer to Sylvia.
"What happened with you and Jack in the filth grade?" she asked her friend.
A wistful smile curved Sylvia's lips, and the two of them turned to watch Jack order a beer at the bar.
"Come on," Daisy wheedled.
"He talked me into showing him my bottom."
In the fifth grade? She and Jack and Steven had been playing NASCAR in the fifth grade. Not doctor. "How?"
"He told me he'd show me his if I showed him mine."
"That's all it took?"
"I don't have brothers, and he doesn't have sisters. We were curious and checked out each other's bottoms.
Nothing bad happened. He was real sweet about it."
She'd never known that while he was boring her with Richard Petty stats, he was running around checking outother girl's bottoms. She wondered what else she didn't know.
"Don't tell me you were friends with Jack Parrish all those years and never showed him yours."
"Not in the fifth grade."
"Honey, sooner or later, everyone showed Jack their bottom." She ran her hand over her big belly. "It was just amatter of time."
Daisy was seventeen and practically had to beg him to look at her bottom. If she remembered correctly, hiswords had been, "Stop, Daisy. I don't mess around with virgins." But he had, and they'd begun a wild sexualrelationship that they'd kept secret from everyone. Even Steven. Especially Steven. It had been crazy andthrilling and intense. A roller coaster ride of love and jealousy and sex. And it had ended very badly.
Long forgotten memories rushed at Daisy, as if suddenly set free. One here, another there. A tangled mess ofmemory and chaotic emotion, as if they'd been smashed together, thrown in a box, and hurriedly taped shut.
Waiting all these years for someone to rip the tape off and throw open the tabs.
She recalled her own wedding. She and Steven at the courthouse. Her mother and his parents standing withthem. Steven squeezing her hand to keep it from shaking. She'd loved Steven Monroe for years before shemarried him. Maybe not a hot burning kind of love. Maybe she didn't crave him like a drug, but that kind oflove didn't last. It burned out. The love she'd felt for Steven had always been warm and comfortable, likecoming home cold and tired, curling up in front of a fire. That kind of love lasted, and it would last long afterSteven's passing.
She remembered riding with Steven in his car, on their way to tell Jack about their marriage. Her pregnancy hadmade her sick to her stomach. What they were about to do made her chest tight. She'd started to cry even beforethey pulled onto Jack's street. Again, Steven had held her hand.
She and Steven had been through a lot together, and everything they'd faced had brought them closer. Their firstfew years of marriage while he was attending school had been rough financially. Then when Nathan turnedfour, Steven got a good job and they decided to add another child to their family only to find out that Steven hada low sperm count. They'd tried everything to conceive, but nothing worked. After five years, they decided togive up and were happy with their lives.
The room suddenly went dark and Daisy was jarred from the past. A spotlight shined on the center of the dancefloor, and she tried to push all thoughts of the past from her head. led and the Rippers picked up theirinstruments and Jimmy and Shay danced their first dance as husband and wife.
When Daisy had decided to come home and tell Jack about Nathan, she hadn't counted on the memories. Shehadn't even known they were there, locked away, waiting for her.
Daisy moved away from the dance floor and placed her empty glass on a table. She headed to the bathroom inthe bar down the hail, and while she washed her hands, she looked at her reflection. She was no longer a scared,heartbroken girl. She was a lot tougher than she'd been growing up. While she wasn't here to relive memories,she wouldn't hide from them either. She was here to tell Jack about Nathan. She would tell him that she wassorry and hope he'd understand. Although she was fairly certain he wouldn't understand and would make thingsdifficult, she still had to do the right thing. No more putting it off. No more hiding.
She reapplied her red lipstick and dropped it into her purse. Let Jack do his worst. She might even deserve someof it, but she'd survive. She'd lived with just about the worst that life could deal her, and nothing Jack could dowould be as bad as that.
Daisy stopped in the bar and bought a glass of wine, then made her way back toward the banquet room.
Jack stood in the long hail with one shoulder shoved against the wall. He held a cell phone in one hand, theother was in the front pocket of his pants. He glanced up and watched her as she moved toward him.
"That'd be fine," he said into the phone. "I'll see y'all first thing Monday."
Her first impulse was to hurry past, but she stopped in front of him instead. "Hey, Jack."
He disconnected and put the phone in his pocket. "What do you want, Daisy?"
"Nothing. Just being friendly."
"I don't want to he 'friendly' with you." He straightened away from the wall and took his hand from his pocket.
"I thought I made myself clear last night."
"Oh, you did." She took a drink of her wine, then asked, "How's Billy?" All she remembered of Jack's brotherwas a pair of shiny blue eyes and sandy blond hair. Other than that, she couldn't recall much about him.
He looked over her head and said, "Billy's good."
She waited for him to elaborate. He didn't. "Married? Kids?"
"Yep."
"Where's Gina?" His gaze met hers and, in that suit, his eyes appeared more gray than green.
"At Slim Clem's, I imagine."
"She's not here?"
"I don't see her."
She took another sip of her wine. She was going to be pleasant if it killed her. Or him. "You didn't bring herwith you?"
"Why would I?"
"Isn't she your girlfriend?"
"Whatever gave you that idea?"
They both knew what had given her that idea. "Oh, maybe because she was wearing your shirt last night, andnothing else."
"You're wrong about that. She was wearin' a black lace thong." One corner of his mouth slid up, purposelyprovoking her - the jerk. "And a satisfied smile. You remember that smile, don't you, Daisy?"
She would not lose her temper and give him what he wanted. "Don't flatter yourself, Jack Parrish. You weren'tthat memorable."
"What? I was talking about Gina's smile last night." The other corner of his mouth slid up and laugh linesappeared in the corners of his eyes. "What were you talking about, buttercup?"
They both knew he hadn't been talking about Gina's smile. "You haven't changed since high school." She gavehim a withering glance and walked away before she lost her temper and said something she might regret. Likethat he should grow up.
Jack watched her go. His smile flat-lined, and his gaze slid from her blond hair, all slick and smooth, down theback of her red dress to her behind and the backs of her thighs. Who the hell was she to judge him? She'dscrewed around with him, said she'd love him forever; then married his best friend the same week he buriedboth his parents. In his book, that made her a hardcore hitch.
She disappeared into the banquet room, and Jack waited a few moments before he followed. At thirty-three,Daisy was even more beautiful than she'd been at eighteen. He'd seen it last night. In his kitchen, and he saw itnow So much about her was different, yet the same. Her hair was still the same shiny blond, but it wasn't bigand curly and sprayed stiff. Now it was smooth and sexy as hell. She'd grown an inch maybe two, to what hefigured was about five-foot-five, but she carried herself like she was still queen of the Lovett Rose Festival. Herlarge eyes were still the color of rich mahogany, but they'd lost the innocence and passion that he'd once foundso fascinating.
He walked down the hall and entered the dark banquet room. Marvin stopped him to talk about the '67 FordFairlane he'd just bought.
"It has its original 427," he said while Jed and the Rippers sang a Tim McGraw song about a girl in a miniskirt.
Like a magnet, Jack's gaze found Daisy. She stood at the edge of the lighted floor across the room, chatting withJ. P. Clark and his wife, Loretta. Daisy's red dress hugged the curves of her body without looking too tight. Sheclearly hadn't gone too fat. Didn't have thick ankles or a droopy butt. Which was too bad, as far as Jack wasconcerned.
For years he'd forgotten about her and Steven. He'd buried them in the past and got on with his life. Now hereshe was, dredging it all back up again.
Cal Turner approached her and she followed him to the middle of the dance floor. Everyone knew Cal was ahorny bastard and would naturally take all those buttons on the side of that dress as an invitation to let hisfingers do the walking. Maybe that's what she wanted. To get something going with Cal. Didn't matter, though.
It was none of Jack's business.
"Tile vinyl roof needs to be replaced," Marvin said, then rambled on about the interior.
Cal wrapped an arm around Daisy's waist and she smiled up at him. Light from the crystal ball slid along hercheek and got caught in her hair. Her red lips parted and she laughed. Daisy Lee Brooks, the fantasy of everyhorny guy at Lovett High, was back in town, turning heads and leading guys on with a smile.
Some things never changed.
Only she wasn't Daisy Lee Brooks. She was Daisy Monroe and she had a kid. A son. A baby with Steven. Hedidn't know why that surprised him. It shouldn't. Of course they'd had a kid. When he thought about it, it wasmore surprising that they'd just had the one.
Unexpected and unwanted, the memory of her flat stomach flashed across his brain. His mouth tasting her bareskin just above her navel as he gazed up into her face. At the hot drowsy passion in her eyes as he worked hisway down. Hcr lips moist and abraded from his kiss.
"Excuse me," he said just as Marvin was getting all hot about the Ford's dual carhs. He walked toward the exitsign and out the doors. He moved down the hall and out the front doors of the country club. The warm Junenight touched his face and throat. The sound of insects was thick in the air. There was some sort of pond toJack's right and lightning bugs blinked like white Christmas lights on the golf course beyond. A memory ofcatching lightning hugs with Steven and Daisy flashed across his brain. That had been back before insecticidesreduced their numbers, and they were still easy to catch in Mason jars. He, Steven and Daisy would smear thebugs on their arms, making fluorescent streaks that lasted a good ten minutes.
He pulled a cigar from his breast pocket and walked to a stone bench just beyond the lights of the club. He satand slid off the cigar hand. He stuck it in the corner of his mouth and patted his pockets, searching for the boxof matches he'd picked up in the tobacco store. He didn't smoke that often, but he did occasionally enjoy anexpensive cigar.
His pockets came up empty and he stuck the cigar back in his breast pocket. A bank of windows from therestaurant threw watery light on the pond. He ran his fingers through his hair, leaned his head back against thebuilding, and stared out at the night. His life was good. He had more business than he could handle and wasmaking more money than he needed. He'd taken Parrish American Classics and made it bigger and better thanhis father had ever dreamed. He owned his home and his business. He drove a Mustang worth seventy grandand a new Dodge Ram truck to pull his twenty-one-foot boat.
He was content, so why did Daisy have to show up now and dredge up old memories that were better left longburied? Memories of him and her. Of him and Steven. Of the three of them.
From almost the first day in grade school, he and Steven had both been a little in love with Daisy Brooks. It'dstarted out innocent enough. Two boys looking across the playground and seeing a little girl with gold hair andbig brown eyes. A girl who could play baseball, swing on the monkey bars, and outrun them. The attraction hadbeen pure and naive.
In the third grade, when Daisy had worried about who she'd marry when she grew up, they'd all three decidedthat she would marry the both of them. They'd all live in the tree house they planned to build, and Jack wouldget rich and famous driving NASCAR. Steven would become a lawyer like his dad, and Daisy a beauty queen.
They'd never heard of polygamy, and neither he nor Steven had thought of Daisy in a sexual way. Not that heand Steven hadn't talked about sex. They just hadn't thought about it in relation to Daisy.
But all that changed the summer going into the eighth grade. Daisy had gone away to work on her aunt's ranchin El Paso, and by the time she'd come hack, she'd popped out a pair of perfect breasts. She'd left looking likethe girl they'd always known, skinny and flat-chested, but she came back changed. Her legs longer. Her breastsbigger than his hands. Her hips fuller. Even her hair had seemed shinier.
Back then, his body had never needed a reason to get an erection. It was just something that happened to allpubescent boys for no reason at all and was embarrassing as hell. Sometimes it'd just happened when he wasdoing nothing more exciting than geometry or mowing the lawn.
But that summer, he'd taken one look at Daisy, and his body had reacted to the two very distinct reasons pressedagainst her T-shirt. His thoughts had dropped right to his crotch, and he'd gotten so hard he'd about passed outfrom lack of blood to his brain. She'd come over to tell him about her aunt's ranch, and while she was siftingthere beside him on his front porch, talking and laughing and filling him in on the horses she'd ridden, he wastrying not to stare at her tits. Yee-freakin'-ha!
That summer, he and Steven had known without exchanging words that each felt an attraction for her that wasno longer innocent. It was there between them. For the first time in their friendship, they had a real big problem.
One that wasn't going to be solved with an apology or an extra slug to equal things out.
Later they'd talked about it, about how they felt about Daisy. They decided that neither could have her. In orderto remain friends, they promised to keep their hands to themselves. Daisy was off limits. Jack had broken thatpromise, but Steven had ended up with her.

Chapter Four

The front door of the club swung open, and as if his thoughts had conjured her, Daisy stepped outside. Shesettled the little gold chain of her purse on her shoulder and glanced around as if she couldn't quite recall whereshe'd parked her car. Her gaze locked with his, and she stared at him across the distance. The light from thefront of the club lit half her face and left the rest in variegated shadow.
"Shay's going to throw her bouquet in a minute," she said as if he'd asked. "And I don't want to pretend to catchit."
"You don't want to get married next?"
She shook her head and her hair brushed her shoulders.
He didn't ask why. He didn't want to give a shit. His gaze moved to her full breasts pressing against the redmaterial of her dress and down all those buttons on the side.
"This morning I was thinking about my first day at Lovett Elementary," she said and took a step toward him.
"Do you remember that?"
He stood and looked back up into her face. "No."
Her red lips turned up at the corners. "You told me my hair how was stupid."
And shed burst into tears.
"My mama made me wear that dumb thing."
He looked down into her face, with her smooth perfect skin, straight nose, and full red lips. She was as beautifulas she'd always been, maybe more so, and he was doing a really good job of feeling nothing. No anger. Nodesire. Nothing. "What are you doing here?"
She took a step closer. If he reached out, he could touch her. Daisy's big eyes stared into his and she said, "Shayinvited me to her reception this morning when I saw her buying a can of Aqua Net at Albertsons."
That wasn't want he'd meant. "Why are you in Lovett? Dredging up the past?"
She lowered her gaze to his chest but didn't answer.
"What do you want, Daisy?"
"I want to be friends."
"Why, Jack?" She looked back up, her gaze searching his face. "We were friends once."
He laughed. "Were we?"
She nodded. "Yes."
"I think we were more."
"I know, but I mean friends like in before all that."
"Before all that sex?"
He wasn't sure, but he thought she blushed. "Yes."
"And before you had sex with my best friend?" He folded his arms across his chest. Maybe he did feelsomething. Maybe he was a little more pissed off than he'd thought, because he said, "Are you here to startthings up again? Continue right where we left off?"
She looked away. "No."
"I know I'm not supposed to flatter myself, but are you sure you don't want to tear one off in the back of mycar?" She shook her head, but he didn't stop. "For old time's sake?"
Her gaze returned to his. "Don't, Jack." She raised her hand between them and pressed her fingers against hisups. "Don't say any more."
The touch of her fingers took him off guard. He caught the scent of perfume, but underneath that, he smelledher. Daisy. She might cover it with perfume and move away for fifteen years, but it hadn't changed. Even at theage of seventeen, when she'd worked at The Wild Coyote Diner; even beneath the scent of fried chicken andbarbeque, she'd always smelled like a warm summer breeze.
With her fingers pressed to his mouth, he stared at her for several long heartbeats. Sometimes he'd had to searchhard for the scent of her beneath the smell of all that grease, but he'd always found it. Usually in the crook ofher neck. He grabbed her wrist and took a step back. "What do you want from me?"
"I told you. I want to he friends."
There had to he more. "We can never be friends."
"Why?"
He let go of her wrist - "You married my best friend."
"You broke up with me."
No, he'd told her he needed time to think. "So, to get back at me, you married Steven." It wasn't a question.
Rather a statement of fact.
She shook her head. "You don't understand. It wasn't like that."
It was exactly like that. "You and I were lovers. We were doing it every which way to Sunday. Then you up andmarried my best friend the same week I buried my parents. What part did I get wrong?" Through the darknesshe watched a crease draw her brows together.
"The timing was real bad."
Bitter laughter clogged his chest. "Yeah."
"I'm sorry Jack." She looked sorry, too.
He didn't care. "Don't be. It all worked out for the best."
"I came back because I have to talk to you."
There was absolutely nothing she had to say that he wanted to hear. "Save your breath, Daisy," he said as hewalked past her toward the bridge separating the entrance from the parking lot.
"It's the reason I'm here," she called after him.
"Then you've wasted your time."
"Don't make me chase you."
That stopped him and he looked back at her. Her hands were on her hips, and although he couldn't see herfeatures clearly, he could feel her gaze on him, staring him down. It was like looking at the old Daisy.
"I'm trying to be nice about this, but you really don't have a choice. You're going to listen to me; and if you getugly like you said, I'll become your worst dang nightmare."
Damn, but she was the old Daisy. All hot temper and feisty belligerence wrapped up in such a soft girlypackage. He almost smiled. Almost.
"Too late, buttercup," he said as he turned to go. "You became my worst nightmare years ago."
* * *
Daisy hung her dress in the closet, pulled the red slip over her head, and put on her short nightgown. Then shewashed her face. It was a little after ten, and her mother was already asleep.
She sat on the edge of her bed and dialed her son in Seattle. It was only eight in Washington; she was sure thatNathan was still up.
She was right. "Hey, sugar muffin," she said after Nathan picked up on the fourth ring.
"Mom."
Well, it wasn't a great beginning to their conversation, but it was great to hear his voice. "How are things?"
"Gay."
"I miss you."
"Then come home."
"I will a week from Sunday."
"Mom, I do not want to stay here for a week."
She'd had this same conversation with him before she'd even left. Junie and Oliver were not his favoriterelatives. They weren't horrible, just boring. Especially to a fifteen-year-old boy. "It can't he that bad."
"How do you know? Have you ever lived with Aunt Junie and Uncle Know-it-Olly."
"Nathan, they'll hear you!" Unfortunately Oliver was one of those men who liked to impress people with hislimited knowledge on every subject known to man. Steven had started calling him Know-it-Olly years ago.
"No, they won't. They're not even here. They left me to baby-sit Michael Ann and Richie."
Daisy wedged the phone between her jaw and shoulder. "Michael Ann is only a year younger than you."
"I know. And she's a pain in the butt. She follows me around asking me if I get food stuck in my lip ring."
Daisy had asked him that too and thought it was a fair question. "I think she has a crush on you."
"Oh my God! That is so gross, Mom," he said, his voice cracking with indignation. "How can you say that?
She's my cousin."
"Haven't you ever heard of kissing cousins?"
Daisy teased him.
"Yuck. She still picks her nose!"
Daisy laughed and the conversation turned to school. There was only five more days left, than he would be outfor the summer. He'd just turned fifteen in December, and since about first grade, he'd been counting the daysuntil he could take driver's education. He had one more year to go, but he already had his car picked out. Forthis week anyway.
"I'm gonna get a Nova Super Sport. A four-on-four, too. None of that wussy three-speed crap. Why bother ifyou can't burn 'em off? It'll be fat." She didn't even pretend to know what he was talking about. He'd been borncar crazy. No way around it. She figured it was in his DNA. Plus, chances were good that he'd been conceivedin the back of a Chevy. Nathan had been doomed to be a gear head.
"What color?" she asked, not in the least concerned that he would ever actually drive a Nova 55 and burn 'emoff. Nathan didn't have a job.
"Yellow with a black top."
"Like a bumblebee?"
There was a long pause before he said, "White with a black top."
They talked for a few more minutes about the weather and where he might want to go on vacation when she gotback. He'd just seen a teen skin-flick and thought Fort Lauderdale would be good. Or Hawaii.
By the time she hung up the telephone, they'd pretty much decided on Disney World, although with Nathan thatcould change by the next time she talked to him. She squirted almond-scented lotion into her hands and rubbedit up her arms. A thin white strip of skin barely marked her left finger where her wedding ring had been forfifteen years. She'd slipped the two-carat solitaire into the inside breast pocket of Steven's burial suit. Shethought it appropriate that it should rest above his heart.
As she rubbed the lotion into her hands, she glanced about the room where she was staying. It was her oldbedroom, but nothing remained except the bed itself. Framed posters of windmills, the Alamo, and the RiverWalk in San Antonio hung on the walls, replacing her certificates from local photography contests she'dentered, her cheerleading plaques, and a poster of Rob Lowe she'd pinned up during his St. Elmo's Fire days.
She stood and moved to the closet and opened the door. The closet was empty except for a few old promdresses, a pair of her old red cowboy boots with white heart inserts, and a big box with her name written acrossit in black. She scooted the box across the floor to the bed, then sat looking at it for several long moments. Sheknew what she would find in there. Bits and pieces of her life, the memories she'd long ago shoved in a box andtaped shut. Earlier at the reception, she'd pushed the memories from her head, now here she sat staring at them.
Did she really want to look into her past?
No, not really.
She tore off the tape and opened the box.
A dried wrist corsage, her graduation tassel, and a few name tags that said HI MY NAME IS DAISY, sat ontop. She couldn't recall why she'd kept the name tags, but she recognized the corsage. She touched the dryrosebuds that had once been pink and white but were now a faded yellow. She brought the dried corsage to hernose and breathed deep. It smelled of dust and of old memories. She set it next to her on her bed, then pulled outher baby blanket and christening gown. A heart-shaped box with the necklace her grandfather on her daddy'sside had given her was next, followed by her school annuals. She reached for her tenth-grade yearbook andopened it. She flipped through the pages and paused on a group photograph of the teaching staff standing infront of the school. She'd taken the photo her first year of photography class, before she'd learned much aboutcomposition and lighting.
She turned to the pictures of her and Sylvia and the rest of the cheerleading squad. The picture had been takenof them in their gold-and-blue uniforms doing Herkie, toe-touch jumps, and handsprings. That was the yearshe'd cut her hair short like Princess Diana. While Diana had looked great, Daisy had looked like a boy in ashort pleated skirt.
She flipped to her class picture and cringed. Her big smile was filled with braces, and she had raccoon eyesfrom all the makeup she'd spooned on her face.
She turned a few pages and her finger moved along the row of photos and stopped on Steven. She touched thesmooth paper and smiled. He'd always been such a handsome all-American boy, with his wavy blond hair,smiling brown eyes, and a Texas grin as if he hadn't a care in the world. He'd played football and basketball andbeen involved in student government, going on to be class president his senior year.
Daisy thumbed a few more pages and looked at Jack's yearbook photo. Unlike Steven, Jack never grinned andsmiled as if he didn't have a care in the world. It wasn't that he was more serious than Steven, it was just that hedidn't waste energy laughing and smiling when he didn't feel like it.
During that school year, he'd turned sixteen, a year older than Nathan was now. The two had the same darkcoloring in hair and skin tone, and perhaps their noses were similar. She looked for other resemblances andfound none.
That was also the year jack had quit football because his father needed him after school in the garage. Up untilhis sophomore year, jack had always been the first string quarterback. When he quit, Steven took over theposition. As far as she recalled, he'd never had any hard feelings toward Steven, only a sadness that he could nolonger play ball.
That was also the year she'd started to fall in love with him. Oh, she'd always loved Jack in the same way shedloved Steven, but it seemed that one moment she'd been looking at him as she always had, and in the nexteverything changed.
On that particular day, he'd been waiting for Steven to finish football practice, sifting on the tailgate of hisdaddy's old truck. She'd stayed after school to make posters for the homecoming dance and later saw him in theparking lot, sitting and watching instead of playing.
Perhaps it had been a trick of the light, an early fall sunset casting him in gold. She didn't know, but she'dnoticed more than his usual good looks. More than his lashes that were longer than hers. More than the slightstubble on his jaw. More than his arms folded across his chest and the defined balls of his biceps and the hardcord of muscle of his forearms. Jack did not lift weights. He lifted car engines.
"Hey there," He said, and patted the tailgate next to him.
"What are you doing?" she asked as she sat. She placed her school books in her lap and looked out over the fieldas the Lovett Mustangs broke practice and the players jogged toward the locker room.
"Waiting for Steven."
"Do you miss playing, Jack?"
"Nah, but I miss the pretty girls." It was of course true that the football players did get the prettiest girls. But itwasn't true that just because he no longer played, he didn't get his share.
"Now you have to settle for the ugly ones," she teased and looked at him out of the corner of her eye.
"Daisy, don't you know there aren't any truly ugly girls in Texas?"
He was so full of it. "Where'd you hear that?"
He shrugged. "It's just a fact. Like the Alamo and the Rio Grande, is all." He took her hand and brushed histhumb over her knuckles as he studied her fingers. "You'll still be seen with me, though, won't you?"
She turned her head and gazed more fully at him, all prepared with a flip answer, but he glanced up andsomething in his green eyes stopped her. For about half a second, she saw something, something in the way helooked back at her, something that made her think the answer was important to him. As if he wasn't sure. Shegot a surprising glimpse inside of Jack that she'd never seen before. Maybe things didn't bounce off him like hewas superman. Maybe he felt things like everybody else. Maybe more.
Then he flashed her a smile and it was gone.
"Of course, Jack," she said. "I'll always be seen with you."
"I knew I could count on you, buttercup." For the first time, his voice slid inside her chest and warmed her upwith hot tingles. It was all so incredible and fantastic and left her stunned. And it absolutely could not happen.
She couldn't fall in love with Jack. He was a friend, and she didn't want to lose him. But even if he wasn't herfriend, she'd be an idiot to let it happen.
He squeezed her hand and stood. "Do you need a ride home?"
She looked up at him, standing in front of her with his hands shoved in the front pockets of his Levi's, andnodded. Jack Parrish had many wonderful qualities. Being faithful to one girl wasn't one of them. He'd shatterher heart like glass. If that happened, they couldn't he friends anymore. And she'd miss him terribly.
By the time Steven walked out of the boy's locker with his wet hair slicked hack, she'd convinced herself thatshe wasn't falling in love with Jack. He'd made her momentarily confused. Like when they'd been kids andwould ride the merry-go-round too long. Jack used to spin it so fast that for a while after she couldn't think orsee straight.
But she was over it now. Thinking straight once again. Thank God. "Are y'all going somewhere?" she asked.
"We're driving over to Chandler," Jack answered, referring to a town the size of Lovett and about fifty miles tothe west.
"Why?"
"There's a '69 Camaro Z-28 I want to look at."
"A '69?" She'd never understood Jack's fascination with old cars. Or as he called them, "classics." She preferrednew cars with upholstery that didn't snag her nylons. With Jack, it was more than just a case of not havingmoney for a new car. Although he certainly didn't. In that respect, she and Jack had a lot more in common thaneither did with Steven. Steven's father was a lawyer and his family had money. His biggest responsibility was tomaintain his grades. By contrast, her mother was a waitress who depended on survivor benefits from thegovernment, and Jack's family had a garage that never seemed to bring in a lot of money. She and Lily wereresponsible for keeping the house clean and starting supper, white Jack helped out in the family business. "Doesthe car run?" she asked.
"Not yet."
Exactly.
"Hey, Daisy," Steven said as he approached. "What are you doing at school so late?"
"Making homecoming posters. Are you going to the homecoming dance."
"Yeah, I'm thinking about asking Marilee Donahue. Do you think she'll go with me?" Steven smiled and therewasn't a doubt that Marilee would say yes.
She shrugged. "Are you going, Jack?" she asked, although she was fairly sure she knew the answer.
"Nope. You know I only put on a suit when my mom forces me to for Sunday School and funerals." He shut thetailgate and walked to the driver's side. "And I hate to dance."
Daisy suspected that it wasn't so much that Jack hated to dance as much as he just didn't know how to dance.
And he'd always been the kind of person that if he didn't do something well, he didn't do it at all. "You couldjust wear a nice shirt and tie," she told him, but for some reason, the fact that Jack wasn't taking a girl to theschool dance warmed her heart more than it should have, given that she was over her earlier confusion.
"Not a chance." The three of them got into the old truck and Jack fired it up.
'Have you been asked yet?" Jack asked her as he drove from the parking lot with her sitting between them likealways.
"Yes." They were so weird about who she dated she didn't want to say.
"Who?" Steven asked.
She looked straight ahead at the dashboard and the mad beyond.
Steven hit her with his elbow. "Come on, Daisy Lee. Who asked you?"
"Man Flegel."
"You're going with Bug?"
"He doesn't like to be called that anymore."
Jack looked at Steven over the top of her head.
"What's wrong with Bug... I mean Mali?" She held up a hand before either could answer. "Forget I asked. Idon't care what y'all think. I like Man."
"He gets around a lot."
"He's the wrong kind of boy for you," Jack added.
She folded her arms and was silent the rest of the way home. The pair of them were serial daters, and that wasputting it nicely. She wasn't about to listen to their opinion, and if there ever was a "wrong kind of boy" for heror any girl, it was Jack. Which made her doubly glad she wasn't really falling in love with him.
She spent the rest of her sophomore year dating boys that neither Steven nor Jack approved of, but she didn'tcare. Like most girls her age, she learned how to make out and drive boys crazy. And more important, shelearned where to stop before things went too far. As a result, she developed a reputation for being a tease.
Which she didn't think was fair at all. Boys kissed her. She kissed them back. As far as she could tell, a girl waseither a prude, which meant she didn't kiss at all. A tease, meaning she kissed and perhaps a bit more, or was aslut. And everyone knew what that meant.
That summer, she'd let Erik Marks touch her breast on the outside of her T-shirt. Jack and Steven heard about itand made a special trip over to her house to talk to her. She'd gotten mad and slammed the front door in theftfaces.
The hypocrites.
She made varsity cheerleader her junior year. Her hair had grown out to her shoulders and she got a spiral perm.
Steven was still in football and basketball, and of course, student government. Jack was racing his Camaro onthe flat Texas roads, and she was still telling herself that she wasn't attracted to him. She told herself that sheloved him but she wasn't in love with him, and that her heart didn't pinch when he drove by with his arm aroundsome girl. He was her friend, just as he'd always been. Nothing more. And she wouldn't allow herself to feelanything more either.
All that changed a few weeks before Christmas her senior year when she got asked to the Christmas prom by J.
T. Sanders. J. T. was gorgeous and drove a new Jeep Wrangler. Black. Daisy worked nights at the Wild CoyoteDiner, and she'd managed to save enough money to buy the prefect dress. White satin. Sleeveless with tinyrhinestones on the tight fitting bodice and tulle skirt. It was the most beautiful thing she'd ever owned. The nightbefore the dance, she picked up J.t's boutonniere on her dinner break. When she got home, he called andcanceled. He said his grandmother died and that he had to go to her funeral in Amarillo. Everyone knew thathe'd actually started dating another girl the week before. Daisy had been dumped. Flat.
And everyone knew it.
The Saturday of the prom, Daisy worked the lunch shift at the Wild Coyote. She kept it together and acted likeshe wasn't humiliated. She pretended she wasn't sad or hurt. She joked with her coworkers about J. t being aloser anyway.
No one bought it. Getting dumped the night before the prom with some lame-o excuse was the worst thing thatcould ever happen to any girl.
And everyone knew it.
After her shift, she went home and locked herself in her room. With her dress hanging on her closet door, shethrew herself on her bed and had a nice long cry. At four, her mother stuck her head in the room and asked ifshe wanted some mint chocolate chip ice cream. She didn't. Lily made her a cowboy pie sandwich, but shecouldn't eat it.
At five-thirty Jack knocked on her bedroom door, but she wouldn't let him in. Her face was splotchy and hereyes puffy, and the didn't want him to see her that way.
"Daisy Lee," he called through the door. "Come out of there."
She sat up on her bed and pulled a Kleenex from the box. "Go away, Jack."
"Open up."
"No." She blew her nose.
"I have something for you."
She stared at the door. "What?"
"I can't tell you. I have to show you."
"I look really bad?
"I don't care."
Well the did. She slipped from the bed and opened the door a crack. She stuck her hand out.
"What is it?" He didn't answer and she was forced to peer out the crack Jack stood in the hail, the light from hersister's bedroom shining on him like a dark angel or at the very least a choirboy. He wore his navy blue Sundaysuit, and a cream-colored shirt. A red tie hung loose around his neck. "What's going on, Jack? Did you go to afuneral?"
He laughed and brought his hand out from behind his back He laid a wrist corsage of white and pink roses inher palm. "Will you go to the prom with me?"
"You hate school dances," she said through the crack"I know."
She brought the corsage to her nose and breathed deep. Her nose was clogged so it wasn't that deep. She bit herbottom lip to keep it from trembling. And as she looked at him, standing in the hail of her house, wearing a suithe hated and asking her to a dance he loathed, she fell helplessly in love with Jack Parrish. It expanded her heartand flooded her chest and scared her to death. All those years of fighting it faded away to nothing.
She'd fallen in love with Jack and there hadn't been anything she could do about it.
That night Jack kissed her for the first time. Or rather, she'd kissed him. During the dance, while she'd beenfailing in love for the first time in her life, he treated her as he always had, as a friend. While he made her wholebody feel hot and alive, he'd stayed cool. It had all been wonderful and awful, and after the prom, when hewalked her to her front door, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.
At first he stood with his hands to his side. Then he grasped her shoulders through her coat and pushed heraway, angry.
"What are you doing?"
"Kiss me, Jack." if he rejected her, she was sure she'd just die right there. On the porch.
His grip tightened and he brought her forward and pressed his warm lips to her forehead.
"No, don't treat me like a friend." She swallowed hard past the ache in her chest. 'Please," she whispered as shelooked up at him. "I want you to kiss me like you do other girls. I want you to touch me like you do other girls,too."
He pulled back and his green gaze slid to her mouth. "Don't tease me, Daisy. I don't like it."
"I'm not teasing you." She ran her hand across the shoulder of his jacket to the side of his neck. "Please, Jack."
Then as if he didn't want to kiss her, but he couldn't fight it any longer, he slowly lowered his mouth to her. Thistime the touch of his lips stole her breath. She tilted her head back and sank into his chest. Until that moment,she'd thought she knew what it was like to kiss a boy. Jack showed her she hadn't a clue. The kiss was hot andwet and filled with so much hunger that it changed her forever.
Even now, after all these years, Daisy remembered standing on her mother's porch as Jack turned her worldinside out. She'd clung to him as he'd fed her those liquid kisses that had made her breasts ache and her bodytremble. His hands had never moved from her shoulders, but he'd made her crave his touch. She'd wanted himto touch her all over. Instead he'd walked away, leaving her stunned and wanting more.

Chapter Five

The next day, Daisy called Jack but he didn't pick up. The longer she put off telling him about Nathan, theharder it was going to get. She knew that, having already put if off for fifteen years. But what she hadn't realizedbefore she'd arrived was that the longer she put it off, the more memories of her life in this town would drag herback into the past. Before she'd arrived, the plan had been to tell Jack, give him Steven's letter, and deal with thefallout: if not easy, at least straightforward. Now, it didn't seem real straightforward either. But it had to bedone. She was leaving in seven days.
Before noon, she tried Jack's number two more times, but he didn't answer. She figured he was probably notanswering on purpose. She went to church with her mother, and afterward, they had an early dinner with Lilyand Pippen. Phillip "Pippen" Darlington was two and had a blond mullet because his mother couldn't bear to cutthe curls at the nape of his neck. He had huge blue eyes like Lily, and he loved Thomas the Tank Engine. Healso loved wearing his faux coonskin cap and shouting NO! loud enough to be heath into the next county Hehated food with texture, spiders, and his Velcro Barney sneakers.
Daisy looked at him sitting in his high chair at her mother's dinner table and tried not to frown as he pouredgrape Kool-Aid from his Tommy Tippy cup into his baked potato. Daisy's mother and Lily sat across the tablefrom her and didn't seem to mind that Pippen was making a disgusting mess.
"He's a rat bastard!" Lily was telling her, referring, of course, to her soon to be ex-husband, The Rat BastardRonald Darlington. "A few months before he ran off with his jailbait girlfriend, he took all the money out of ouraccounts and put it somewhere." 
Louella nodded her head sadly. "Probably in Mexico." Growing up, if either had uttered the word "bastard" atthe dinner table, they'd have been sent from the room.
"What is your attorney doing about that?" Daisy asked"There isn't a lot he can do. We can prove the money was in the account, but not where it went. The judge canorder him to give me half, but that doesn't mean he will. And for years, Ronnie was paid under the table in orderto avoid paying the IRS, so it looks like he only makes twenty thousand a year instead of seventy-five." Lilysliced a piece of meat with a vengeance. Even though they were sisters and had grown up together, they weren'tvery close. Growing up, they'd mostly fought or ignored each other. Lily had been in middle school whenDaisy had moved away, and they'd never really maintained a relationship after that. Losing Steven had madeher realize how important her family was to her. She needed to work on her relationship with her sister.
"He said that if I tell the IRS about it," Lily continued, "he'll fight for custody of Pippen. What can I do?"
When both her mother and Lily stared at her, Daisy realized it wasn't a rhetorical question. There were darkcircles under Lily's eyes as if she hadn't had a good night's sleep in a long time. Her blond hair was cut short andframed her pretty face with soft curls, but at the moment, she looked anything but soft. No, she looked scared ashell. "You're asking me? How should I know?"
"Darien Monroe is a lawyer," her mother provided.
"Steven's father is retired and living in Arizona. And besides, he was a criminal defense attorney; Stevendesigned computer software programs. I know nothing about the family courts." She recognized the fear inLily's blue eyes. It was the fear of being suddenly alone with the responsibility of raising a child. But unlikeDaisy, Lily wasn't financially secure, nor did she have a career to fall back on. Not that Daisy's career had everprovided a huge income, but she was a good photographer and had connections. If she had to support herselfand Nathan on her income alone, she could. Lily had been a stay-home wife and a mom, which was admirablebut weren't marketable skills. She was terrified. "HI by to think up something," Daisy said, although she hadtroubles of her own and was only here for a week now.
Lily smiled, 'Thanks, Daisy."
"I ran into Darma Joe Henderson, the other day," her mother said as she dug into her okra, Lily's worriesapparently solved for the moment.. "You girls remember Darma Joe. She used to work at the Trusty Hardwareacross from the Wild Coyote. Her son Buck had that car accident a few years back, and they had to amputate hisleg below the knee. Well, he has a daughter who sings with the church choir. You girls might have noticed hertoday." Louella paused to take a bite before launching into, "She kinda looks like Buck, bless her heart, but shehas such a nice voice and a kind personality. She was dating the boy... oh, what was his name? I think it startedwith a G. George or Geoff or something like that. Anyway..."
Daisy slid her gaze from her mother to her sister. Lily's eyes were starting to glaze over and her head wasdrifting back. Things really hadn't changed very much since she'd been gone. She knew it would be useless toask her mother to get to the point, because she already knew there wasn't a point and there never was going tobe one.
Daisy started to laugh. Lily's eyes refocused and she looked at Daisy. She laughed too. Pippen threw hiscoonskin cap on the floor and broke in giggles as if he knew the joke. He was only two, but he'd been aroundhis grandmother enough that perhaps he did. 
Louella looked up from her plate. "What are you girls laughing about?"
"That Darma Joe's granddaughter looks like Buck," Lily lied through a grin. "Bless her heart."
"It's unfortunate." Louella frowned. They continued to laugh and she shook her head. "Well, y'all have come offyour spools and taken poor Pippen with you."
After dinner, Daisy got up her nerve for the fourth time that day and called Jack; he didn't pick up, but she lefthim a message this time: "It's Daisy. I'm not going anywhere until you talk to me."
He didn't return the call, of course, so she phoned him the next day at work. She and Penny Kribs chatted aboutold times and she thanked her for sending flowers to Steven's funeral. Then she asked for Jack. "Don't tell himit's me on the line," she said. "I want to surprise him."
"He could use a good surprise," Penny said.
"He's in a nasty mood."
Great. Daisy was put on hold and after listening to about half of 'The Night the Lights Went Out in Georgia,"
Jack came on the line.
"This is Jack Parrish," he said.
"Hi, Jack." He didn't respond, but he didn't slam the phone down either. "Surprise, it's me, Daisy."
"Don't hassle me at work, Daisy Lee," he finally responded, dragging out those vowels for all they were worth.
Yep, definitely in a nasty mood.
"Don't make me. Meet me later."
"Can't. I'm flying out for Tallahassee this afternoon."
"When will you be back?"
He didn't answer and she was forced to blackmail him. "If you don't tell me, I'll just call back every day. Allday." That didn't prompt a response either. "And night."
"That's harassment."
"True, but filing charges is such a pain." She didn't believe for a minute that he'd actually have her charged forharassment. "Let's meet the day you get back."
"Can't. It's Lacy Dawn's birthday."
"Lacy Dawn? Stripper or hooker?"
"Neither."
"It sounds like a stage name."
"Probably a girl named Daisy Brooks shouldn't cast stones."
He had a point. "Meet me after the party."
"No can do. Those dancing bears take it out of me."
"Jack -"
"Goodbye."
The dial tone filled Daisy's ear as she thought about what to do next. Dancing bears? What was Jack into thesedays? "Hey, Ma," she called from the kitchen into the living room. And over the sound of sirens coming fromthe television she asked, "Is there some place in town that has dancing bears?"
"Dancing bears?" The sirens quieted, then her mother stuck her head into the kitchen. 'The only place I know isShowtime."
"Is that a strip dub?"
"No it's a pizza place, but it also does little kids' birthday parties. Lily had Pippen's party there last year. Hewasn't quite old enough to understand that those big scary bears weren't going to hurt him. He screamed thepaint off the walls. Juanita Sanchez was there with her grandson, Hermie. You remember Juanita, don't you?
She lived down the road in that pink stucco, bless her heart. One day..."
Daisy didn't ask why living in a pink stucco deserved a "bless her heart," but she wasn't about to ask. She calledinformation and came up with a plan. She got the number for Showtime, and dialed it. After getting transferredaround by teenagers who didn't know anything, she finally got put through to the party planner. "Hello," Daisybegan, "I've lost my invitation to the birthday party of a little girl named Lacy Dawn. I'm not sure of her lastname, but if we miss that party, my daughter will be so upset. Could you please tell me what time it starts?"
The party planner sounded older than the teens working there, and it took her about thirty seconds to get backwith the answer. "I don't have a Lacy Dawn, but I do have a Lacy Parrish."
"That's it."
"Her mother booked a front table from six to seven-thirty."
"On Saturday?"
"No. Wednesday."
"Oh my gosh. I'm so glad! called. Thank you." So, Lacy Dawn was Lacy Parrish. Obviously Jack's niece, andhe'd be back in town Wednesday.
She dialed Lily and didn't feel the least guilty for what she planned to do next. She'd warned Jack that she'dbecome his worst nightmare. At the time she'd been mostly bluffing. She wasn't bluffing now, and she wasn'tgoing away. She didn't plan to tell him about Nathan at his niece's birthday party, but he needed to know that hewasn't going to get any peace until he agreed to meet with her.
When Lily picked up, she asked if she and Pippen would go with her to Showtime Wednesday night. Her sisterwanted to know why, and she explained the situation.
"This will be good," Lily said. "Not only will Pippen be your cover, but I went to school with Billy and Rhonda.
Rhonda's sister, Patty Valencia, was your age."
"Was she a real pretty Hispanic girl with long black hair?"
"Yeah, they're both real pretty. Although, I hear Rhonda and Billy have been cranking out the kids, so she maylook a little crazy these days."
"Probably." Daisy glanced at her mother's calendar of Texas landscapes. "Are you sure you want to do this withme? Mom told me Pippen screamed the paint from the walls last time."
"He doesn't do that anymore." She turned her mouth from the phone and said, "Pippen, you're a big boy now.
Aren't you Momma's sweet baby?"
"No!"
Great. Daisy hung up and spent the rest of the afternoon helping her mother pull weeds in her flower gardens.
She brought out her Nikon and knelt amid the pink flamingos, resting her elbow on her knee to steady thecamera. She positioned herself toward Louella's shadow so that the sunlight hit one side of her face. She wishedshe'd loaded the camera with black-and-white film so that the vibrant pink of the flamingos wouldn't take onmore importance than her mother. Or if she'd brought her Fuji digital, she could have loaded it on her computeronce she got back home and made the image real high-impact.
She moved to her stomach and rested the weight of the camera equally on both elbows. She shot up at hermother, catching Annie Oakley in the background -"Daisy Lee," her mother said through a frown, "don't take a picture up my nose."
She sighed and sat up. It had been a while since she'd felt the urge to bring out her cameras and get back intosomething she used to love. She'd had to quit working for Ryan Kent, an artistic photographer in Seattle, inorder to take care of Steven.
She'd gotten into photography in high school, and when Nathan had turned four, she'd signed up for classes atthe University of Washington. After four years, she'd received her B.A. and began interning with topphotographers in the area. Her photographs hung in some studios and galleries around town. And a photographshe'd taken of a man standing on top of a crushed vehicle after the earthquake in Two-thousand and one, hadbeen featured in a local magazine.
She'd thought that once things settled, she'd go back to work for Ryan, but lately she'd been thinking of openingher own studio. One of the most successful photographers she'd ever worked for had once told her that the keyto success was finding a visible location and staying there for at least five years. Talent was important, butvisibility was most important when starting out.
The more she thought about it, the more she thought that's exactly what she'd do. Once she put the past behindher, she'd be free to start over completely. Maybe she'd sell her house. Upon Steven's death, the home owner'sinsurance had paid off the mortgage. Maybe she'd sell it, and she and Nathan could move into a loft inBelltown.
She shrugged and focused her lens on an orange-and-yellow rose. "I'm thinking of selling my house once I getback," she told her mother as she snapped the picture.
"Don't get ahead of yourself," her mother warned. "Colleen Forbus sold her house soon after her husband,Wyatt, took his journey to heaven, and she's been sorry ever since."
Maybe she could wait a few more months just to be sure. She'd find out how Nathan felt about it first, of course.
But lately she'd started to feel as if too much of her past was tied to that house. She didn't have to decide today.
It was something to think about. Something to put at the bottom of her mental to-do list.
She placed her elbow on her knees and adjusted the aperture to bring the roses and flamingos behindLouella's head into focus, giving the photograph a nice rich texture and depth of field. She snapped the photoand thought how nice it would be if everything in her life could be made clear by the turn of a focus ring.

Chapter Six

Jack was late. He'd waited until that morning to call Rhonda and ask what to get Lacy for her birthday. Rhondatold him she wanted something called a Kitty Magic. She told him to make sure it was a Kitty Magic and not aFur Real Friends. According to Rhonda the latter didn't nurse her babies. Then she wished him luck finding it.
He'd called around to the few stores in Lovett that carried toys, and ended up driving into Amarillo. He'd spentthe afternoon looking for the damned thing, and finally found it in one of the last stores he'd walked into.
He'd stood in the aisle, reading the back of the box, making sure he had the right one, and feeling the back of hisskull tighten. The pink Mommy Kitty had long fur and two fluffy kittens. The three of them had toys andmatching bows for their heads and god-awful heart-shaped sunglasses.
He'd kept reading and uttered, "For the love of Christ." According to the box the mother cat purred and said, "Ilove you" and made nursing sounds when one of the kittens was stuck to her side.
What the hell was a nursing sound? he'd wondered.
Jack had the present wrapped in bright pink paper with fairies on it. A big iridescent pink bow about the size ofhis head was taped on top. The bow was beyond frilly, but Billy's girls loved that kind of crap.
The kind of girl stuff that had been completely foreign to him and his brother growing up. They'd played withcars and BB guns and had set their army men on fire. They'd been hell on wheels, but as soon as Billy's first girlhad been born, Billy had taken to baby dolls, Barbie sneakers, and pink tutus like a duck to water. He made it alllook easy and natural while Jack was left watching and wondering where Billy's paternal instincts had comefrom. Jack didn't have any At least he didn't think he did. Although he was learning fast, he didn't know verymuch about little girls. Maybe because until Amy Lynn, he'd never been around little girls. Except Daisy, and ifshe'd played with dolls, and dressed up like a fairy princess as Billy's girls did, she'd done it with her friendsthat were girls. Not with him and Steven.
He pulled open the door to Showtime and stepped inside. He hadn't seen Daisy for four days. Hopefully she'dgiven up on her plan to pin him down and make him relive the past. Hopefully she'd left town.
The inside of Showtime was a collision of bright color and sound - of flashing arcade games directly at eyelevel, and those big plastic tubes that kids climbed through overhead. Of bells and sirens and screamingchildren. Jack had been here once before, on Amy Lynn's birthday, and he wondered how anyone worked herewithout going insane.
He moved to the dining room and discovered that it was relatively quiet-for now. He knew that would allchange once the show started. He found his brother and Rhonda and the girls sitting at a round table near thestage.
And Daisy.
About ten feet from the table, he stopped in his tracks. Daisy Monroe had managed to get herself invited to hisniece's party.
She'd tracked him down. She'd told him she'd become his worst nightmare. It hadn't been an idle threat. Hisanger rose but he pushed it back. Controlled it for now. She didn't belong here. With his family.
His gaze moved to the woman sitting next to Daisy. He recognized Lily, and he supposed the kid with themullet belonged to one of them. The boy had some sort of pudding on his face like someone had been feedinghim with a slingshot. He wondered if the kid belonged to Daisy and Steven.
"Uncle Jack!" five-year-old Amy Lynn yelled. She jumped up from her chair and ran toward him. The birthdaygirl, three-year-old Lacy ran toward him too. Lacy tended to watch her feet while she ran, and he picked her upwith his free arm to keep her from head-butting him in the nuts. "Hey there," he said. "Someone feels like she'sthree years old today."
"Me," she said and held up three fingers.
"I'm still five," Amy Lynn told him and wrapped her arms around his leg.
As he approached the table with Amy Lynn on his leg and Lacy in one arm, Billy glanced up from the dark-haired baby on his knee and smiled. "Hey, Jack, look who's in town."
Daisy looked at him, her brown eyes sparkling. She'd pulled her smooth hair back in a ponytail and her full lipswere a soft shiny pink. She wore a tight green tank top with the name Ralph Lauren in black across her breasts.
"You didn't tell Billy I was back in town," she scolded, as a smile curved that mouth of hers.
Jack stood Lacy in her chair. His brother didn't know his history with Daisy. Billy'd been too young and itwasn't something that Jack had ever wanted to talk about. Not even with his brother. Billy probablyremembered her, though. Growing up, she'd been over at theft house a lot. He probably thought they were stillfriends. Probably thought Jack'd be slaphappy to see her. "It must have escaped my mind," he said as Amy Lynnlet go of him and took her seat.
Daisy laughed, very amused with herself, and that bumped up his anger a notch. "You remember my sisterLily?" she asked.
"Of course. How are you?"
Lily came out from behind the table and gave him a big hug as he set the present on the table. "I've been better."
She looked a lot like Daisy, only with blue eyes. A lot like she had growing up, only for some reason she lookedterminally pissed off now.
"How're you, Jack?"
He looked over her head at Daisy. "I've been better."
"This is Lily's son Pippen."
So, the kid belonged to Lily. For some reason, he was relieved that the boy with the mullet wasn't Daisy andSteven's. But he couldn't begin to understand why he should care.
Lily stepped back and shook her head. "You look as good as you always did."
"Thanks, Lily. You do too," he said, and meant it.
"Hey, Rhonda"- his sister-in-law had I haven't had sleep in five years smudges under her dark brown eyes _"You okay, girl? Billy tells me you had a hard night."
"I was up most of it with Tanya. She has an earache, but we got a bottle of the pink medicine today, so she'sfeeling better."
Billy pulled the baby's sock up her pudgy leg.
We yanked the 'Vette engine while you were gone today."
He pulled out a chair between Lacy and Rhonda and across from Daisy and Lily. "Did you get a look at theclutch?"
"You were right," Billy said. "It needs to be completely replaced."
"I found one in Reno," he told his brother.
"How was Tallahassee?" Daisy asked him.
"When were you in Tallahassee?" Billy wanted to know.
"Last year."
Daisy's eyes rounded and her mouth fell open. "You lied to me."
He smiled as he leaned forward and poured himself a Dr. Pepper from a pitcher. She gave him that grow upglare like she had the other night, then she turned to his brother.
"Do you mind if I hold Tanya?"
"Not at all." Billy handed her over the baby, and Daisy stood Tanya in her lap. Jack half expected the six-month-old to start screaming, instead she laughed and pinched Daisy's cheek.
"Look, Pippen," Daisy said to the kid in the high chair beside her. "Isn't Tanya just a sweet little love muffin?"
"No!"
"Can I open my pez-ent from Uncle Jack?" Lacy asked in her tiny three-year-old voice.
"It's okay with me if it's okay with your Uncle Jack," Rhonda answered.
"Have at it kid," he said, although he would have preferred that Daisy wasn't sitting across the table when thatstupid cat present was opened. Why he should give a shit, though, he didn't know that either.
Lacy tore off the bow and chucked it behind her shoulder. She ripped the paper and gasped as she tossed theshredded remains on the floor. "Kitty Magic! My fav-rut thing in the world!"
"Hey, that's what you said this morning when you got your Barbie Power Wheels," Billy reminded her.
Lily leaned across the table, and she and Rhonda chatted about what they'd been doing since high school. WhileLacy and Amy Lynn took the cat and her kittens out of the box, the two women talked about kids and theftlives; and when Lily said something about "Ronnie the Rat Bastard," Jack took it to mean she was getting adivorce. It also explained why she looked terminally pissed.
He took a long drink of his Dr. Pepper and sucked an ice cube into his mouth. He glanced across the table atDaisy and Tanya and Pippen. Tanya still stood in Daisy's lap, blowing raspberries. The little boy laughed andDaisy laughed, too. His gaze moved to her hands and her blood-red fingernails. A thin silver bracelet circled herslim wrist and a tiny heart rested against her pulse. The bracelet sparkled in the light, and as if she felt his gazeon her, she looked at him over the top of Tanya's dark head. Her smile fell and her brows drew together slightly.
She stared at him through brown eyes that he used to think looked like melted chocolate. But that had beenwhen he'd been ten years old and thought chocolate was the best thing in the world. Then he'd gotten older anddiscovered something better. Something darker and richer in those eyes. A knot twisted low in his belly. Hewouldn't call it desire, but it wasn't disinterest either.
Billy plugged the mother cat with batteries and set it on the table. Lacy stood in her chair again, andJack turned his attention to his niece. She stuck the kittens on the mother's side, and damn if it didn't makeweird sucking sounds.
"It's a... well it's a nursing kitty." Daisy looked up from the pink Persian and laughter lit up her eyes. "Jack, whythat's so sweet."
"Are those nipples on that thing?" Billy wanted to know.
"It looks like she has hearts instead of nipples," Jack told him.
"How come?" Amy Lynn wanted to know. They had a real mother cat at home, and she knew mommy catsdidn't have hearts there.
Neither Billy nor Jack could think of an answer. Daisy looked at Amy Lynn and said, "Because hearts are cuterthan nipples."
If they'd been alone, Jack might have told her exactly why she was wrong about that. Instead, he bit his ice cubein half and pushed it to one cheek.
"And they got some sunglasses, Lacy," Amy Lynn pointed out.
The center curtains on the stage parted and three big mechanical bears sprung to life, dancing and pretending toplay instruments. A song about a happy frog filled the dining room, and Lacy clapped her hands.
Lily's kid let out a scream at the top of his lungs.
Daisy handed Tanya back to Billy and she took the little boy from the high chair. She said something to Lilyand walked from the room with the boy still screaming. Jack's gaze slid down the back of her tank top to herbehind in those jean shorts.
"Did you see 'Monster Garage' the other night?" Billy asked over the music.
While Jack occasionally watched the show, Billy was a fanatic. "No, I missed that one."
"They turned a school bus into a pontoon boat?" he said, but the noise from the stage made it impossible for himto say any more.
Jack waited about five minutes before he followed Daisy and her nephew. He found the two of them in the playarea. She'd cleaned Pippen's face, and he was playing in a pit of multicolored balls surrounded by mesh thatwent clear to the ceiling. She stood outside the mesh watching him wade through the balls as if he were walkingupstream.
"How'd you manage to get yourself invited to Lacy's birthday party?" he asked as he came to stand beside her.
She glanced up into his face. "Lily and Pippen and I were already here when they walked in."
"And it was a complete surprise?"
She shook her head and her ponytail brushed her bare shoulders. "No. I knew you were going to be here, but Ididn't expect Rhonda and Billy to invite us to sit with them."
"What's it going to take for you to leave me alone?"
She turned her attention back to her nephew. He picked up a plastic bail and threw it. It missed a little girl byabout a foot. "You know what I want."
"To talk."
"Yes. There is something important we need to talk about."
"What?"
Sirens from a skeet-ball machine blared in the background. "Something too important to talk about in themiddle of Showtime."
"Then why are you here, tonight? Stalking me and my family?"
"I'm not stalking you. I just wanted to remind you that I'm here, and I'm not going anywhere until you talk tome." She glanced down at her feet. "I have a letter Steven wrote to you. I don't have it on me, though."
"What does it say?"
She shook her head again, then stared straight ahead. "I don't know. I haven't read it."
"Send it to the shop."
"I can't do that. He asked me to give it to you in person."
"If it's so damn important, why didn't he give it to me himself? Instead of sending you?"
"Pippen, don't throw that," she told her nephew before she turned to face Jack. Red and blue lights from a videogame to the right flashed on her bare shoulder, the side of her neck, and the corner of her mouth. "I think hemeant to at first. For the first year of his illness, he believed he'd beat his cancer. We knew all along that no onehad ever survived glioblastoma, but he was young and healthy and the early treatments seemed to be working.
He fought so hard, Jack." She turned back to Pippen and grasped the mesh with her hands. "By the time heaccepted that he was going to die, it was too late to talk to you in person." The little heart on her braceletdangled from her wrist. He stared at it, not wanting to feel anything for Steven or for her. Not wanting to give ashit.
But he did have one question. "How long did he live after he accepted that he was going to the?"
"About eight or nine months."
That's what he thought Steven had always wanted someone to "go first" - whether it was telling Daisy she had abig ugly hair bow, or jumping off a roof, or throwing rotten tomatoes at cars. Growing up, it had never botheredhim, but that was a long time ago. "Then there was time to come and talk to me before he died. He didn't haveto send you."
She laughed ruthlessly. "You've obviously never seen anyone who's gone through radical cancer treatments. Ifyou had, you wouldn't say that." One of her hands dropped to her side, and tears shimmered along the bottomsof her eyelids as she gazed up at him. "You wouldn't have recognized him, Jack." One tear slid from her lashesand ran down her cheek. He clenched his hands to keep from reaching up and wiping it with his fingertips.
"Toward the end," she continued, "he forgot how to tie his shoes, but he insisted on getting dressed every daylike it mattered. So, I lied his shoes for him... every day. Like it mattered. And it did because it gave him a littledignity, I think. Some feeling like he was still an adult. A man."
A piece of his heart fell to his stomach and his breath with it. "Stop it, Daisy."
"Jack -"
"No." He knew she would not stop until she carved him up. Just like before. He wasn't about to let that happen.
Not again. Not for anything. "I don't want to hear any more." He was sorry for Steven. Sorrier than he wouldhave thought possible two minutes ago, but he would not let her tear him to shreds.
"I didn't mean to talk about this now." She wiped the tear from her cheek. "Meet with me later so you can hearme out."
The only thing I want to hear from you, Daisy Monroe, is the word goodbye," he said, and then he walkedaway. He moved back into the dining room and told his brother and Rhonda he was leaving. For once he wasgrateful to the damn dancing bears and their loud annoying music that didn't allow for questions. He gave hisnieces some money for game tokens and left. He didn't see Daisy when he walked back out, but he wasn'tlooking for her either.
He took a deep breath and kept right on moving. He didn't think he took a full breath again until he was home.
Shut up in his house. Locked tight against the memory of Daisy and Steven and him. But the memoriesfollowed him inside, and he sat down hard on his mother's piano bench and put his hands on his knees.
He'd hated Steven for about as many years as he'd loved him like a brother. But even in his earliest rage, he'dnever wanted Steven dead. Not really. Maybe there had been a time in the beginning when the thought ofSteven wiped off the planet had held a certain appeal, but he had never wanted him to die the way Daisy haddescribed it. Not like that. Not even back when his anger had burned the hottest.
When it came right down to it, he'd never wanted him to die at all. Because in the end, he understood Steven.
He understood that he had betrayed Steven every bit as much as Steven had betrayed him.
It'd been Steven who'd told him about Daisy being stood up for that damn high school prom their senior year. Ithad been both their ideas that Jack take her since Steven already had a date. It had seemed so simple at the time.
Take Daisy so she wouldn't spend the night crying her eyes out. No big deal, but that night had changed all theirlives.
Jack didn't really remember the actual dance, other than trying to touch as little of Daisy as possible. What hedid remember, though, was standing on her front porch looking down at her, wanting her so much he ached, andtelling himself to leave. To get into his car and drive away.
Then she kissed him.
Compared to kisses he'd experienced with other girls, it was nothing really. Just her closed lips pressed to his,but it had hit him square in the chest. He'd been stunned and angry and he'd pushed her away. Then she'dtouched the side of his neck and looked up at him as if she wanted him every bit as much as he wanted her. Asmuch as he'd always wanted her.
"Please, Jack," she'd whispered, and even as he'd lowered his mouth for more, he'd told himself it was amistake. Even as he'd stood there, kissing her and tasting her mouth, he'd told himself to stop. Even as he'd kepthis grasp on her shoulders, he'd pulled her into his chest and felt the weight of her breasts against hint Even ashe told himself that it could not happen again, he'd known that it would. He'd wanted her for years, and onelittle bite had not been enough.
Not nearly.
He'd told himself to stay away, but even if he'd been able to control his eighteen-year-old lust, Daisy wouldn'tlet him. At Jimmy Calhoun's party the next night, she'd pulled him into a dark closet and put his hand on herbreast.
"Touch me, Jack," she'd whispered into his mouth, and he'd about gone off in his boxer shorts.
A few days later he'd told Steven he couldn't hang out because he was grounded. Then he'd jumped in hisCamaro, picked Daisy up at her house, and they'd driven out to a deserted road. He'd parked and told her aboutSteven, about the two of them being attracted to her, and he explained why he andDaisy had to stop.
She said she understood. She agreed, then she'd kissed his ear and told him that Steven didn't have to find out.
"I love Steven. He's my friend," she'd said. "But I don't think of him the same way I think of you. I'm in lovewith you, Jack. I want more from you. I want you to show me how to make love."
That night he'd taken off her shirt and unhooked her bra. White with tiny blue dots on it Her breasts were themost beautiful things he'd ever seen. Firm and white, her tight pink nipples fit perfectly into his mouth.
He hadn't made love to her that night No, he'd tried to do the noble thing. He'd told her he didn't mess withvirgins. He'd told himself it was okay as long as he didn't stick his hand in her panties and touch her there. He'dtold himself to go slow with her, but that resolve quickly disappeared like a kid with candy. Then he'd had totell himself it wasn't really wrong unless he took her hymen.
After two weeks of touching and kissing and rubbing against each other, he'd picked her up and driven with herto a hotel on the outskirts of Amarillo. They'd taken it all the way that night, and he'd leaned the differencebetween sex and making love. He'd learned the difference between sex where just his genitals were involved,and sex that involved his soul. He'd learned that being inside of Daisy Lee burned hint up and left his chestaching. And the whole time he'd known it was wrong. He'd known Steven loved her as much as he did, but he'dtold himself that Daisy was right It was okay as long as Steven didn't find out.
In public, he and Daisy behaved as they always had, as friends, but it hadn't been easy. Seeing but not touchinghad driven him insane. Watching her walk down the school halls or jump around in her little cheerleader skirt,had made him insanely jealous.
He hadn't been the only one driven crazy by their situation. Daisy had always wanted him just as much as he'dwanted her, and when he couldn't meet with her, which wasn't often, she'd accuse him of not loving her. Ofbeing with other girls. She'd tell him she didn't love him anymore, then the next chance they got, they'd tear ateach other's clothes and satisfy the lust that burned too hot.
Neither of them wanted to hurt Steven and they decided to wait until he left for college to be more open abouttheir relationship. Steven had been accepted to the University of Washington, and after high school graduation,he planned to live with his sister and brother-in-law until he could afford his own apartment. Both Jack andDaisy planned to take classes at West Texas A&M, about seventy miles south. They'd planned to tell Steventhat they were in love when he came home for Christmas that year.
Jack rose from the piano bench and moved into the dark kitchen. He flipped on the light and opened therefrigerator. He pushed aside a quart of milk and reached for a Lone Star instead.
Being with Daisy had been like having one long orgasm while on a roller coaster. Damn exciting, but not if youwanted some calm.
He popped the top off his beer and tossed it on the counter. Two weeks after he graduated from high school, hisparents had been killed in a car wreck. They'd been out driving in their '59 Bonneville when a drunk driver hitthem. That old Pontiac may have been built like a tank, but it hadn't been built with safety features. His fatherhad been killed instantly. His mother died on the way to the hospital. And at the age of eighteen, he'd suddenlybecome responsible not only from himself but for Billy too.
Jack raised the bottle to his mouth and took a drink. Whenever he thought back on that time in his life, he had ahard time remembering details. He'd been torn up and confused and scared. And just plain raw. His whole lifehad changed in an instant, and it had seemed that the more he wanted space to think, the more clinging Daisygot. The more he pushed her away so he could breathe, the tighter she'd held on to him. He remembered thenight he'd told her they needed time apart, that he needed time away from her to think. That he didn't want tosee her for a while. She became hysterical. Then the next time he saw her, she was Steven's wife.
He recalled exactly what she'd been wearing that night. A blue sun dress with little white flowers. She andSteven had stood in his front yard and asked him to come outside. He remembered walking toward her and herlooking so good to him that he'd wanted to grab her and hold her and tell her to stay with him forever.
Instead Steven told him that the two of them had married that afternoon. At first, he couldn't believe it. Daisydidn't love Steven. She loved him. But he'd taken one look at her guilty face and knew it was true. He grabbedher and told her she belonged to him, not Steven. He tried to kiss her and touch her and make her admit sheloved him. Steven got between them, and Jack smashed his fist into Steven's face. They proceeded to beat thehell out of each other, but Steven Monroe had never been a fighter. He'd ended up taking the bad end of thebeating.
Jack raised the beer to his mouth again and swallowed hard. The night he'd lost Daisy, he'd lost Steven too. He'dlost the girl he'd loved and craved and wanted to live with forever.
He'd lost his best friend. The boy who'd been by his side during every hair-brained adventure. Steven mighthave been a "you go first" kind of guy, but Jack had always known that Steven was right there behind him.
Backing him up. Ready to go next. Then in the course of one night, they were both gone and Jack was alone.
He'd learned a valuable lesson that night that he'd lost everything. He'd learned that no one could take from youwhat you didn't give them. No one could slice your insides up if you didn't hand them the knife. He didn't thinkthat made him bitter, just a man who learned from mistakes. And it didn't make him one of those commitment-phobic guys Rhonda was always accusing him of being.
Hell, he might get married one day. Marriage wasn't something he'd ever rule out, but it wasn't something hewas looking for either If it happened, it happened. He had a family. Billy and Rhonda and the girls were enoughfor him, but there was room in his life for someone else. He was only thirty-three. There was time.
Except Daisy. There would never be room for Daisy Monroe. Not only had she sliced up his insides, she'dstomped them into the ground. He would never allow Daisy into his life again.
No, he'd learned his lesson the first time.

Chapter Seven

Daisy shoved her tortoise-shell Vuarnet sunglasses onto the bridge of her nose and looked over at Lily, whoconcealed her eyes behind lavender Adrienne Vittadinis.
Like a cop on a stakeout, Lily backed her Ford Taurus in between a truck and a minivan and shoved the car intopark. The last strain of "Earl Had to Die" wound to a close, and the dying notes of an electric keyboard filled thespace between the two sisters. Normally, Daisy had nothing against the Dixie Chicks, in fact the had two oftheir CDs, but if Lily hit the back arrow on the car's stereo one more time, Daisy wasn't responsible for what themight do next.
"Do you see him anywhere?" Lily asked as the scanned the parking lot to a stucco apartment complex offEldorado Street. Her hand lowered from the steering wheel, hovered, then she hit the back button.
"Damn it!" Daisy swore, driven to near madness. "That's the fifth time in a row you've played that song."
Lily looked across the seat at Daisy. Her brows lowered, and frown lines creased her forehead. "You'recounting? That's warped."
"Me! I'm not the one wearing out 'Earl Had to Die' while parked outside my soon to be ex-husband'sapartment."
"It's not his apartment. He's renting a house over on Locust Grove near the hospital. It's her apartment. Kelly theskank," Lily said and returned her attention to the complex.
The Chicks started with the first verse again, and Daisy leaned over and hit the off button. The car wasblessedly silent. After leaving Showtime last night, Lily had taken a detour, passing Kelly's apartment. She'ddriven past three times like some crazed stalker before dropping Daisy off at their mother's house.
This morning she showed up bright and early to drop Pippen off so she could "find a job." Daisy took one lookat her sister's flat hair and wrinkled running sweats, and she knew something was up. She told Lily she wascoming along. She pulled on a pair of jean shorts, a black T-shirt, and shoved her feet into flip-flops as shetwisted her hair up onto the back of her head and secured it with a claw.
"How long have you been doing this?" she asked.
Lily's hands tightened on the gray steering wheel. "Awhile."
"Why?"
"I have to see them together."
"Why?" she asked again. "That's crazy."
Lily shrugged, but didn't take her gaze from the apartment complex.
"What are you going to do if you see them together? Run them down with your car?"
"Maybe."
She didn't think her sister would actually mow Ronnie down, but the fact that she was sitting here thinkingabout it was a bit worrisome. "Lily, you can't kill them."
"Maybe I'll just clip them with the bumper. Or ram Ronnie's balls so he'll be useless to his girlfriend."
"You can't ram Ronnie Darlington's balls. You'll go to jail."
"Maybe I won't get caught."
"You'll get caught The ex-wife always gets caught." She reached over and rubbed Lily's shoulder though her redjogging suit. "You have to stop doing this."
Lily shook her head as a tear slipped beneath her glasses and ran down her cheek. "Why does he get to behappy? Why does he just get to move on with his girlfriend and be happy while I feel like I have add eating ahole in my heart? He should have to feel what he's done to us, Daisy. He should suffer like Pippen and me."
"I know."
"No, you don't. No one has ever broken your heart. Steven died, he didn't run off with a woman and break yourheart."
Daisy dropped her hand to the seat. "You don't think watching Steven die broke my heart?"
Lily looked over at Daisy and brushed the tears streaming down her cheeks. "Yes, I guess. But it's different.
Steven didn't leave you because he wanted to." She sucked in a deep breath and added, "You're lucky."
"What? That's a horrible thing to say."
"I don't mean that you're lucky Steven died, just that you don't have to think about Steven having sex withanother woman. You don't have to wonder if he's kissing her and touching her and loving her."
"You're right. I have to think of him dead in the ground." She folded her arms beneath her breasts and stared ather sister. "I'm going to let that go because you're having a bad day." But she guessed she wasn't quite ready tolet it go because she couldn't keep from adding, "I know you don't mean to be an insensitive brat. That's just theway you are."
"And I'm sure you don't mean to be so selfish.
That's just the way you are."
Daisy's mouth fell open. She was sitting in her sister's car to keep Lily from doing something stupid, and shewas selfish. "Yeah right, and I want to sit here watching Ronnie's apartment because I have nothing better todo."
"Do you think I wanted to sit in Showtime last night while you stalked Jack Parrish?"
"It's not the same thing. It's important that I speak with Jack. You know that." She turned her head and lookedout the passenger-side window at an old lady in a pink housecoat walking her beagle down the sidewalk. "AndI'm not stalking him."
"I don't think he sees it that way."
No, he didn't. And after last night, she supposed he had reason to think that. Going to Showtime and crashinghis niece's birthday party might not have been one of her brightest ideas, but she was running out of time. Sheonly had a few more days, and if Jack hadn't lied to her about being out of town, she wouldn't have wasted fourof those days already. She was under the gun and felt the pressure mounting.
"Did you see how he was with Billy's little girls?" she asked. Watching him walk toward her with those twogirls clinging to him, she'd felt a surprising little pinch in her heart. "He was really good with them, and youcould see that they really love him. You can't fake something like that with kids."
"Did it make you think you should have stuck around and not married Steven?"
Daisy sank down in her seat and looked out the front. "No, but it made me realize that when I tell him aboutNathan, he's probably going to be a lot angrier with me than I'd figured. Not that! thought he wouldn't be, butthere's always been a part of me that hoped he'd understand." She took the claw out of her hair and leaned herhead back against the seat. "Jack wasn't ready for a family. He'd just lost his mother and father, he wouldn'thave been able to handle the news that I was pregnant. I did the right thing."
"But...?" Lily prompted.
"But I've never let myself wonder what kind of father he would have made." She tossed the claw onto the centerconsole. "I've never let myself think about that."
"And now you're thinking about it?"
"Yeah." Although it was probably best not to, she couldn't help but think about it.
The door to an upstairs apartment opened and Ronnie stepped out with one of his arms around a dark-hairedwoman. Daisy had only met Ronnie twice, when he and Lily visited Seattle, but Daisy recognized him. He wasgood-looking with strategically disarrayed blond hair and a gee-shucks smile that fooled some women. UnlikeLily, Daisy had never been impressed, much less fooled.
"Turn off the car," Daisy told her sister. This morning, Ronnie's Stetson shaded his face and cast a shadow onthe shoulders of his red cowboy shirt. He wore a belt buckle the size of a dessert plate and his wranglers were sotight they looked painted on.
"I'm not going to run him down."
"Turn it off Lily." They were too far away for Daisy to get a good look at Kelly's face, but even at this distance,she could see that her hair was pulled up on top of her head in a ponytail and that she had a big behind coveredin black spandex shorts.
The engine shut off and Daisy reached over and took the keys from the ignition. She grabbed Lily's arm to keepher from opening the door.
"He's not worth it, Lily."
The two moved to a white monster truck with metallic red flames blazing down the sides. Ronnie helped "Kellythe skank" up into the truck, then he fired up the Ford and the two of them took off. Anger for her sister burnedin Daisy's stomach as she watched them drive out of the parking lot. Lily covered her mouth but a high-pitchkeening leaked through her fingers. Daisy reached across the center console and pulled her sister into her armsthe best that she could.
"Lily, he's not worth your tears," she said as she smoothed her hair.
"I still love him so-ho much. Why can-can't he love me-me?" Lily cried. Daisy held her and felt her heartbreaking too. What kind of worthless man abandoned his wife and child? What kind of A-moral A-hole ranaround with another woman and emptied the family's bank account so he wouldn't have to pay for his child?
The more Daisy thought about it, the angrier she got. Somehow, Ronnie would have to pay for hurting hersister.
"Honey, have you thought of maybe getting some counseling?" she asked her sister.
"I don't want to ta-talk about it with a stranger. It's too-too humiliating." After that her sentences becameincoherent, and she mostly sounded like a distressed dolphin.
"Let me drive us home," Daisy said. Lily nodded and while Daisy ran around to the other side of the car, Lilycrawled to the passenger seat. "Do you want a Dr. Pepper?" Daisy asked as they drove out of the parking lot. "Itmight help your raw throat."
Lily wiped her nose on her sleeve and nodded. "Eee-hee," she managed.
She drove to the Minute Mart and pulled into a slot in front of the store. She pocketed the keys in case Lily gotideas, grabbed a five from her purse, and put her sunglasses on the dashboard. "I'll be right back," she told Lilyand opened the door. Once inside the store, she filled up a twenty-four-ounce cup with Dr. Pepper, sealed thetop with a lid and grabbed a straw. When Lily calmed down, she'd talk to her about her lawyer and see what hewas doing to help her.
"Good morning," the clerk said, his green uniform hung on his bony shoulders. His name tag said he was Chuckand that she should have a nice day. She doubted that was possible now.
"Morning." As Daisy handed over the five-dollar bill, a white Ford truck with red flames down the sides pulledinto a parking slot a few cars away from Lily's Taurus. She watched with a sense of impending doom as Ronnieand Kelly stepped out of the truck. "Oh no."
The passenger door of the Taurus flew open and Lily shot out of the car like a bullet. She confronted the tworight there on the sidewalk in front of the Minute Mart. Daisy could hear Lily's hysterical screaming through theglass, and she was sure the people at the gas pumps were getting a good show.
She set the straw on the counter and held up one hand, palm out. "I'll be right back." As Daisy yanked open thestore's door, Lily called Kelly a whore and a fat-ass, and Kelly swung and slapped Lily across the face. Lily'ssunglasses sailed off, and she raised her hand to retaliate. Ronnie grabbed her arm and shoved.
Lily fell and everything within Daisy narrowed, like looking in the wrong end of a telescope. Rage flowedthrough her like a toxic chemical, and she ran full steam, launching herself at her soon to be ex-brother-in-law.
Years ago, Steven and Jack had taught her how to defend herself. She'd never used those lessons before, but shehadn't forgotten. Like riding a bike. She got a shoulder into his sternum.
He grunted and grabbed her hair. He shook her but she hardly felt it as she tucked her thumb and punched himin the eye.
"Ow, you crazy bitch!"
Without thinking about it, she kneed him just below his belt buckle. She didn't think she'd hit him squarebetween the legs like she'd been aiming, but enough that the air left his lungs in a big whoosh. His fingersloosened and she stepped back. Ronnie doubled over and several long strands of Daisy's hair got tangled in hisfist.
"You ever touch my sister again," she told him between breaths, "and I'll kill you, Ronnie Darlington."
He groaned and stared at her through squinty eyes. "You can try, you stupid bitch."
Daisy didn't mind being called a crazy bitch, because sometimes it was true. But she hated being called a stupidbitch. She launched herself forward again, but someone grabbed her around the middle and pulled her back.
"You've won, buttercup."
She pushed at the arm around her stomach, but he pulled her onto her toes. "Let go. I'm going to kick his butt"
"I think it's more likely that he'd kick yours. Then I'd have to step in and knock the shit out of him for laying ahand on you. And I really don't want to do that. Buddy and I came here for a fill-up and a cup of coffee, is all.
We weren't planning on a brawl."
Daisy blinked and her peripheral vision came into focus again. She was aware of her heart pounding in herthroat as she looked over her shoulder. "Jack?"
The shadow from his beige cowboy hat cut across his face, and she watched his mouth form the words, "Goodmornin'," but he didn't sound like there was anything good about it.
She turned her attention to Lily standing with her back against the front of the store. She had a cut on the bridgeof her nose and a red palm print on her cheek. A man in a blue T-shirt stood next to her, talking to her as sheshook her head. Kelly sat on her butt on the ground, and her ponytail was pulled to one side of her head. Ronniestraightened with a grunt and felt his crotch as if to make sure everything was still there.
"I hope you can't use it for a month." Daisy spat at him, and Jack pulled her lighter against the solid wall of hischest.
Then Jack spoke to Ronnie from beside Daisy's temple. "Take your girlfriend and get out of here while the twoof you can still walk."
Ronnie opened his mouth, shut it again, then grabbed Kelly, who'd started screaming at the top of her lungs. Heshoved her inside his truck, fired the engine, and the two of them took off, monster truck tires squealing out ofthe parking lot.
"Are you okay, Lily?" she called out to her sister.
Lily nodded and took her sunglasses from the man talking to her.
"What was that about?" Jack asked. "The two of you out here spreadin' sunshine for the hell of it?" He didn't letgo, and she looked up at him again. The breeze picked up several strands of her blond hair and carried themacross the front of his dress shirt. She raised her gaze past his mouth and looked deeper into the shadow createdby the brim of his hat. His light green eyes stared back at her. Waiting.
"That's Lily's husband and his girlfriend."
He tilted his head back and the shadow slid from the middle of his nose to the deep bow of his top lip."
The adrenaline in her veins made her feel suddenly shaky, and she was glad Jack held her so tight.
"He's a rat bastard."
"So, I've heard."
Daisy wasn't surprised that Ronnie's reputation preceeded him. Lovett was a small town. "He emptied their bankaccount and won't give her any money for Pippen."
Jack slid his palm across her stomach as he dropped his arm. He took a step back, and the solid wall of his chestwas replaced with cool morning air. Her hand throbbed, her head hurt, her shoulder ached, and her knees feltwobbly. It had been a long time since she'd felt a man's strength surrounding her, supporting her, and she wouldhave liked nothing better than to melt right back into his chest and arms again. Of course, that was impossible.
"I hurt my hand."
"Let me see." He turned her to face him and cradled her hand in his warm palm. The sleeves of his bluebroadcloth shirt were rolled up his forearms, and over his breast pocket, was embroidered PARRISHAMERICAN CLASSICS, in black. "Wiggle your fingers for me," he said.
With his head bent over her hand, the brim of his hat almost touched her mouth. He smelled of soap and deanskin and his starched shirt. His thumb brushed the heel of her hand and little tingles radiated outward from herpalm over her wrist and traveled up the inside of her arm. Her adrenaline was doing funny things to her. Eitherthat or she'd pinched a nerve.
He lifted his gaze and his eyes stared into hers. For several long seconds he just looked at her. She'd forgottenthat when you looked real close into Jack's eyes, you could see darker green flecks. She remembered now.
"I don't think it's broke, but you probably should get an X-ray." He dropped her hand.
She made a slow fist and winched. "How do you know it's not broken?"
"When I broke my hand, it swelled up almost immediately."
"How did you break your hand?"
"Fighting."
"With Steven?"
"No. At a roadhouse bar in Macon."
Macon? What had he been doing in Macon? In the last fifteen years, he'd had a whole life she knew nothingabout. She was curious about it, but she doubted he'd tell her much if she were to ask.
The clerk from inside the store moved toward Daisy and she turned to him as he handed her her sunglasses.
"Thanks, Chuck," she said and slid them on her face. He gave her the change and she took the Dr. Pepper withher good hand.
"Should I call the police?" he wanted to know. "I saw them hit the other blond woman first."
A police report might help in Lily's divorce, but Lily wasn't completely innocent. There was the little matter ofLily's stalking. She didn't know if Ronnie knew about that, but he might. "No. That's okay."
"If you change your mind, let me know," Chuck offered and headed back inside.
Daisy turned her attention to Lily and the man talking to her. "Is he with you?" she asked Jack.
"Yeah. That's Buddy Calhoun."
"Older or younger than Jimmy?"
"A year younger."
Daisy didn't remember much about Buddy beyond having the bad teeth and flaming red hair of all the Calhouns.
She glanced around at the people in the parking lot and at the gas pumps at the far end. The ramifications ofwhat she'd done that morning began to sink in. "I can't believe I fought in public." She raised the cool Dr.
Pepper to her cheek. "I never even swear in public."
"If it's any consolation, I don't think you swore." No, it wasn't much comfort, especially when he added, "Butyour sister has a mouth like a trucker. We heard her clear over at the gas pumps."
Daisy didn't live in Lovett anymore, but her mother did. Her mother would be mortified. Daisy and Lily wouldprobably be the latest topic at her single's dance. "Do you think very many people noticed us?"
"Daisy, you're standing at the intersection of Canyon and Vine. In case you've forgotten, it's about the busiestintersection in the city."
"So people are going to know that I socked Ronnie Darlington in the eye." She removed the cool cup from hercheek. Good lord, could things be any worse?
Evidently. "Yep, and that you kneed his balls."
"You saw that?"
"Yeah. Remind me not to piss you off." He glanced over her head. "Ready, Buddy?"
Buddy Calhoun turned and flashed Jack a straight white smile. So much for Buddy having the Calhoun badteeth. His hair was a dark red too, riot carrot like the others. He was better-looking too. "Be right there, J. P.," hedrawled.
J. P.?
"Try to stay out of trouble," Jack said to her as he tuned to go. "Next time someone might not be around to saveyou from doing something stupid, like going after a man who weighs twice what you do."
She put her bad hand on his arm to stop him. He was right. "Thanks, Jack. If you hadn't stepped in, somethingreally bad could have happened." She shook her head. Maybe he didn't hate her as much as he wanted her tothink. "When I saw him shove my sister... I don't even remember how it happened, but I just lost my mind andwent after him."
"Don't make too much of it, Daisy." So much for feeling special. "You could have been anyone." His gazedropped to her hand on his aim.
"Since I'm not just anyone, you should let me thank you properly," she offered in the hopes that perhaps theycould now relate to each other on friendlier terms, and she could talk to him about Nathan.
One corner of his mouth slid up as his gaze moved to her breasts, up her chin, to her mouth. He wasn't fooled byher offer and was purposely trying to annoy her. "What did you have in mind?"
"Not what you have in mind."
From within the shadow of his hat, he finally looked into her eyes. "What then?"
"Lunch."
"Not interested."
"No, ma'am." He stepped off the curb and said over his shoulder, "Come on, Buddy."
Daisy watched him move across the parking lot to a classic black Mustang parked at one of the gas pumps. Tworazor-sharp creases ran down the back of his shirt and were tucked into the waistband of his Levi's. He wasn'twearing a belt, and his wallet made a bulge in his back pocket. Buddy followed and Daisy turned to her sister.
The red welt on Lily's cheek had started to fade.
"Are you okay?" Daisy asked as Lily moved toward her.
"I'm okay." She reached for the Dr. Pepper and took a long drink. "I think I'm going crazy."
Really? "Maybe a little."
The two of them moved to Lily's Taurus and got inside. Lily spoke as she buckled her seat belt. "I'm sorry aboutwhat I said about Steven. You're right. I was being an insensitive bitch."
"I think I said you were a brat."
"I know you did. Let's go home."
Daisy started the car. "How long do you think it will take for Mom to find out?"
"Not long," Lily sighed. "She'll probably try to ground us."
Through the rearview mirror, she watched Jack's Mustang pull out of the parking lot.
"Daisy?"
"Yeah?"
"Thanks. You were really something going after Ronnie like that."
"Don't thank me, just promise you'll stop stalking him and Kelly the skank."
"Okay." She took a drink of her cup. "Did you see her butt, though?"
"It was huge."
"And flabby."
"Yeah, and you're a lot cuter and have better hair."
Lily smiled. "And breath."
Daisy chuckled. "Yeah."
When they got back to their mother's house, Lily grabbed Pippen and lay down on the couch with him. Sheturned on a Blue's Clues video and nestled her nose in his little mullet. "Love you, Pippy," she said. Withouttaking his eyes from the television, he raised his face and kissed his mother's chin.
"Did you get the job?" Louella asked from the kitchen, where she was baking cookies and filling the house withthe smell of peanut butter.
"They said they'd call," Lily answered, hiding her smile behind her son's head.
"Chicken," Daisy whispered.
Lily was a mess, no doubt about it. Daisy had three days before she needed to return to her life in Seattle.
Nathan's last day of school was today, and she needed to call him and ask how it went.
She had a lot to do. She had three days to help straighten out her sister's life, give Steven's letter to Jack and tellhim he had a son. Then she could return home and get on with her life. She and Nathan could lie around on abeach somewhere, soaking up rays. She'd drink pina coladas while he watched girls in bikinis. Heaven for bothof them.
But right now, all she wanted was to take a shower, put ice on her hand, and take a nap. Her adrenaline spent,she was tired and achy, but if not for Jack, she was positive she would be feeling a lot more achy right aboutnow. Going after Ronnie like that hadn't been real smart, but she hadn't thought at all. She'd just reacted to himpushing Lily to the ground.
I think it's more likely that he'd kick yours. Then I'd have to step in and knock the shit out of him for laying ahand on you, Jack had said. He'd also said he would have come to the rescue of any woman. He'd told her not tomake too much out of it.
But now as she thought back with a clearer head, she doubted he would have held just any woman a little bitlonger than was absolutely necessary. Not like he'd held her, tight against his hard chest. And she really doubtedhe would have brushed just any woman's hand with his thumb. She also doubted he'd even known he was doingit.
She'd been so focused on everything else around her, she hadn't realized that Jack's touch had been a little morepersonal, lingered a second longer than just a Good Samaritan helping out any ol' woman.
She realized it now, and just the memory of his touch made her catch her breath. Her mother called out to her asshe moved up the stairs to her bedroom. "Okay," she called back, then shut the door behind her. She leanedagainst it as a hot little tug pulled at her abdomen and between her thighs. The warmth of it spread across herflesh and her breasts grew heavy with it. She hadn't felt anything like this in a long time, but she knew what itwas. Lust. Pent up sexual desire. Years of it pulling at her.
She closed her eyes. Maybe she'd imagined Jack's touch. Maybe it was all in her head, but she hadn't imaginedhow good it was to feel a solid healthy man again. So good to feel protected. So good to feel his chest againsther back and his arm around her waist. God help her, she missed that feeling. Missed it so much that she'dwanted to melt into Jack. She wondered what he'd have done if she'd turned and kissed the side of his neck. Runher tongue up his throat and her hands all over the muscles of his chest. Naked, like he'd been in his kitchen thatfirst night. Half naked with his jeans hanging low on his hips so she could slide her palms over his flat abdomenand sink to her knees as she pressed her face into his button fly.
Daisy's lids flew open. Jack was the last man on the planet she should be fantasizing about licking and touching.
The last man on the plant who should make her think of sex.
It's been a long time, is all, she told herself as she pushed away from the door. She opened a drawer and pulledout a pair of bikini panties and her bra. She was thirty-three, and before Steven's illness, they'd had a very activesex life. Daisy liked sex and she missed it. She supposed it had only been a matter of time before her desire forintimacy returned. It was just too bad it had returned right now. Today. And it was really too bad Jack had beenthe trigger.
For so many obvious reasons, sex between her and Jack was out of the question.
Daisy walked from her room to the bathroom down the hail. But sex between her and someone other than Jackmight be a possibility. She'd only been with two different men her whole life, maybe it was time to experiment.
She had two and a half days now before she returned to Seattle. Maybe it was time to live it up before shereturned home and was a mom again. Maybe she should add "get laid" to her to-do list.
A little stab of guilt poked her conscience. Steven was dead, so why did it feel like she was contemplatingcheating on her husband? She didn't know, but there it was. Right in front of her, and she knew that her guiltwould probably keep her from actually doing it with anyone.
Too bad, because she probably would have liked some no-strings-attached sex. The kind where you just grabsomeone, do it, and never see them again.
She turned on the bathtub and held her hand under the running water. But maybe if she just did it, she wouldn'tfeel guilty anymore. Maybe it was like losing her virginity all over again. The first time was the most difficult.
After that, it got a whole lot easier. A whole lot funner, too.
Of course she didn't have a candidate. Maybe she should pick up some guy at a bat Someone who looked likeHugh Jackman or that one guy in the Diet Coke commercial. No, those men reminded her too much of Jack.
She should pick someone totally different. Someone like Viggo Mortensen or Brad Pitt. No, MatthewMcConaughey.
Oh yeah.
But it would never be Jack. Never. That would be really really bad.
Or, a little voice inside her head whispered, it would be really, really good. As she dropped her shorts andpulled her T-shirt over her head, she was afraid that if she wasn't careful, the little voice in her head was goingto get her into big, big trouble.

Chapter Eight

Most weekend nights, Slim Gem's packed 'em in from as far away as Amarillo and Dalhart. The live bandplayed country, loud country, with an occasional southern-rock oldy thrown in. The big dance floors werealways crowded, and the mechanical bulls were always running & taking on all corners with a pocket full ofcash. Three different bars poured a continuous stream of icy beer, straight shots, or fruity drinks with paperumbrellas.
All manner of stuffed mammals and reptiles peered through glass eyes from built-in platforms high on thewalls. If the Road Kill Bar was a taxidermist's dream, Slim Gem's was his wet dream. Although why anyonewould proudly display a hog-nosed skunk was anyone's guess.
Within the dim bat Wranglers, Rockies and Lees ruled. Worn fight and in every imaginable color by womenstuffed into fringed cowgirl blouses with horses appliqued on the back. T-shirts with conches and feathers, thebottoms shredded to look like fringe, were also a big favorite as well as prairie skirts with big ruffles or jacarddresses with sweetheart collars. Hair ranged from Texas big, teased and sprayed within an inch of its life - hathead - or hair so long and straight it hung to the waist or the backs of the knees.
The men preferred Wranglers or Levi's in blue or black, some so tight a person had to wonder where they'dpacked their goods. While there were men who wore starched cowboy shirts with racing flames or Americanflags on them, T-shirts were the hands-down favorite. Most advertised beer and John Deere tractors, whileothers had a different message. The ubiquitous "Don't mess with Texas" was out in full force, while "Yeah, I'mdrunk, but you're still ugly," competed with the ever hopeful "Let's get Nekid."
Cowboy boots kept time with the band, and belt buckles big enough to be considered lethal weapons flashedbeneath the dance floor's multicolored lights.
Daisy had never been inside Slim Clem's. When she'd lived in Lovett before, she'd been too young. But she'dheard about it. Everybody had heard about it, and she figured it was about time she experienced it for herself.
That Friday afternoon, Lily got a job at the deli counter in Albertsons, and the two of them decided to celebrateat Slim's. Daisy hadn't really brought anything to wear to a honky-tonk, but in the back of her closet, she dugout her old cowboy boots. She shoved her feet into them, and while a little light, they still fit. Her junior year inhigh school, she'd saved for several months to buy the red boots with the white heart inserts. Lucky for her,cowboy boots were never out of style in Texas.
In the box with her yearbooks, she pulled out her daddy's belt with the big silver buckle he'd won at the Top '0Texas rodeo a few short months before a bull had stomped and killed him.
She put on her white cotton tank dress that closed down her breasts with eight little snaps, and she wrapped herdaddy's rodeo belt around her hips. The name Rowdy was tooled into the brown leather in back. The buckle washeavy and hung down a little, but she thought she looked ready for a cowboy bar.
She rolled her hair on big curlers and stuck big hoops in her ears. She outlined her eyes with black liner, put onher shiniest red lipstick, and decided that she looked cowgirl chic.
Lily dressed for the bar in light jeans and a pink blouse she tied just below her breasts so that her navel ringshowed. Her makeup was heavier than Daisy's; and when she kissed Pippen goodbye on her mother's porch, sheleft big pink lip prints on his cheek.
On the way to Slim Clem's, Lily laughed and joked and seemed ready to get on with her life. Daisy was readytoo. Tomorrow she was going to tell Jack about Nathan, and this time nothing would stop her. Not her own fear,not a kid's birthday party, and not even a half-naked woman in his house. She was leaving Sunday afternoon,and she had to tell him tomorrow. There was no other choice.
It was after nine when they walked into the bar.
The band was singing Brooks and Dunn's "My Maria" as they paid their five-dollar cover charge. While theband hit the high notes of the song, Daisy and Lily made their way through the crowd to the closest bar andordered two Lone Stars from the tap. Daisy paid for the first round, and the two of them lucked out and found atable near the dance floor. They sat in chairs next to each other and theft conversation turned to a critique of thepeople around them.
"Get a load of that guy over there in the beige cowboy shirt and hat," Lily said next to Daisy's ear.
Since that described quite a few of the men in the bar, she had to point with her glass. "He's got on jeans sotight, he must have been poured in 'em wet."
The cowboy in question was tall and lean and looked tough and hard enough to wrestle steers. "Wrangler buttsdrive us nuts," Daisy recited through a smile and raised her beer to her lips.
"Yes, they do," Lily agreed. Daisy couldn't recall the last time she'd been out with the girls; she'd forgotten howmuch she missed it. How much she needed to relax and laugh. Most of all, she was pleasantly surprised at howmuch she enjoyed being with her sister. The two of them laughed and scored the parade of male butts two-stepping and boot-scooting across the floor in front of them. Lily pointed to a guy in a pair of Roper's, andDaisy bent her head to one side. She had to admit, it took a very nice butt to took good in Roper's. Daisy gavehim an eight, Lily a ten, they compromised on a nine.
"Did you see Ralph Fiennes's naked ass in Red Dragon?" Lily asked.
Daisy shook her head. "I don't really like to watch scary movies now that I live alone."
"Well, fast forward over the scary parts. You have to rent the video just to see Ralph's ass. He is definitely fine."
Daisy took a drink from her beer. "I saw him inMaid in Manhattan. The movie sucked, but he looked good."
"There's a minus six," Lily said as she pointed her glass at a man in a pair of denim bib overalls and a tank top.
"The movie sucked because of J. Lo. They should have cast someone else." Lily smiled. "Like me."
Daisy felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to look up past a T-shirt that said HOLD MY BEER WHILE IKISS YOUR GIRLFRIEND and into the face of Tucker Gooch. She'd graduated high school with Tucker.
His mother, Luda Mae, had taught Home Ec at Lovett high. Tucker had often been sent to her room to sit outhis punishment for some misdeed, like getting caught making out in the girls' bathroom.
Daisy stood, and from what she could see of him now, his dark hair was quite thin on top, but his eyes stillshined with mischief and his mouth was curved into an irresistible smile.
"Hello, Tucker. How are you?"
He gave her a big hug. "I'm good." He held her a little fight, but his hands didn't roam down her back to herbehind like they used to. "Come dance with me," he said.
She looked at Lily. "Do you mind?"
Lily shook her head, and Daisy followed Tucker out onto the dance floor. The band struck up Toby Keith's,"Who's Your Daddy?" and Tucker lead her in the two-step. Before his illness, she and Steven had danced in afew dubs around Seattle. For several beats of the drum and slides of the steel guitar, she was afraid she'dforgotten how to dance. But dancing to country was in her blood, and she took to it again quicker than a chickenon a Cheeto. As Tucker spun her and moved with her across the floor, she felt another part of herself slide intoplace. The part of her that could relax and laugh and have fun.
At least for tonight.
Jack grabbed his beer from the bar then raised the bottle of Pearl to his lips. Over the bottom of the bottle, hisgaze came to rest on the dance floor across the bar and the flash of white. He'd noticed Daisy the second she andLily walked in the door. Not that he'd been looking, but those two women were hard to miss. They didn't quitefit in at Slim Clem's. Like two eclairs in a meat-and-potatoes crowd, and Jack was certain there were more thana few men in the bar thinking about eating dessert before dinner.
He lowered the bottle and shoved his free hand up to his knuckles in the front pocket of his Levi's.
He returned his gaze to Gina Brown, who stood in front of him talking about the mechanical bulls in back.
Apparently, since she was here so much, Slim's had offered her a job giving riding lessons on the weekends.
"The gal I taught this afternoon was about sixty-five," she said. "I put her up on Thunder and..."
Jack didn't give a rat's about Thunder. What he wanted to know was if his "worst nightmare" had known hewould be here. He wouldn't put it past her, but if she thought he was going to get all chatty with her, she wasdoomed to disappointment. Usually, Jack preferred bars that were a little less crowded than Slim's, but it wasBuddy Calhoun's last night in town, and Buddy had talked him into coming to the bar. At the moment Buddywas taking his chances with one of the bulls in the back room. Personally, Jack didn't understand the appeal ofgetting thrown from a machine into a bunch of thick pads on the floor. He'd always figured that if you wanted toride a bull, you should climb up onto a real one and take your chances.
I swear, I about died. You would have laughed your behind off, if you'd been there," Gina said.
Jack, having missed the joke, smiled. "You're probably right."
"What's Buddy doing in town?" Gina asked.
"He's here on business." He settled his weight on one foot, one hip slightly higher than the other, andhis gaze returned to Daisy and Tucker Gooch on the dance floor. The smooth glide of theft steps kept perfecttime to Toby's song about a sugar daddy and his young thing. Jack had always disliked Tucker. Tucker was thekind of guy who bragged about how often he had sex and who he was getting it from. As far as Jack wasconcerned, a guy who was getting plenty didn't have to talk about it.
"Working for you?"
"Yep." From Jack's position across the bar, all he could really see of Daisy was a flash of her shiny hair and aglimpse of that white dress of hers. He didn't need to have a front-row seat to know what she was wearing, thepicture of her walking through the door of Slim's in that dress was imbedded in his brain.
A cowboy in a ten-gallon hat moved in his line of vision, and he couldn't see anything at all.
"Damn," Buddy said as he came to stand beside Jack, "I almost lasted two minutes that last time, but I camedown on my left nut and couldn't get upright for a few."
"Were you up on Twister?" Gina wanted to know. "Twister set on high is a real wild ride."
"It was the one closest to the door." Buddy took a drink of his beer then said, "You should give it a go, Jack."
Buddy was, a real nice guy, but sometimes Jack wondered if he wasn't a couple sandwiches shy of a picnic. "Asa general rule, I avoid anything that's gonna smash my left nut."
"Yeah." He shook his head and looked out over the crowd.
Gina laughed. "I'm going in the back. Are you going to be here for a while?" she asked Jack.
"I'm not sure."
She placed a hand on the front of his denim shirt and raised up onto her toes. "Well, don't leave without sayinggoodbye," she said against his mouth. She kissed him, her lips lingering just long enough to let him know shewas interested in leaving with hint "Don't forget."
"Are you and Gina seeing each other?" Buddy asked as she walked away.
"Sometimes." Jack didn't know if he was all that interested in having her leave with him. Two weekends in arow tended to give her ideas.
"Look who's sitting at that table over there all by her lonesome, Lily Brooks. I thought about giving her a callyesterday, but I don't know her married name."
Jack glanced at Daisy's sister sitting by herself. "Why would you give Lily a call?"
"To see how she was doing, after that fight at the Minute Mart, and all. I figure, since she's going through adivorce, she might need someone to talk to."
Jack raised the Pearl to his lips, "You want to talk to Lily Brooks about her divorce?" Right.
Buddy grinned. "Those Brooks girls are nice looking and built too."
Jack took a long drink then sucked a drop of beer from his top lip. Buddy would get no argument from him. Ifhe hadn't already seen for himself that Daisy was as hot as ever, that outfit she was wearing tonight would havesettled the issue. Even from across the bar, he could see that her dress was so tight, it looked like she'd taken aspray gun and painted herself.
Buddy set his beer on the bar. "I'm going to ask Lily to dance before someone beats me to it."
Jack watched him weave his way through the crowd and wondered if life wouldn't be easier if he could be morelike Buddy Calhoun. Nothing seemed to bother him much, not even racking himself on a mechanical bull.
Maybe there'd been a time when Jack had been like that, more laid-back, but it had been so long ago, he'dforgotten.
He took his hand from his pocket, and his gaze slid to the dance floor and the flash of white. Asrnile lifted thecorners of his mouth; and he wondered how Lily and Daisy felt today about their public brawl in front of theMinute Mart. Jack had seen women fight each other, but he'd never seen a woman take on a man. Especially aman that had to outweight her by a good hundred or so pounds.
Jack turned and placed his forearms on the bar.
The morning of the fight, he'd just been standing there at the Minute Mart, minding his own business, leaningagainst his Mustang while it filled with fuel, when he heard yelling. He'd glanced across the parking lot andrecognized Lily. She was swearing like a truck driver, and when the man she was yelling at shoved her, Jackheaded in her direction. About halfway there, the store's door flew open and Daisy charged Ronnie like adefensive linebacker, ramming him with her shoulder. She was a streak of black T-shirt and blond hair, and asJack picked up his pace toward her, she curled up her fist, socked Ronnie in the eye, then kneed him.
Jack grabbed her from behind to keep her from getting hurt, but he hadn't expected the confusing mix of angerand protectiveness that had slammed into his chest. Growing up, Daisy had been a walking contradiction, bothafraid and fierce at the same time. And just as he had while growing up, he'd wanted to shake her and hold her,to yell at her even as he wanted to smooth her hair.
But he had held her, he reminded himself. He'd held her with her back pressed to him, her butt smashed againstthe front of his fly. He'd touched her and he'd smelled her hair and the scent of her skin.
He raised his gaze past the beer spigots to the animated Budweiser sign. Red neon tubes outlined DaleEamhardt Jr.'s NASCAR. The tires spun on the legendary number eight, as if junior was doing one-eighty onthe straightaways at the Texas Motor Speedway.
Daisy had been gone fifteen years, but one thing had not changed over all that time. No matter how much hehated to admit it, he wanted her. Still. Now. After all this time. After everything she'd done.
It didn't make sense, but he couldn't deny the proof. Just a glimpse of her in that dress tightened his scrotum andgave him a semi, right there in Slim Clem's. He wanted her with the same mindless craving he'd had when he'dbeen eighteen. A hot ache that remembered the taste of her mouth and wanted to get reacquainted with the softcurves of her body. But he was no longer eighteen. He had more control, and getting hard didn't mean he had todo a damn thing about it.
Nope, he was going to stand right there and watch the Bud sign behind the bar. That was all. He was going tofinish his beer then go home. If Buddy didn't want to leave, he could catch a ride with someone else.
As the band struck up Kenny Chesney's "No Problem," Buddy and Lily joined Jack at the bar. Just as he turnedto tell Buddy he was leaving in a few, his gaze landed on Daisy and Tucker walking toward him. The closer shegot, the more he wished she'd just stayed the hell across the room. She wore some sort of dark smudged stuffaround her eyes, her lips were a dark red, and her hair was big and curled and wild, like she'd just got laid. Shelooked a little smutty, which normally was his favorite, but not tonight. Not on her.
"Hey there, Jack." Tucker offered his hand. "How's it goin'?"
Jack shook it, then raised his beer to his mouth. "I can't really complain," he said just before he took a drink.
"How's your hand?" he asked Daisy.
She made a slow fist. "It's better than it was yesterday," she said.
"I heard about you and Lily getting into a fight with Ronnie Darlington and Kelly Newman," Tucker told her.
"Ronnie's a rat bastard and Kelly's a skank," Lily said.
"Where did you hear about it?" Daisy wanted to know.
"Fuzzy Wallace was driving by on Vine and saw you two."
Daisy closed her eyes and swore.
Jack's gaze slid from her face, and he got a good look at that white dress. He could see the outline of her bra,and she must have been tan all over, because he could see the straps and the smooth edges cupping her breastsand pushing them up. His gaze slid over the little row of snaps closing the dress over herbreasts, down her flat abdomen to the belt around her waist and that big silver buckle suspended right above hergoodie box. The bottom of her dress hit her just about mid thighs, and when he glanced at her feet, he aboutchoked. She was wearing red boots with white hearts. He remembered those boots. She used to wear them allthe time. There'd been several times when he'd made love to her while she'd been wearing those boots. Usuallywhen she wore a skirt, or a dress like she was wearing tonight, he'd just slip her panties off and not bother withthe boots.
"If you have any more trouble, give me a call," Tucker offered, and Jack looked up as Tucker slipped his armaround her shoulders.
"Okay, I'll remember that," she said. She stepped forward and grabbed Jack's hand. "Jack promised he'd dancewith me." She looked up at him with pleading eyes. "Didn't you?"
"Did I?"
"Yes."
He figured he had two options. He could leave her to Tucker or dance with her. He set his beer on the bar andslid his hand up her wrist to her elbow. "I guess I have a bad memory" he said. He took her arm and led heracross the room.
The band broke into a slow smoky rendition of the Georgia Satellite's "Keep Your Hands to Yourself." Jackstopped in the middle of the dance floor and placed Daisy's palm against his. He placed his other hand on herwaist and moved with her to the beat of the music. Through her thin dress, he felt the warmth of her skin. "Yougoing home with Coach?"
"He asked me." She set her hand lightly on his shoulder. "But no."
Her answer pleased him more than it should have, and he didn't like that one bit.
"I don't know where he got the idea that I'd actually consider it."
They moved past the stage and pink light shined in her hair, slid over her smooth forehead and cheeks, anddipped between her softly parted lips. "Maybe because your dress is so tight."
"It's not that tight."
He spun her then pulled her closer without missing a step. An inch of empty space separated her breasts fromhis chest, and he told himself that he held her there so he could hear her better. He brushed his thumb across thesoft material of her dress and said just above her ear, "It's so fight, I can see the outline of your bra."
"Why are you staring at my bra, Jack?"
"Bored I guess."
"Uh-huh." She pulled far enough back to look up into his face. "You're trying to imagine what I look likenaked."
He smiled as the band sang true love and sin.
"Buttercup, I know what you look like naked."
Within the dark shadows of the dance floor, she blushed. A pink flush that rose up her throat to her cheeks.
"Funny, I don't remember what you look like naked." Her eyes stared into his for less than a second before hergaze slid away and she focused on something beyond his shoulder.
She'd always been a bad liar. He didn't remember it ever bothering him before. For some reason, it did now.
"Did you know I was going to be here?" he asked her.
She returned her gaze to his. "No," she answered and he didn't know if he believed her. "Are you going to behome tomorrow?"
"Why?"
"Because I'm coming over."
He stared down into her face, with her sexy-as-hell eye makeup and full lips. "I don't remember inviting you."
"You just said you have a bad memory."
"Perhaps for some things. Other things I'm real clear about. Like I remember those boots."
She smiled and her hand slid to the back of his shoulder. "I know," she said. "I can't believe they still fit.
Remember when I used to wear them with my purple Wranglers?"
Purple Wranglers? He spun her a few times and hoped she got dizzy. While he'd been thinking about her braand couldn't get rid of the memory of those boots up around his ears, all she could think about was shit he didn'tcare about and didn't want to discuss.
He brought her back close to his chest and she said, "And remember the hot-pink prairie skirt? Lord what afashion nightmare."
Prairie Skirt? What the hell? Just for that, he should spin her until she puked. She was talking about stupid shiton purpose, just to make him insane. As if she wasn't thinking of hot sweaty sex, too. As if the sexual desirebetween them was all in his own head, when he knew, he just knew she had to feel it too. "Ah yes, the hot-pinkprairie skirt," he said even though he wasn't even sure what a prairie skirt was. He brought her so close, herbreasts brushed his chest, then he said, "I remember how it looked shoved up around your waist."
Her steps faltered as she pulled back and looked up at him. She licked the corners of her mouth. "I don't want totalk about sex."
Usually, he didn't either. Usually he was more of a doer than a talker. "Too bad." He slid his hand from herwaist to the small of her back. "You want to talk to me, I get to pick the subject."
"There are more important things in life than sex."
He supposed that was true, but at the moment he couldn't think of anything. "Name one."
"Friendship."
"Right," he scoffed. "Spoken just like a girl."
"No, spoken like an adult."
Now she was really pissing him off. Until she'd blown back into town, he'd moved on with his life. He'd takenon a big dose of adulthood at an early age. He'd finished raising his brother and had single-handedly rescued thebusiness after his father's death. Now, here she was, in her red boots and white dress, digging it all up again.
"Sex was a big part of our past, Daisy, but you don't seem to want to talk about that."
"It wasn't that big a part, Jack."
"Bullshit."
The song ended and she stepped back from him. "Maybe for you. But it wasn't that big a part for me," she said,then turned on the heels of those red boots and walked away.
* * *
Daisy tucked her chin and headed for the lady's room. Once inside, she wet a paper towel and pressed it to hercheeks. Her heart pounded in her throat and she looked at herself in the long mirror above the sink. Her eyesshined a hale too bright. Her face was a little too flushed. Her skin was ultra sensitive, every cell responding toJack's touch. He'd pulled her hard against him, and it had felt so good to feel the wall of his chest pressedagainst her breasts. It was a dang good thing she was leaving soon, because Jack reminded her of things betterleft forgotten. Like just how long it had been since she'd been with a man, and what it was like to feel the rawache of lust, hot and vital, tugging at her breasts and between her thighs. And it wasn't just his talking about sex,it was him. It was the touch of his hands, his thumb brushing her waist, the deep timbre of his voice in her ear,and the smell of his skin. She was afraid if the song hadn't ended when it did, she would have combusted rightthere in the middle of the dance floor.
A woman in a T-shirt with black fringe joined her at the sink and she scooted over to make room. "It's really hotout there," she said as a way to explain her flushed cheeks.
"A little."
Daisy tossed the paper towels in the trash and opened the door.
Jack stood with one shoulder against the opposite wall, and when he saw her he straightened. "When are yougoing home, Daisy?" he asked and stepped in front of her.
She looked beyond his left shoulder toward the crowded bar. "When Lily is ready to leave."
There was a hard edge to his voice when he clarified, "When are you going home to Seattle?"
His lids were lowered over his green eyes as he looked down at her. She took a few steps backward so shewouldn't have to strain her neck looking up. "Sunday."
He followed. "Day after tomorrow, then?"
"Yes."
"Good."
"That's why we have to talk tomorrow." She took another step back.
Again he followed. "Because you want to be friends and chat about the past."
"Among other things." Her shoulders hit the back door and he reached beside her right hip and turned the knob.
The door opened and he forced her outside. The warm breeze touched her face and neck and picked up the endsof her hair. He let go of the door and it slammed shut behind them.
The light above the door shined through his hair and lit up his green eyes and his knowing smile. "You don'twant to talk any more than I do."
"Yes, I do."
She moved away from him and somehow ended up pressed against the wood shingle siding of Slim's. Theystood within the deep shadows of the building and a big blue Dumpster. Thank goodness the bar didn't servefood, and the only smell coming from the closed Dumpster was stale beer and dust.
Jack planted one hand on the building beside her head, trapping her between him and the Dumpster.
"You always were a bad liar." He lowered his mouth to hers and said just above a whisper, "You can deny it allnight, but I know what you want, Daisy."
She put her hands on his chest to stop him and instantly knew it was a mistake. Through the soft denim of hisshirt and the hard muscles of his chest, she could feel the strong beating of his heart. It warmed her palms andspiked her blood pressure at her wrists. She turned her face to the side so she could breathe, but she couldn'tquite bring herself to lower her hands. Not just yet." I don't think you do."
He placed his fingers on her jaw and gently turned her face back to him. "You want me to take you home, ortake you to the backseat of my car, or take you right here against this wall." His lips touched hers, and herbreath caught in her throat. "Just like old times."
Her finger curled into his shirt and she held on.
Oh, yes. She wanted that very much, but she wanted chocolate cake every day too. 'That would be bad, Jack."
"No, Daisy. That would be good."
For one brief second, it occurred to her that she'd had the same thought not long ago. Then his lips brushed hersand she shuddered. She couldn't help it. Neither could she seem to help what followed. Her palms slid up hischest, over his shoulder, then back down to his flat stomach and the waistband of his jeans. His face was soclose, his nose touched hers. She couldn't see his eyes dearly, but she could feel his hot gaze on her. Then hekissed her. A gentle press of his lips that she felt in the backs of her knees and the soles of her feet. She openedher mouth beneath his and his tongue touched hers, warm and wet and that's all it took to trip her senses intooverload. Heat and need and greed rushed through her, too much, too fast, and she couldn't stop it. All she coulddo was hold on.
His pectoral muscles bunched as she slid her hands back up his chest to his shoulders. He fed her passionateopen-mouthed kisses, and she devoured them, kissing him back. Undiluted lust twisted her stomach into knotsand burned her up inside, urging her to touch as much of him as possible. To eat him up and worry about itlater. He tasted so good. Like a warm healthy man. The kiss turned wild as she moved her hands over hisshoulders and back, ran her fingers through his cool hair, and unfastened the pearl buttons on the front of hisshirt.
He pulled back and looked into her face, his breathing hard and fast as if he'd just jogged five miles. "Daisy," hewhispered and buried his face in the side of her neck. A deep moan vibrated his chest, and he slid his openmouth to the side of her throat. His hand slipped to her waist then over her belt around her hips. His fingerspulled up the bottom of her dress. His bare hand touched the top of her thigh, and slid to her behind, cuppingher through the thin layer of her silk panties.
"Someone might see us," she warned, her voice a thin, lame protest.
He pulled her to her toes and his voice was a husky rasp when he asked, "Would you care?"
She guessed not because she pulled the front of his shirt wide and placed her palms on his flat stomach. His skinwas hot to the touch and slightly damp, a toxic sheen of desire and testosterone that seeped through herfingertips, traveled up her arms and went straight to her head. His warm wet mouth sucked the hollow of herthroat and her eyes drifted shut. It had been so long since she'd felt the push and pull of sex. The feverish rushand carnal ache. She felt it now, tugging her under until everything else was a blur.
He coaxed her leg around his waist, and the hard ridge of his erection pressed into her crotch, through the layersof his clothes and her thin panties. He grabbed her other thigh and lifted her up the wall until both her legswrapped around his waist. Until his heated gaze met hers, then he shoved his pelvis against her.
"It's been so long," she moaned.
With his free hand, he popped the snaps down the front of her dress. His gaze held hers as he asked, "Howlong?" The backs of his fingers touched the swells of her breasts, the satin of her bra, and her cleavage. Thebodice of her dress fell open and he lowered his gaze to her demi bra. Without looking up, he asked again,"How long has it been for you, Daisy?"
Every sensation in her body seemed to radiate outward from where their bodies touched. She ran her handsacross his naked chest and combed her fingers through the short dark hair. "What?"
"How long has it been since you've had sex?"
She hadn't meant to make that particular confession out loud. "Awhile."
He pushed his palm flat against her breast. "How long's awhile?"
It was too late to take it back now. "Two years."
His fingers pressed into her flesh that rose above her bra. "We can't take this any further right here."
She moaned low in her throat and squeezed her thighs tighter. His knees buckled and he planted his hands onthe side of the building by her head to keep them from falling. He moved his feet farther apart and brought hiserection hard against her.
"I don't have a condom on me or in my car." He kissed her forehead. "Come home with me, Daisy."
It had been so long since she'd had to worry about condoms. Not since before she and Steven had tried to haveanother child and discovered that he couldn't. A long time since she'd had to worry about pregnancy or anythingelse. Over fifteen years since she'd been with anyone but Steven. With the last rational part of her brain, sheknew she couldn't do this. Not with Jack. Not here. Not at his house. Not anywhere. "I can't do this with you,"
she said before she made the second biggest mistake of her life.
He kissed the side of her neck. "Sure you can."
"No, Jack." She lowered her feet to the ground and dropped her hands to her sides. "I'm not going to have sexwith you."
He took a step back into the gold pool of light from the building and ran his fingers through the sides of his hair.
He closed his eyes and pulled air deep into his lungs. "God damn you, Daisy," he said, his voice a rasp of lustand anger. "You're still as big a tease as you ever were."
"I didn't come here to tease you or have sex with you." His naked chest was too dose, and the light from thebuilding shined across his moist skin. She pressed her palms against the building behind her and fought the urgeto reach out and touch him. To push her face to his chest and lick him like a Dreamsicle. She raised her gaze tohis face. "I told you why I'm here."
He looked at her, his green eyes glittered with frustration. "You still think we can talk?"
"No, not tonight."
"That's what I thought," he said as he wiped her red lipstick from the corner of his mouth.
"Tomorrow."
He laughed without humor. "Daisy, if you show up at my house tomorrow, I'm going to give you what youreally want," he said evenly as he buttoned his shirt. "Guaran-Goddamn-teed."
She frowned and didn't have to ask what he was talking about.
He told her anyway. "I'm going to fuck you till you faint," he said, then he turned and walked away.
She watched him leave, his broad shoulders disappearing as he moved down the side of the building toward thefront. Within seconds, darkness swallowed him up and all she could hear was the thud of his boots and the humof insects. She knew she should be outraged. Disgusted. Horrified. Relieved that she'd come to her sensesbefore they'd had sex. Yes, she knew she should feel all those things, and maybe she would tomorrow. Buttonight... tonight she felt none of those things. Beyond frustration, with lust pounding though her veins, she wasmore curious than anything. Was it possible to have sex until you fainted?
And if so, did Jack know from experience?

Chapter Nine

That night, Daisy dreamed she flew around Lovett in nothing but her shorty pajamas, over the tops of the treesand power poles. Mount Rainier suddenly rose up out of the flat Texas panhandle, and she flew over that too.
Her toes touched the snowy peak as higher and higher she soared. Out of control like a helium balloon, up andup she went, and she was terrified because she knew there was only one outcome. She was going to fall. It wasinevitable, and it was going to hurt like hell.
Then just as she was about to break through the Earth's atmosphere, gravity sucked at her feet and yanked herback down. Down past Mount Rainier and the tops of the trees, and she knew she was going to die.
Before she hit, her eyes popped open and she realized two things at once. One, she wasn't going to go smack,and two, she was holding her breath. Morning light filtered across her bed and she let out a sigh of relief. Buther relief was short-lived as the events of the prior evening came back to her all at once.
Smack.
The humiliation she hadn't felt last night brought her fully awake like a bucket of cold water. Now in the lightof day, she recalled every excruciating detail. Jack's slick warm mouth, the feel of his bare chest and the touchof his hands on her.
She groaned and covered her face with a pillow. The memory of her legs wrapped around his waist wasespecially painful. She hadn't behaved like that since... since... since she'd pulled Jack into a closet their senioryear in high school. Back then she'd been young and naive. She was neither of those things now.
Now she was an idiot.
Last night she'd wanted to lick Jack. Today she had to tell him about Nathan. How could she look him in theeyes after she'd kissed him and touched him. "Oh God," she said as she recalled in detail her confession that shehadn't had sex in two years. How could she face him after that?
She didn't have a choice, that's how.
She tossed the pillow off her head and got out of bed. Dressed in the same shorty pajamas as in her dream, shemade her way downstairs. After Jack had left her against the wall at Slim Clem's, she'd gone back into the bar,pleaded food poisoning, and made Lily take her home. She hadn't seen Jack and, for that at least, was thankful.
Her mother sat at the breakfast nook in the kitchen wearing a pink nylon nightgown. One side of her blondcotton-candy hair looked a little flat.
Last night, Pippen had been sound asleep when Lily dropped her off, so he'd spent the night. He was in his highchair next to his grandmother, eating cereal and drinking juice from his Tommy cup. He wore his coonskin cap,his Blue's Clues jammies, and a Cheerio was stuck to his cheek. "Good morning, Mom," she greeted as shepoured herself a cup of coffee. "How's it going, Pip?"
"Watch 'toons," Pippen answered.
"You can watch cartoons after breakfast," Louella told him, then she glanced over at Daisy and used the tone ofvoice that let Daisy know she was very disappointed. "I heard what happened. Thelma Morgan called thismorning and told me everything."
Daisy felt her cheek catch fire. "Thelma Morgan saw me?" Where had she been hiding? Behind the Dumpster?
It was only eight in the morning, and the day was already shaping up to be pure hell.
"She pulled into the Minute Mart for a cup of coffee and a bear claw, and she saw the whole thing."
What? "Oh." Daisy let out a huge sigh of relief and laughed. "That."
"Yes that. What where you and Lily thinking?
Making a fuss in public?" Louella took a bite of her toast. "For cryin' all night loud in a bucket."
"We were getting a Dr. Pepper at the Minute Mart," Daisy explained and purposely left out the part about Lily'sstalking her soon to be ex. She walked across the kitchen and sat at the nook with her mother. "You-know-who," she paused and glanced at Pippen, "and Kelly pulled into the parking lot, and one thing led to another.
Then you-know-who shoved Lily"
Louella pursed her lips and set her toast back on her plate. "You should have called the police."
Probably. "I didn't think. I just saw him push her and I lost my mind. Without giving it a thought, I slugged himin the eye and kneed him between the legs." She still couldn't believe she'd behaved like that.
One corner of her mother's pursed lips turned up. "Did you damage him?"
Daisy shook her head and blew into her cup. "I don't think so."
"That seems a shame." She pushed her plate aside. "Have you seen Jack?"
Yeah, she'd seen him. His naked chest and slick abdomen. His eyes at half mast and his lips moist from kissingher, but that wasn't what her mother wanted to Wow. "I haven't told him about Nathan yet," she answered andtook a drink of her coffee. "I'm going over there this morning to talk to him."
One brow rose up Louella's forehead. "You've certainly put it off until the last moment."
"I know." She looked down at the bright yellow tabletop. "I used to be so sure I'd done the right thing. I used tobelieve that not telling Jack aboutNathan and moving to Washington had been best for everyone."
'It was."
"I'm not so sure now." She brushed her hair behind her ears and took a deep breath. "Before I came back totown, I was sure. I was sure moving away with Nathan was the best choice, even for Jack." She looked back up.
"We always meant to tell him, Mom. We wanted to give Jack a few years to get his life together, and then weplanned to tell him."
Pippen dropped his empty cup on the floor and Louella bent to pick it up. "I know you did." She set it on thetable.
"But the longer we put it off, the harder it got. Months and years passed and there was always an excuse whywe couldn't tell him right then. I was trying to get pregnant with Steven's baby or Nathan was happy and wedidn't want to disrupt his life. It was always something. Always an excuse, because how do you tell a man hehas a child he doesn't know about?" She leaned forward and crossed her forearms on the table. "Now I'm not sosure I did the right thing all those years ago. I'm beginning to think I never should have left without telling him."
"I think you're afraid and now you're questioning everything."
"Maybe."
"Daisy, you were young and scared and you made the right decision at the time."
She'd always thought that too. She didn't know anymore. The only thing she knew for certain was that she'dbeen wrong to wait so long. How was she ever to make it right?
"Jack wasn't ready to be a father," her mother insisted. "Steven was."
"You always liked Steven more than Jack."
Her mother was quiet a moment than said, "That's not really true. I just always thought Steven was the stabler ofthe two. Jack was more wild. You can't blame a person for what's in his nature, but you can't rely on him either.
Your daddy was reckless like that, and look what happened to him. To us."
"Daddy didn't die and leave us on purpose."
"No, but he did. He left me with two children, a busted-up Winnebego and three hundred dollars." Louellashook her head. "When it came to taking care of you and a baby, Steven was better prepared."
"Because his family had money."
"Money is important." She held up her hand as if Daisy were going to argue. "I know love is too. I loved yourdaddy. He loved me and he loved you girls, but love doesn't put food in your children's mouths. Love doesn'tbuy a winter coat or school shoes." Her mother reached across the table and grabbed Daisy's hand. "But even ifyou made the wrong decision all those years ago, it can't be changed now. Nathan has a good life. Steven was awonderful father. You did the best thing for your child."
Listening to her mother, made it all sound so logical. Daisy wasn't so sure anymore that the choice should havebeen left up to logic. Being young and scared explained why she hadn't told him fifteen years ago. It didn'texplain why she hadn't told him until now.
"Look at Lily," her mother said just above a whisper. "Her life was chaotic long before you-know-who finallymoved out. He was always running around on her. Always doing crazy things. She never should have marriedthat wild boy, and Pippen is paying the highest price. He doesn't talk as well as he should, and he is no wherenear ready for potty training. He's actually been back sliding in his behavior."
Daisy thought Lily could have done a lot more to protect and nurture Pippen, but she didn't say so. She hadn'tbeen the perfect mother and wasn't about to cast aspersions on anyone else's parenting. "I'm going to callNathan and remind him what time I'll be home tomorrow." She stood. "Then I'm going to Jack's," she said, andif she'd had any other option, she would have used it. He'd told her not to come to his house, and he'd given herthat warning about fainting. Now, when she showed up, would he think she came there looking for sex?
Probably.
She took her coffee to her bedroom and called Nathan.
"I can't wait for you to get home," he said as soon as he picked up. "I can't wait to get away from Michael Ann."
"Come on now, she's not that bad."
"Mom, she still plays with Barbies. Last night, she tried to get me to be Ken."
"Isn't she a little old for Barbies?"
"Yeah, and Offie tried to make me play dolls with her," he said, his voice cracking with pubescent indignation.
"I hate it here."
"Well, this is your last night." She set her mug on the bedside table and pulled Steven's letter from the drawer.
"Tomorrow they'll take you home, and I'll be there around three or three-thirty"
"Thank God. And Mom?"
"Yeah, sugar lump?"
"Promise you won't ever make me stay here again."
Daisy laughed. "I promise if you promise to get a hair cut."
There was a long pause and then he said, "Deal."
After she hung up the telephone, she took a shower and thought about the night before. Jack was probably overhis anger by now. More than likely he'd found some willing woman to take home. While she'd been dreamingabout flying, he'd probably been having wild sex and was no doubt relieved this morning that she'd stoppedthings between them before they'd gone too fat Now that the fever of the night before had passed, he probablywouldn't even remember that he'd threatened her.
Funny, though, the thought of him with another woman bothered her more than it should and more than shewanted to admit. The thought of him touching someone else made a lump in her stomach that hadn't been therethat first night when she'd seen him and Gina together in his kitchen.
Daisy dressed in her black bra and panties and tried to understand how her feelings had changed so much insuch a short time. She pulled a plain black T-shirt over her head and figured that the more she was around Jack,the more she relived the past. It was inevitable, really. She'd always loved Jack as a friend, then she'd fallen inlove with him. She'd fallen so hard and so deep, and despite what she'd said the night before, sex had been a bigpart of their past. Being close to Jack brought up all the old feelings. All the old lust and obsession and jealousy.
She'd thought she could breeze back into town, tell Jack about Nathan and not have to deal with the rest of it.
She'd thought it was buried and long gone.
She'd been wrong. It hadn't gone anywhere. No, it had been waiting for her right where she'd left it.
She pulled a pair of shorts out of a drawer. If there was a consolation to this whole confusing mess, it was thatonce she was back home, it would all be over. No more secrets. No more confusion. No more kissing JackParrish.
"Daisy, if you show up at my house tomorrow, I'm going to give you what you really want," Jack had warned.
"I'm going to fuck you till you faint."
His warning had intrigued her last night, this morning it gave her pause. She definitely didn't want him to thinkshe was showing up at his house to "faint." No, that was the last thing she wanted him to think.
She shoved the shorts back in a drawer and walked to her mother's bedroom. She riffled through the closet untilshe found a sleeveless dress made of heavy denim. It was so loose it didn't have buttons or a zipper Tigger andWinnie the Pooh were sown on the bodice and around the hem. It was the antithesis of sexy:  like a kindergartenteacher, and it could in no way be confused for a dress that inspired "fainting."
She pulled her hair into a ponytail and wore her black flip-flops. She couldn't bring herself to go out of thehouse without makeup, and applied a coat of mascara, blush, and pink lip gloss. She looked herself over one lasttime in the mirror and determined that she looked very drab and would not inspire interest, let alone lust, in anyman. Especially a man like Jack.
She shoved Steven's letter in the side pocket of the dress and grabbed her mom's car keys. All the way to Jack's,she had to fight the urge to turn around. She didn't have to guess or wonder how he would feel about Nathannow. She'd seen him with his nieces, and she knew.
She turned onto Jack's street and her fingers turned white on the steering wheel. Her mother was probably right,she'd done what she'd thought best at the time. What everyone else had thought best, too. Everyone except Jack.
Jack would have a different view, and by the time she pulled her mom's Caddie behind Parrish AmericanClassics, her stomach was in knots and she felt physically ill.
Jack's Mustang sat in front of the house, and she parked beside it. Her black flip-flops slapped her heels as shemade her way across the yard and up the sidewalk. The house was still the same white color she rememberedfrom her childhood. The same green shutters. The same yellow roses, although they weren't as well attended asthey'd once been. Now they grew more wild, except for where someone had hacked at them next to the frontporch.
Daisy knocked on the screen door as she had a week ago and hoped Jack was alone this time. That if he hadpicked up a woman, she'd left by now.
No one answered and she stuck her head inside and called out. The hum of the air-conditioner was the onlysound filling the dark interior. She looked over her shoulder at Jack's Mustang and noticed that a light frominside the garage was on. Old elm trees towering overhead cast lacy shadows on the asphalt, and a slight breezeblew her ponytail as she moved to the back of the business. As quiet as possible, she opened the door andslipped inside. Sunlight from the windows high above her head threw rectangular patches of light on five classiccars in different stages of restoration. Some had theft engines suspended on racks, other looked to be torn downto their frames. Along the walls, and hidden in the deeper shadows of the garage, were huge pieces ofequipment, work benches, a tool chest taller than she was, and shelving that looked to hold car parts. She movedbetween a gutted Corvette and a shiny red-and-white land yacht that seemed to stretch out forever. The fourtaillights of the classic car stuck out like silver tubes of red lipstick.
She half expected to see buckets of oil and grease and metal shavings on the floor. She didn't; the garage wasvery clean and smelled like pine. It was a lot cleaner than it had been when Jack's father had been alive.
Despite the odds, Jack had made something of himself. Something better than what he'd been given. Certainlysomething more than anyone ever expected of him, and in spite of her apprehension at seeing him today, shewas proud of Jack.
She looked up at the doorway to the offices and stopped in her tracks beside the rear end of the red and whitecar. Jack stood with his arms folded across his chest, one shoulder shoved into the door jam, watching her.
"Surprise," she said, her voice a little shaky as he'd just about given her heart failure.
Flourescent lighting shone from the room behind him and made his T-shirt appear incredibly white. A scowlturned the corners of his mouth downward and a lock of dark hair fell across his forehead. "Not really. Thoseshoes you're wearing make a lot of noise."
She looked down at her red toenails then back up at him. "Are you hiding from me in here?"
He slowly shook his head. "Not hardly." He looked completely at ease, but the tension that lay between themwas anything but easy. His gaze on her was hot and intense, almost tangible as it lowered from her face to thefront of her dress. One corner of his mouth lifted.
"The garage sure is different," she said into the silence. "You should be proud of yourself, Jack."
He looked back up into her face and his arms fell to his sides. "You didn't come here to tell me that."
"No."
He pushed away from the doorframe and moved toward her, the thud of his boot heels a menacing echo as hestepped into a long patch of light. She grasped one red fin on the rear of the car to keep from backing away fromhim.
"I told you what would happen if you came over here today," he said.
She didn't have to ask what he was talking about. She knew, and her failing heart pounded in her throat. "I camehere just to talk."
"Then you shouldn't have worn that outfit."
She looked down at her mother's dress. "This?" She laughed despite the dog in her throat. "Jack it's ugly."
"Exactly. It needs to be taken off and burned." He stood so close that Tigger and Winnie the Pooh were almosttouching the front of his T-shirt.
She looked over his shoulder at a poster of a half-naked woman sprawled out on the hood of a beefed-up Nova.
"We should talk right now."
His fingertips touched her chin and brought her gaze back to his. "Not now." His thumb swept her jaw, and helowered his face until his nose touched hers. "Even in that stupid dress, you turn me on." Her stomach clinchedand she could hardly breathe. "You're even more beautiful than you were growing up. And you were sobeautiful back then you made me ache." His lips brushed hers, and he kissed the corner of her mouth. "Allmorning, I've been half hoping, half dreading seeing you walk through that door." His lips touched her cheek.
"You shouldn't have come back, Daisy Lee. You should have stayed gone, but you didn't. You're here and Ican't think of anything but getting inside of you. Deep inside where you're hot and wet and want me too." Thetip of his tongue touched her earlobe and her purse fell to the floor. "The first night I saw you again, I toldmyself this wasn't going to happen. But it is, Daisy."
The warmth of his breath swept the side of her neck and across her flesh. Desire tightened her nipples andpooled between her legs, and she had to stop him now, or she was a goner. "Jack listen -"
'This was inevitable the second you stepped foot in town. I'm tired of fighting it," he interrupted, as his handmoved to the side of her head, his thumb stroking her temple as if he were trying to soothe her. "Tell me youfeel it too. Tell me you want it as much as I do."
"Yes, but -"
"We can talk later. After we have sex."
She placed her palm on the front of his T-shirt. His muscles turned hard and everything in him seemed to still -except for his heart, which beat as fast as hers. Making love would make it more difficult to tell him aboutNathan, but it was already going to be difficult. She didn't make a conscious decision to give in to her desire. Itwas just too big for her to deny any longer. It had been over two years now since she'd been with a man whodesired her, and she had no willpower to resist Jack. She didn't want to resist him. He was right, this wasinevitable. "You promise we'll talk later?"
"God, yes," he said on a rush of breath. His hands grabbed the front of her dress. "Anything, Daisy."
For days her body had responded to his, seeking an outlet for the passion he'd stirred back to life within her.
And here it was. Here he was. Right in front of her. She pulled back and looked up into his face. "After you leftlast night, were you with someone else?"
"Almost, but I wanted you." He yanked her dress over her head and tossed it on the Corvette. She didn't even tryto stop him and her T-shirt joined her dress. Within the natural light pouring in through the windows, she stoodin front of him in her black bra and panties and flip-flops. He didn't give her time to think before he pulled heronto her toes and into his chest. She wrapped her arms around his neck, smashing her breasts into his chest ashis mouth swooped down and covered hers in a rough kiss.
Unable to stop herself, she fell headfirst into a haze of lust and longing. And it felt good. Maybe too good. Thecarnal thrust of his tongue elicited an equally carnal response in her. The feel of his cotton T-shirt and Levi'sagainst her bare skin sent a shiver down her spine. She ran her fingers through his hair as he fed her kisses fromhis hot, wet mouth. She moved against him, trying to get closer, trying to feel more of him. Wanting it so muchher skin tingled with a powerful yearning. Wanting it all. All at once.
It had been so long. Too long to go so slow. A frustrated moan came from her throat and she dropped to herheels. She felt his long hard erection against her belly as her open mouth tasted the side of his neck. "Jack," shesaid between kisses to his throat. "You taste good. I want to eat you up."
"Jesus, Daisy," he groaned as his hands roamed her bareback. He pulled the covered elastic from her ponytailand her hair came free and brushed her bare shoulders. He grabbed two fistfuls of her hair and brought hermouth back to his. She kissed him as one of his hands slid down her spine and he unhooked her bra. He pulledthe bra from her and tossed it on the trunk of the red and white car. His mouth came down on hers as his handscame up to cup her breasts. Her nipples puckered in his hot palms, and she shoved her hands beneath his shirtand ran them all over him, his stomach, chest and back.
He moved his hands to her behind, and he grabbed the backs of her thighs. He lifted her onto the trunk of thecar and her bare feet rested on the wide chrome bumper. The cool metal brought her out of her haze just enoughthat she was aware of palm. With her tongue, she found his pulse just below the head of his penis.
It seemed she'd just started when he pushed her away. "I don't want to get off that way," he said and gently helifted her onto the trunk once more. He forced her onto her back and pulled off her panties. Then he steppedbetween her legs. His gaze traveled from her face, down her throat to her breasts. He leaned over her andcupped between her thighs. "You make me feel eighteen again," he said as he rested his weight on his forearmnext to her shoulder. "Like I can't control myself." He kissed the tip of her breast as he stroked her slick,sensitive flesh. "Like I'm going to go off before we get to the really good stuff."
She arched her back and moaned. "Then get to the good stuff."
"Daisy."
"Mmm?"
He kissed her birthmark then brushed the seam of his lips across the tip of her breast. "Your breasts are asbeautiful as ever."
She might have laughed or argued or something if he hadn't opened his hot mouth and sucked her nipple insidehis wet mouth. Instead she ran her fingers through his hair. She shut her eyes and let the waves of sensation rollthrough her until she feared that she was going to go off before they got to good stuff.
"Daisy open your eyes and look at me."
She did. He gazed down at her, his own eyes intense and feverish. He grabbed the condom and tore open thepackage. "I want to see your face when I'm inside of you." He rolled the lubricated latex over the head of hispenis and down the shaft to his dark pubic hair. He put his hands beneath her bare bottom and pulled her to theedge of the car's trunk, positioning her. "I want you to see me."
She looked into his green eyes that were so familiar to her. "I see you," she said as he grasped her thighs. Heplunged inside of her in one smooth stroke that buried him to her cervix. His grasp tightened on her thighs andher back arched. She cried out in pain and in pleasure, she wasn't sure which was more acute.
"Damn," he said between clenched teeth, then he cupped her face in his hands. "Sorry, Daisy." He placed a softkiss on her cheek and nose and whispered against her mouth, "I'm sorry. Sorry. I'll make it feel good now. Ipromise." He withdrew, then thrust himself inside with more care, reminding her how good he was at keepinghis promises. Slowly, he gave her incredible pleasure with smooth, measured strokes.
He stared into her eyes as he moved within her. "Is that better?"
"Mmmm, yes.,,"Tell me."
"So good, Jack." She felt weightless and she grabbed his shoulders and held on to him. "Don't stop. Whateveryou do, just don't stop."
"Not a chance." He tilted her pelvis up without missing a beat of his pumping hips.
Heat flushed her skin, radiating outward from where they were joined, and she dug her fingers into him. Hisslow pace was driving her mad. "More. Give me more, Jack."
He kissed her forehead and his breathing rasped against her temple. He plunged faster. Harder. In and out.
Building. Thrusting her toward climax.
"Daisy Lee." Her name on his lips sounded almost like a question, as if he pushed them both closer and closer.
She was mindless to anything but the building pleasure, until she opened her mouth to scream. The sound diedin her throat as wave after luscious wave rolled through her. Her muscles pulsed and contracted, gripping himhard.
On and on it went as he plunged into her. His breath hot against her temple until finally he shoved into her sohard he pushed her farther up the trunk of the car. He cursed her and God in the same incoherent sentence. Hecrushed her to his chest as if he wanted to absorb her and gave one final thrust. He made a sound deep in histhroat, a sound somewhere between a guttural groan and a long drawn-out ahhh.
Daisy saw spots behind her closed eyelids, and her ears began to ring. She was going to faint. Right there on theCustom Lancer It was going to happen. Just like he'd said she would, and she didn't care.
She didn't faint, though. Not really. She was just so light-headed she was afraid to move. She hadn't had sex in along time, but she didn't recall it being so good. It had been. Of course it had been. But where his skin was stuckto hers, still tingled. She'd forgotten that part. Or maybe that had never happened before.
He remained embedded deep in her body, his chest smashed into hers and his forehead resting on the car next toher right ear. She could feel his heartbeat against her breast.
She opened her eyes and looked up at the ventilation overhead. Jack Parrish had just taken her some place she'dnever been before. He'd just given her a devastating orgasm that had curled her toes and about made her faint.
She didn't know what to think about that. In fact, she could hardly think at all. She was too stunned.
He raised onto his forearms and looked down into her face. A slow satisfied smile lifted the corners of hismouth. "Wow. You're even better than you were at eighteen."
Daisy looked into his sexy green eyes and felt alive again. Like she'd been dead inside for a very long time andhadn't even realized it until that moment. Like coming into the sunlight after being trapped in the dark. Rawemotion swept through her, and she did the worst possible thing she could do.
She burst into tears.

Chapter Ten

No one had ever cried on Jack before. Not after sex, anyway. Hell, Daisy hadn't even cried the night he'd takenher virginity.
He tossed his T-shirt on the kitchen counter and glanced over at Daisy who stood across the room from him, herarms folded beneath her breasts, staring at her toes. He was reminded of the first night he'd seen her since she'dbeen back. She'd been wearing a yellow rain slicker then. Now she had on that stupid Winnie the Pooh dress,the one he'd helped her get back into a few moments ago.
She'd thrown him a curve that was for sure. One second she'd been having a good time, moaning and scratching,and telling him she wanted more. In the next she'd burst into tears. What the hell had happened?
He'd excused himself to get rid of the condom in the employee's bathroom, and when he'd returned she'd beenfighting to get her dress over her head. He was halfway convinced that if she'd been able to get her clothes onfaster, she would have been long gone by now. Which might have been for the best.
She'd been so agitated he had to help her with her dress when what he'd really wanted was to toss it in thegarbage. He'd put her purse on her shoulder, and instead of sending her on her way, like he would have anyother hysterical woman who'd burst into tears on him, he'd brought her into his house. Why, he did not know.
Except maybe because he'd told her he'd let her talk after they'd had sex.
Yeah, that was it, but now that his head was dear, he was pretty sure he didn't want to hear anything she had tosay. Unless it had something to do with her getting naked and climbing on top of him.
He'd thought once they'd had sex, his desire for her would be sated. He'd be over it. He'd been wrong, and thatbothered him because he didn't want to think, about what that might mean. He didn't want to feel anything forher now. Not even lust.
He reached inside the refrigerator and pulled out a carton of milk. Before his mind traveled any further in thedirection of the bedroom, he stopped and reminded himself that she was upset and crying and that she wasDaisy Monroe. Three very good reasons why he had to stand across the room from her and keep his hands tohimself.
"Before I apologize," he said as he shut the door with his foot, "I need to know what I'm apologizing for."
She looked up at him. She had black smudges beneath her red eyes and her face was all splotchy. "You didn't doanything, Jack."
He didn't think he had either, but with women, you just never knew. If there wasn't a problem, they'd inventone. "Do you want something to drink?" She shook her head and he raised the milk to his mouth and watchedher over the bottom of the quart container. He lowered the milk and licked his top lip. Maybe he'd been toorough with her. He'd forgotten that she hadn't had sex in awhile. "Did I hurt you?"
She wiped her cheeks with her fingers. "No."
He set the milk on the counter and opened a cabinet. He filled a glass with ice and water then moved across thekitchen and handed it to her. His fingers brushed hers and he asked, "Why are you crying, Daisy?"
"I don't know."
"I think you do." She looked like crap. Kind of scary, but for some reason, the only thing that scared him washow much he still wanted her. "Tell me, Daisy."
She took a long drink of her water then pressed the cool glass against her cheek. "It's embarrassing." As if toprove her point, her face turned red and kind of connected the splotchy parts.
"Why don't you just tell me anyway?" Instead of putting distance between her body and his like he should, heleaned a hip into the counter next to her and folded his arms over his bare chest.
She glanced up at him out of the corners of her eyes then cut her gaze to the Elmo cookie jar on the counter.
"Elmo?"
"Billy's girls gave it to me last Christmas, along with a bag of Oreos. Don't change the subject."
Her gaze remained on the bright orange cookie jar and she took a deep breath. "I just forgot about sex for awhile." She shrugged. "And you reminded me."
"That's it?" There had to be more.
"Well, it was good sex."
"Daisy, it was better than good." They'd gone at it like two starving people at an all-you-can-eat. All hands andmouths and insatiable hunger. Racing for satisfaction. She'd come harder than anyone he'd ever been with,squeezing an orgasm from him that he felt clear to the soles of his feet.
It was a good thing she was leaving tomorrow. Because he could tell himself that he wouldn't go after her again,but he'd probably be lying about that. "Saying it was good is like saying the Rio Grande is just a river. It's a hellof an understatement." He put his fingers to her jaw and lightly brought her gaze back to his. Her eyelasheswere stuck together over her shiny brown eyes. He brushed his fingertips across her soft skin then dropped hishand. "Why has it been so long since you've had sex?"
If it was possible, she turned even redder. "That's really not your business."
"You haven't had sex in two years, but you have it with me. I think that makes it my business."
She frowned and set her glass on the counter. Just when he thought she wasn't going to answer, she said, "Forabout the last year and a half of his life, Steven couldn't."
That surprised him. "And you didn't go elsewhere?"
"Of course not. What a horrible question."
He didn't think he was out of line. Fifteen years ago, she'd been having sex with him but had married Steven.
"Some women might have."
"Not me. I was always faithful to Steven."
"He's been gone seven months."
"Almost eight now."
"Eight months is a long time to go without getting laid."
Her gaze slid from his to his mouth, down his throat and stopped on his chest. "Maybe for some people."
"No, most people."
She looked away. "You know that old saying, 'If you don't use it, you lose it.' It's true."
"You obviously haven't lost it."
She grabbed her glass and he watched her move to the kitchen sink. She looked out the window into thebackyard and took a long drink. She set the water back down and her hands grasped the counter. "I did for awhile. When you live with someone who is dying, sex is not a high priority. Believe me. Your life becomesconsumed with doctor's appointments and trying new therapies. Figuring out the right medication to combatstrokes and seizures and pain management."
He turned to gaze at her profile. He didn't want to know any of this. He didn't want to feel sorry for Steven, buthe couldn't seem to help but ask, "Was Steven in a lot of pain?"
She shrugged. "He never liked to admit it, but I know that he was. I'd ask him and he'd just grab my hand andtell me not to worry about him." She laughed without humor. "I pretended not to worry, and he pretendedeverything was okay. He was better at his part than I was."
"Steven was always better at pretending than either you or me." For years he and Steven had pretended thatDaisy was just a friend. A girl who was a buddy Steven had been so much better at it than Jack.
She nodded. "He pretended right up until the last day. The night he died, he slipped into a coma, at home." Shelooked across her shoulder and her eyes met his across the distance. "Nathan and I watched him take his lastbreath. If you've ever seen something like that, it changes you. You get real clear about what's important." Sheswallowed hard and added, "About things you have to make right."
He stood very still as his stomach twisted into a knot. Daisy's words affected him more than he would havethought. He hadn't watched either of his parents die, and for that he was grateful. He had dark enoughmemories.
"Did you know that coffins have springs in them?"
"Yeah." He and Billy had had to pick out two. At that time, he hadn't had enough money to afford much ofanything. His parents had been buried without springs and fancy satin pillows. "I knew that."
"Oh. That's right." She looked back out the window. "I remember your parents' funeral. You were so young tohave such a horrible thing happen to you. I didn't appreciate how horrible then. Not really. I do now."
Jack moved to stand behind her and he raised his hands to grasp her arms. But before he touched her, he thoughtbetter of it and dropped them to his sides.
She took an envelope from a pocket in her ugly dress and set it next to the sink. "This is the letter from Steven.
The one I told you about."
He really didn't want to read it, and knew that made him all kinds of a bastard. But he really didn't want to bereminded of the black hole of his past.
"Steven and I never meant to hurt you, Jack. We were all such good friends, and it never should have endedbetween us the way it did. We were so young and stupid. The night we came to you was one of the worst nightsof my life." She paused a moment and said just above a whisper, "You were wearing a white T-shirt that nighttoo."
Yes, they'd been standing in the moonlight. He'd been pleading with her not to leave him. He'd beaten the hellout of his best buddy, and now his best buddy was dead. Something in Jack had died that night too. For somereason, hearing about it this morning, made it more real then it had been in years. Brought it all back to life.
Made the places in his soul burn. "Stop it, Daisy." He grabbed her aims below the sleeves of her T-shirt. "Don'tsay any more."
"I have to, Jack." She looked up over her shoulder into his face. "When you told me that we needed time awayfrom each other, I was so scared. I didn't know what to do. You have to understand how scared and -" He liftedher chin as his mouth swooped down on hers, silencing her with a hard kiss. He pulled her back against his barechest and wrapped his arm around her stomach. He did not want to hear anything he just wanted to feel. Feelher pressed against the length of him. Naked. He wanted more mind-numbing sex again and again until hefinally got her out of his system. Out of his head.
At first she stood stiff in his arms, her lips pressed together but when he softened the kiss, her lips parted. Asilent invitation to take what he wanted.
The telephone rang and he let it. It rang as his tongue entered her mouth, and she tasted as she had before, onthe trunk of the Custom Lancer. Warm and sweet like Daisy. She tasted of things long forgotten. Of soft skinand need and lust and a love that had ripped his heart out.
He pushed the memories from his head as he slid one hand to her right breast. The phone continued to ring as hecupped between her legs through the heavy denim. "Daisy," he spoke to the side of her head and breathed deepthe scent of her hair. "Come to my bed and let me remind you about sex again."
The ringing stopped but instantly started again. Daisy slid out of his grasp and moved across the kitchen. "Thatmight be important," she said.
He had a pretty good idea who it was. Buddy Calhoun was supposed to come by and pick up a Corvair Monzasitting in the shop and take it to his garage in Lubbock. Buddy was the best body man in the state, and one ofthe few restorers Jack trusted to take a vehicle out of his shop. But his timing sucked. Instead of pursuing Daisy,he walked to the telephone, his boot heels an angry thud against the old linoleum floor. "This better be good,"
he said into the receiver.
"Hello," a female voice spoke, "this is Louella Brooks. Is Daisy there?"
He glanced back at Daisy. "Oh, hello Mrs. Brooks. Yeah, she's right here."
Daisy walked across the kitchen and took the phone from him. "Hello?" She looked up at him and frowned.
"What? What happened? Is she okay?" Her brows lifted almost to her hairline. "Good. Where's Pippen?" Daisycovered the side of her face with her hand. "Thank God." There was a pause and then she said, "Okay. I'm onmy way." She hung up the telephone and turned to Jack.
"What's the matter?"
"My sister has officially lost her mind. That's what's the matter," she said as she moved to the counter andpicked up her purse.
He ignored the ache between his legs as he reached for his T-shirt and pulled it over his head. "Is Lily okay?"
"No, she's a nut. What did she and mother do before I came to visit?" she asked, distracted as she shoved herhand inside her purse and pulled out a set of keys. "Run around acting weird and delusional? What are theygoing to do once I go back home?" She walked from the kitchen and through the living room. "Good gravy Ihave my act together more than either of those women. Now, how darn scary is that?"
He didn't answer because he pretty much figured it was a rhetorical question and he didn't want to upset hermore.
Through the screen door, he watched her jump in her mother's car and drive away. A glimpse of the Caddy'staillights and whine of the steering linkage as she pulled around to the street, was the last he expected to see orhear of Daisy Monroe.
Jack walked back through the empty house to the kitchen. He returned the milk to the refrigerator, and his gazefell on the white envelope she'd left behind. Steven's letter. He picked it up and turned it over in his hands. Hisname was written in all capital letters in blue ink on the front.
He opened a cupboard door and stuck the envelope between two coffee mugs. He'd read it someday. But notnow. Not when the memory of Daisy, naked on the back of the Custom Lancer was still so fresh in his head.
Not when the taste of Steven's wife was still in his mouth.
Since she'd, been back, he'd wondered if being with Daisy would be as good as he remembered. The answerwas that it was better. Better in some way he didn't even try to define. He just knew that being with her wasdifferent. It was more than just sex. More than the pleasure he usually found being with a woman. More than aquickie on the trunk of a car.
It wasn't love. He knew for a fad that he wasn't in love with Daisy Lee. He might talk slow, but he wasn't stupid.
And loving Daisy was just plain stupid. He didn't know why being with her felt different, but he didn't want toknow either. He wasn't the kind of guy who dissected his life and looked for hidden meaning. No, he was thekind of guy who pushed it down deep until it went away. All he knew for certain was that sex with her wasbetter than any he'd had in a long time, and it was a good thing that she was leaving so he could return to hislife. His life before she'd blown into town and reminded him of things that were better left forgotten.
She was gone now, and there was no reason why he should think of her again.
No reason at all.
A black-and-white tow truck pulled up to Ronnie's house as Daisy and Louella drove past on their way to thehospital. It was only a few blocks out of their way on Locust Grove, and they had to see the destruction forthemselves.
Ronnie's little house was beige stucco and someone had nailed a longhorn skull over the front door. His yardconsisted of stubby brown weeds, and it would have been a drab scene if not for Lily's Red Ford Taurus stickinghalf out the front room.
"Was Ronnie home?" Daisy asked as she floored the Caddy and sped on. She figured all the cops standingaround were too busy gawking at Lily's Taurus to take notice of a speeder.
"I don't think so, but we won't know for sure until we get to the hospital."
Daisy hated hospitals. No matter the city or state, they all smelled and felt the same. Sterile and cold. She'dspent enough time in them with Steven to know that they dispensed a lot of medication and advice, but rarelygood news.
She and her mother walked through the small hospital's emergency room doors and, after a few moments, weretaken to Lily. Pippen was at home with Louella's next-door neighbor, and it was a good thing he wasn't withthem. The second the nurse pushed back the green-and-blue striped curtain separating the beds, Louella burstinto tears.
"It's okay, Mom," Daisy said, suddenly feeling like the only sane person in a family that had lost its collectivemind. She took her mother's hand and held tight. "Lily's going to be okay."
But Lily didn't look okay. The left side of her face was swelling and there was a gash on her forehead. Bloodcaked her blond hair and the corners of her closed eyes. Some sort of bandaging immobilized her left arm, thickand very white, except where bright red blood seeped through. There was an Win her right forearm, whichwasn't bandaged, and her clothes had been cut off. A young male doctor in green scrubs lifted the sheet to listento her heart and lungs. He looked up at them through wire-framed glasses.
Louella moved to the head of the bed and Daisy went with her. "Lily Belle. Momma's here. Daisy too."
Lily didn't respond and Daisy reached out to touch the side of her face that wasn't swollen. Her sister lookeddeadly pale, and if it weren't for the steady rise and fall of her chest, Daisy would have thought she really wasdead. It was too much in an already emotionally charged day, and like the flip of a switch, Daisy's autopilotkicked in, and she felt herself go numb inside.
"What's the matter with her?" Louella asked.
"All we know so far," the young doctor answered, "is she has lacerations to her left arm and forehead and herankle looks to be fractured. We won't know anything more until we get her CT scans."
"Why isn't she awake?"
"She took a pretty nasty hit to her forehead. I don't believe her skull is fractured and her pupils are responsive.
We'll know more after we get a look at her X-rays."
"Was there anyone else hurt in the accident?" Daisy asked, praying Lily hadn't mowed down Ronnie and Kelly.
"She was the only one transported from the scene."
Which told Daisy nothing. Ronnie and Kelly could have been treated at the scene or, God forbid, dead. Shehadn't seen Ronnie, but she hadn't been looking.
They were only permitted a few moments with Lily before she was wheeled away. They were told a doctorwould talk to them shortly, but Daisy knew "shortly" could take hours.
She and her mother were shown to a small waiting room, and it looked and felt like every other waiting roomshe'd ever been in. She figured that all hospitals must choose colors from the same palate. Blues, greens, and adash of maroon.
They sat together on a small blue sofa, and on the table next to Daisy sat a fake fern, a copy of Reader's Digest,Newsweek, and the Gideon Bible. She'd read a lot of Reader's Digest over of the last two and a half years, andshe didn't even have a subscription.
A man and a woman stood near the door talking in hushed tones as if they raised their voice they'd scream.
Daisy knew how they felt. She'd been here before, so many times. Finding distractions so she wouldn't screamand fall apart, concentrating on nice, even breaths so she could pretend her husband hadn't been dying. And nowthat her sister wasn't lying on a hospital gurney with blood crusted in her beautiful blond hair.
She picked up the Reader's Digest and flipped to "Humor in Uniform."
"She looked so white," Louella said, a tremble in her voice. "And there was so much blood."
"Scalps bleed a lot, Mom." She sounded so cool. As if she wasn't trembling inside, in the place where sheshoved it all away. Down deep where she could control it. She'd gotten really good at sucking up her emotionsand going numb inside. Never letting things get too close to the surface, because if she jet that happen, she'dlose it for sure.
Like with Jack today.
"How do you know?"
"Steven," she answered, and concentrated even harder on her magazine. She didn't want to think about Jackright now. She'd have to deal with him, and the repercussions of what she'd done, but not today. For now shepushed that problem down to the number two spot on her to-do list. Lily and the potential of murder chargesmoved to number one. She wondered how much a really good psychiatrist cost these days.
"Why wouldn't they tell us anything?"
"They don't know anything right now."
A police officer walked into the room and asked if they were related to Lily. He had a crewcut and wore a blueuniform and looked as if he could bench three hundred. He identified himself as Officer Neal Flegel. "Igraduated high school with Lily and Ronnie," he said.
"You're Matt's little brother." Daisy shook his hand. "I went to a high school dance with Matt our sophomoreyear. Does he still live in Lovett?" she asked, because after all, this was Texas and manners came beforeemergencies.
"He just moved back from San Antone. I'll tell him you asked about him." He pulled out his notebook and gotdown to business. "I surely hated to see Lily in that car." He told them that the Taurus had come to a stop fivefeet inside Ronnie's living room. And as Daisy tried to figure out a subtle way of inquiring if Lily had killedRonnie, Neal Flegel asked, "Do either of you have any reason to think she might have done this on purpose?"
That had actually been Daisy's first and only thought. "No." She shook her head and tried to look perplexed. "Itmust have been an accident."
"Her foot must have slipped," Louella said, and Daisy wondered if her mother actually believed it any morethan she did. "And," Louella continued as if just struck by a thought, "she's been getting those blindingmigraines lately."
"We spoke to Ronnie and he told us they'd been fighting a lot lately"
"You spoke to Ronnie today?" Daisy almost laughed with relief. "After the accident?"
"We contacted him at his girlfriend's."
"So he wasn't even home?"
"No one was in the home at the time."
"Thank God," Daisy sighed. Her sister wasn't going to fry for murder. This was Texas. If you were going tocommit murder, Texas wasn't a good state to do it in. On the other hand, juries filled with Texas women didtend to sympathize with the wife of a cheating dog.
"Has she been suicidal?" Neal asked.
That gave both Daisy and her mother pause. Lily was depressed and pissed off, but Daisy didn't think shewanted to kill herself. Just Ronnie.
"No," Louella answered. "She just got a job working at Albertsons's deli. Things are looking up for her now."
"I was with her last night, and she was fine," Daisy told the officer. And it was the truth. Lily had been fine thenight before. Daisy had only had listen to "Earl Had to Die" twice. Once on the way to Slim Clem's and once onthe way home.
Neal asked a few more questions and when he left, Daisy asked her mother, "Do you think she tried to killherself?"
"Of course not," Louella said through a frown.
"Do you think she tried to kill Ronnie?"
"Daisy Lee, your sister's foot slipped, is all." And that was the end of the discussion.
Except that wasn't all. Not for Daisy. With Lily in the hospital and potentially homicidal, she couldn't possiblygo home tomorrow. Nathan was not going to be happy.
She excused herself and found a bank of phones next to the Coke and candy machines. She used her callingcard, and when Nathan got on the phone she tried to sound cheerful. Why, she really didn't know - other thanthat's what she was supposed to do.
"Hey there, Nathan."
"Hi, Mom."
She hesitated for a heartbeat, then cut right to the chase. "I have some news you're not going to like."
There was a tong pause. "What?"
"Your aunt Lily was in a bad car accident this morning. She's in the hospital. I won't be coming hometomorrow."
He didn't ask about Lily. He was fifteen and concerned with his own problems. "You can't do this to me."
"Nathan, Lily is really hurt."
"I'm sorry about that, but you promised!"
"Nathan, I didn't know Lily was going to drive her car into Ronnie's living room."
"I got my hair cut! No way. No way, Mom. I am not staying here. They tried to make me eat Swedish meatballslast night."
They probably hadn't tried to make him do anything, but Nathan detested Swedish meatballs and those to see itas a conspiracy. One more reason why he didn't like staying with them. Daisy sighed and wedged herselfbetween the pay phone and the deep blue soda machine. "I don't know what to do, Nate. I really can't leave yourgrandmother and Lily right now. It isn't like I'm down here partying it up while you're consigned to hell."
"I want to come down there, then."
"What?"
"Mom, I hate it here. I'd rather be there with you."
She thought of Jack.
"You can't do this to me." Over the phone line, she could hear Nathan's voice crack with emotion he tried tohold back. "Please, Mom."
What were the chances he'd run into Jack before she spoke to him? Next to none. He'd probably just hang outand watch TV at his grandmother's house. And even if the two did accidentally meet, so what? They didn't lookanything alike. They wouldn't know who the other was. Nathan never asked about Jack, and she doubted heeven remembered Jack's last name. "If that's what you really want, I'll call around and get you a flight downhere."
His sigh of relief carried over the line. "I love you, Mom."
"Funny how you only remember to mention it when you're getting your way." She smiled. "Get your aunt Junieon the phone."
After she hung up from talking to Steven's sister, she called around and got a flight out of Seattle for the nextday. It departed at six in the morning, had a three hour and forty minute layover in Dallas, and didn't arrive inAmarillo until almost five P.M. She thought about maybe driving to Dallas and picking Nathan up there. It wasa six-hour drive, one way. Maybe they could spend the night in the big D. Go to Fort Worth and Cow Town andhave barbeque. The more she thought of it, the more it appealed to her. She needed a vacation from hervacation, but when she called Nathan back, he told her that he'd rather sit for three hours in the Dallas-FortWorth airport than eat barbeque and drive for six hours the next day. So much for getting away from the chaos.
But she supposed that no matter how tempting, she couldn't leave her mother and Lily right now.
She booked his ticket, and as she walked back to the waiting room, she wondered if her family had always beenthis insane, or if they were diving headfirst into crazy creek on her behalf.
By the time she made it back to her mother, the doctor was sitting beside her on the short sofa. Daisy moved tostand by Louella.
"Is she awake?" her mother asked.
"She woke up about fifteen minutes ago. Her CT scans are clear. There isn't any brain trauma or injury to herinternal organs. It's a good thing she was wearing her seat belt and that the car had air bags." He glanced up atDaisy. "Her ankle is broken and she's going to need surgery to pin the bones back together. An orthopedicsurgeon is on his way from Amarillo."
After the doctor left, Louella stayed with Lily at the hospital and Daisy left to take care of Pippen. She put himdown for a nap and finally changed out of her mother's Winnie the Pooh dress. With nothing else to occupy hermind, she thought of Jack. Even in that stupid dress, you turn me on, he'd said, which was just absurd.
She changed into a khaki skirt and white blouse and scrounged around in the kitchen for something to eat. Shemade a toasted cheese sandwich, some tomato soup, and a glass of iced tea. She took it to the breakfast nook,where the sun lit up the yellow table.
Having sex with Jack on the trunk of a car had been a mistake. No, having sex with him at all had been amistake. But at the time, she hadn't possessed the will power to do much more than put up a halfheartedobjection. She'd known she would regret it, but that hadn't stopped her.
She dunked her sandwich into her soup and took a bite. She'd had sex with Jack. It had been bad. No, it hadbeen wrong. The sex had been good. Fabulous. So fabulous she'd burst into tears and embarrassed herself. Herface got hot just thinking about that  - about that and the desire in Jack's green eyes when he'd looked at her, hotand alive touching her all over. Just the thought of it warmed her up.
She blew into her soup. She hated to admit it, but if her mother hadn't called, it was likely that she would haveended up in his bed. She'd probably still be there.
She took a drink of her tea. But what now? She didn't know, and with everything else going on in her life, shedidn't have to think about it until everything settled a bit.
After Pippen got up from his nap, she took photographs of him out in her mother's garden. She shot him pickingforbidden flowers while standing amongst the pink flamingos. For that short time, while she gazed at the worldfrom behind her camera, her problems receded to the background.
Later when Louella came home, she noticed her mother looked about ten years older than she had that morning.
The creases around her eyes seemed deeper, her cheeks paler. Daisy made her and Pippen some soup andsandwiches then left to go visit with Lily.
Her sister was asleep when she walked into her hospital room. The cut on her forehead had been closed andbandaged. One side of her face was still swollen, her eyes were turning varying shades of black and blue, butthe blood had been cleaned away.
Daisy wanted to ask her sister what had happened that morning, but Lily was heavily drugged and drifted in andout of consciousness. And each time she woke up, she started to cry and asked where she was. Daisy didn't evenattempt to ask her about the accident.
She did the next day, though.
"Have the police talked to you yet?" she asked as she flipped through a People magazine she'd brought with her.
Lily licked her swollen lip. Her voice was a scratchy whisper when she said, "About what?"
Daisy stood and filled a plastic glass with cool water. She held the straw to Lily's mouth and answered, "Aboutthe car accident?"
Lily swallowed. "No. Mom said I wrecked my Taurus."
"You don't remember?"
She shook her head and winced. "I hated that car anyway."
"Did mom tell you how you wrecked it?"
"No. Did I run a stop sign?"
"Lily, you ran your Taurus through Ronnie's front room."
She stared at Daisy and blinked her black-and-blue eyes. But she didn't look as surprised as Daisy expected.
"Seriously?"
"The police asked Mom and me if you're suicidal."
"I would never kill myself over Ronnie Darlington," she said without hesitation.
"Did you try to kill Ronnie?"
"No."
"Then what were you thinking? Did something happen?"
This time she did hesitate and she looked away when she answered, "I don't know."
Daisy had a feeling that she did know and that her memory loss was convenient. Something had happened, butLily didn't want to talk about it today. Fine. There was always tomorrow.
When Daisy left the hospital, she drove into town and bought a car seat for Pippen. His other seat was still inthe Taurus at the wrecking yard.
As she stopped for a traffic light at the intersection of Third and Main, she heard a deep throaty rumble justbefore Jack's Mustang blew through the intersection. She was two cars back, and the doubted he saw her. Butjust the split-second sight of him caused a disturbing tumble in her stomach as if they were in high school allover again and she was waiting for him at his locker. Her feelings for him were definitely a confused jumble ofold emotions and new desires and all of it was better left alone.
At three-thirty that afternoon, Daisy strapped Pippen into her mother's Cadillac and they headed for Amarilloand Nathan.
Pippen wore little jean shorts, cowboy boots, and his DON'T MESS WITH TYRANNOSAURUS TEX T-shirt.
Daisy held him in her aims while they waited in the baggage claim area. The half hour they stood there seemedto take forever, but when she saw Nathan's familiar face, it was like the sun had suddenly decided to shine aftera week of gloomy weather.
His green Mohawk was gone and the lips of his short dark hair had been bleached white. He looked like a tallskinny porcupine carrying a big backpack with his skateboard attached to the back. She didn't care. She was sohappy to see him she forgot about the No Public Displays of Affection rule. She stood on her tip toes andwrapped her free arm around his neck. She kissed his cheek and held on light. He must have forgotten the ruletoo, because he dropped his backpack and hugged her - her and Pippen, right there in the Amarillo airport.
"Man, Mom. Don't ever leave me like that again."
She laughed and pulled back to look into his blue eyes. "I won't leave you. I promise," she said and turned herattention to Pippen. "This is your cousin. Isn't he cute?"
Nathan studied him for a moment. "Mom, the kid has a mullet."
She pretty much figured that a guy with porcupine hair shouldn't cast stones at a guy with a mullet. "It's not hisfault," she said and looked into Pippen's face. "His mother won't cut off his baby curls."
Pippen stared up at her through his big blue eyes so much like Lily's, then returned his gaze to his older cousin.
Daisy didn't know if Pippen's attention was drawn to him because he was another male or if he was attracted tothe lip ring and dog chains.
"Hey there, little dude. Nice hair."
"Don't make fun," Daisy warned.
"I'm not." Nathan slicked his palms over the side of his hair. "He's got business in the front, party in the back.
Heh-heh-heh," he laughed as he tipped his head back.
"Watch 'toons!" Pippen said, then started to laugh too as if he'd just cracked a joke like Nathan.
"He wants you to watch cartoons with him. His favorite is 'Blues Clues."
"Blue's Clues' suck." He picked up his backpack. "You gotta watch 'Sponge Bob Square Pants."
Nathan hadn't brought a suitcase, and as they headed for the car, it struck her that if everything had goneaccording to her original plan, she would have been back home now. In Seattle. Getting on with her life. Free ofthe past. Making a new start. Her and Nathan.
Since she'd arrived in Lovett, nothing had gone according to her plan, and she'd had to put her life on hold forjust a little while longer. Her mother and sister needed her, and perhaps she could do something to help. Maybejust being here and taking care of Pippen was enough for now.
Her life hadn't completely gone to hell, she reminded herself. She'd been in hell. Lived it for over two years, andthis wasn't even close. Not yet, anyway. Nathan was here and at some point, things had to get better.

Chapter Eleven

The whine of a bench grinder filled the garage and filtered into Jack's office as he glanced over the master-partslist for the fifty-four Corvette; he simultaneously thumbed through Polaroids snapped of each part taken off thecar so far. Everything from the chrome to the screws holding the taillight buckets had been cataloged andcarefully stored away. The Blue Flame Six engine had been plucked from the cavity and would be torn downand steam-cleaned later. All rubber parts would have to be completely replaced as well as the leather interior.
The fifty-four was supposedly a bitch to drive, but that was beside the point. The late and great Harley Earl haddesigned the sports car in his typical flamboyant style. The car had been designed for show rather than go.
Jack tossed the photographs aside and stood. That morning they'd removed the windshield and discovered morerust damage than he'd anticipated.
The damage would have to be cut away and the brace rebuilt. He grabbed the Dodge Viper coffee mug thatLacy Dawn had given him for his birthday and walked from his office into the reception area.
Penny Cribs didn't come in until ten-thirty on Monday mornings, and a stack of mail sat on her empty desk. Herefilled his coffee, and as he moved from the outer office into the garage, the noise from the bench grinderstopped. Jack blew into his mug and looked up at Billy who stood at the workbench. His safety glasses werepushed up his forehead, and he held a brake rotor in one hand. A skinny teenager stood talking to him, and theyboth turned as Billy pointed in Jack's direction.
Jack stopped in his tracks. The boy looked to be in his mid-teens and had a dog chain around his neck and onehanging down the side of his pants. He said something to Billy, then began walking toward Jack. Jack caught aglimpse of Billy's bemused smile before he turned his attention to the boy. He took a drink of his coffee andlowered the mug.
He'd always hired boys over the summer to sweep up or run for parts. But if this kid wanted a job, he was out ofluck. Not so much because of the way he looked, but because he didn't have the sense to dress better and leavethe chains on his dog when he went job hunting.
He had hair like a hedgehog, dark with white spikes on the ends. His bottom lip was pierced near one cornerand his black T-shirt said anarchy in bloody red letters. He held a skateboard beneath one arm, and his jeans fitso loose, if he stood up straight, they'd fall down around his ankles.
"Can I help you?" Jack asked as the kid came to stand in front of him.
"Yeah. My mom told me you knew my dad?"
Jack knew a lot of dads. "Who's your mother?" he asked and took another drink of his coffee.
"Daisy Monroe."
The coffee scalded the back of his throat and he lowered it. Daisy hadn't left town.
"I don't know if the ever mentioned me. I'm... his voice cracked and he swallowed hard. "I'm Nathan."
Whatever he'd expected Daisy and Steven's kid to look like, this was not it. First off, he'd thought their childwas much younger. "She mentioned she had a son, but I thought you were about five."
A frown pulled his dark brows, and he stared at Jack through clear blue eyes. He looked a little confused like hedidn't know how someone could mistake him with a five-year-old. "No. I'm fifteen."
The kid must have been conceived shortly after Steven and Daisy. got married. The thought of Steven andDaisy together conjured up a long buried animosity and bothered him more than it should have. More than ithad a few days ago, before he'd made love to her on the trunk of the car just a few feet from where her sonstood. Before he knew how good it was to be with her again. "I take it your mom is still in town?"
"Yeah." He stared at Jack as if he expected him to say something more. When he didn't, the boy added, "We'restaying with my grandma until my aunt Lily gets better. My mom thinks that might take a week or so."
He'd wondered what had taken place to make Daisy run from his kitchen Saturday. "What happened to youraunt?"
"She drove her car into Ronnie's living room."
Damn, he guessed fighting in front of the Minute Mart hadn't been enough revenge for Lily. "Is she going to beokay?"
"I guess."
The grinder started once more and Jack showed Nathan into his office and shut the door against the noise. Evenif Nathan had come dressed properly for a job interview, having Daisy's kid work in his shop would be anightmare. Seeing him would remind Jack of Daisy. And no matter how sweet that particular memory, it wasover and best forgotten.
"Your dad and I were good friends at one time. I was sorry to hear about his death."
Nathan set the tip of his skateboard by his black sneaker and leaned it against his leg. On closer inspection theunderside of the board had a scantily dressed nurse painted on it. "Yeah. He was a good dad. I miss him a lot"
Jack had lost his father when he hadn't been much older than Nathan. He knew what it was like. Giving the kidan application to take with him wouldn't hurt. "Did he ever tell you about all the trouble he and I used to getinto?"
Nathan nodded and the fluorescent lighting shined on his lip ring. "He told me about you guys stealing rottentomatoes and throwing them at cars."
Steven had been blond, like a California surfer. Maybe it was the hair but this kid didn't look like Steven hadgrowing up. Not even a little bit. Didn't look a whole lot like his mother either Maybe around the mouth. Well,except for the lip ring. "We made a tree fort in his backyard. Did he tell you about that?"
Nathan shook his head.
"It took us one whole summer. We made it out of wood we scrounged and old cardboard boxes." He smiled atthe memory of them dragging home junk from miles away. "Your mom helped us, too. Then just when wefinished, an F2 twister blew it all to hell."
Nathan laughed and motioned toward the door with his head. "Is that a 'Cuda 440-6 out there?"
"Yeah, it's got the original 426 Hemi."
"Sweet. When I get a job, I'm gonna buy a Dodge Charger Daytona with a 426 Hemi."
Now it was Jack's turn to laugh. He sat on the edge of his desk next to his Buick Riviera clock. He didn't wantto rain on the kid's parade, but only about seventy Daytonas with a 426 Hemi had ever been produced. If he didmanage to find one, it was going to run him about sixty grand. "Four-speed, right?"
"Yeah."
He took a drink. Naturally. The kid had just narrowed his odds even further considering Dodge had only put outabout twenty four-speeds.
"I saw one once at a car show in Seattle." Nathan swallowed and his voice cracked with excitement. "TheDaytona held the closed-course-track speed record for thirteen years. Ford and Chevy couldn't touch it."
Lord, he was just like Billy - and like Jack's father, Ray, had been. Blinded by speed. Jack loved fast cars too,but not like those two. How had Steven and daisy managed to produce a gear head?
"Do you watch 'Monster Garage'?"
"Occasionally." Billy was the "Monster Garage" fanatic.
"Did you see the episode where they turned a NASCAR into a street sweeper?"
"No, I missed that one." But he'd heard all about it from Billy.
"It was tight."
Tight? Jack supposed that meant good.
Billy stuck his head in the door as Jack crossed his feet. "We've got a problem with the right-front rotor on thatPlymouth."
There was always a problem with something, and Jack had learned not to sweat it long ago. "Billy come on inhere and meet Steven and Daisy Monroe's boy, Nathan."
Billy came farther into the office wearing his dark blue shirt that buttoned up the front and had a ParrishAmerican Classic's patch on the left breast pocket. Jack introduced them and they shook hands. Billy spokefirst, "I was real sorry to hear about your dad. He was a good guy."
Nathan looked down at his shoes. "Yeah"
"Billy here loves 'Monster Garage," Jack said and the two of them jumped into a discussion about whichepisodes were the best and which ones weren't.
"Turning that PT Cruiser into a wood chipper was lame," Nathan said.
"Jesse James wasn't into that one until they started feedin' stuffed animals through the chipper."
"Yeah, heh-heh-heh," Nathan laughed, tilting his head back a bit. "They blew stuffing all over the place."
"Did you see the Barbie get stuck in there?" Billy's eyes shined with humor and he laughed too, a rapid heh-heh-heh.
Christ, Jack thought, Billy had finally found someone who loved to watch "Monster Garage" as much as he did.
"Did you catch the episode with the Grim Reaper?" his brother asked.
"Yeah, that would have been tight if it'd worked."
Billy shook his head. "They smoked the first belt and the pump got too hot before they even got any of thecylinders to move those hydraulic arms."
"I heard a theory that the hearse was haunted and that's why the mission failed."
The mission failed because the hydraulics failed."
"Did you see Jesse when the ambulance caught on fire?" Nathan asked, so excited his eyes shined with it. "Thatwas cool."
"That's my favorite episode."
"Did you see his wife screaming at him?"
They both started to laugh at the same time.
Billy's voice was lower, but Jack couldn't help but notice that their laughter was real similar. The same heh-heh-heh sound, and they both tipped theft heads back at the same angle. The longer he looked at the two of themstanding side by side swapping "Monster Garage" moments, the clearer he saw beyond Nathan's bizarre hairand the lip ring.
Then within the span of a second, the world around Jack shifted and changed. The hair on the back of his neckrose and his scalp got tight. Time ground to a halt, cracked down the middle, and fell in halves.
A half-second ago, everything had been okay in Jack's life, and in the next it wasn't. One half he'd been noticinghis brother and Nathan laughing and sounding alike, and in the next he was looking at a fifteen-year-old versionof his father, Ray Parrish. For half a second he'd been sitting on the edge of his desk and in the next he wasstanding with coffee down the front of his shirt, scalding his chest. "Christ!.
"What's the matter?" Billy asked.
He didn't take his gaze from Nathan. He looked at the shape of his face and nose, and there was no turning backthe clock to a few seconds ago. He was definitely looking at a young version of his father. It was so obvious, hedidn't know why it had taken him so long to see it. "You didn't come here for a job, did you?"
Nathan's smile fell and he picked up his skateboard. "No."
Suddenly, it all made perfect sense. Daisy's insistence that they talk. That she had something to tell him.
Something she couldn't talk about on the phone or in a letter or at Showtime Pizza. Something important like ason. He felt like someone had kicked him in the stomach. "When is your birthday?"
"I've got to go now."
He reached out and grabbed Nathan's arm. "Tell me."
Nathan's eyes got wide and he dropped his skateboard. He tried to backup, but Jack didn't let go. He couldn't.
"December," he finally answered.
Jack pulled him even closer. "And you're fifteen aren't you?"
He could see Nathan's throat work as he tried to swallow. "Yes," he said just above a whisper.
On some level Jack knew he frightened Nathan and that he should let go. He should calm down, but he couldn't.
Thoughts raced through his head until it felt like something was squeezing his brain. "Son of a bitch."
Billy grabbed a hold of Jack's shoulder and stepped between him and Nathan. "What's the matter with you?
Have you lost your mind?"
Yes. He'd lost his mind. He let go and Nathan took off so fast, it was like he'd never been there. Except that hisskateboard was still on the floor. Nurse - side up.
Jack stared after him. "Didn't you see it, Billy?"
"All I see is you acting crazy."
He shook his head and turned to his brother. "He looks like dad."
"Who?"
"Nathan. Daisy's son."
"Daisy and Steven's son."
Jack pointed to the empty doorway. "Did he look like Steven to you?"
"I don't really remember what Steven looked like, to tell you the truth."
"Not like our dad." He set the mug on his desk. He had a son. No. Impossible. He'd always used contraceptives.
But not always with Daisy. They'd been young and stupid and still believed nothing bad would ever affect them.
"She was pregnant when she left and she didn't tell me."
Billy put his hands up. "Wait, I never even knew the two of you were involved back then. And even if youwere, how do you know he's your kid?"
"You're not listening to me." He scrubbed his face with his hands. "There's a picture. A picture of dad when hegraduated high school. He looks just like that kid." He dropped his hand to his sides. "That's why she's here," hespoke his thoughts out loud as if they made better sense that way, when in reality, they made no sense at all. "Totell me about him"
"This is crazy. He's fifteen."
Yes. It was crazy. Crazy as hell to think he had a fifteen-year-old son. A son he'd never known about becausehe'd never been told. "I'm right, Billy."
Billy stepped in front of him and looked him in the eye. "You better make damn sure you're right before you gograbbing that kid and scaring him again. You don't know for sure he's yours, but even if he is, he might notknow it."
Billy was right. "I didn't mean to scare him."
Movement beyond Billy caught Jack's attention and he looked through the open doorway at Penny.
He pushed by his brother and said on his way past the secretary, "I'm going out for a while."
He walked out the back of the garage, across the driveway, to his house. He went straight to a spare room thatused to belong to Billy and he opened the closet crammed with boxes. He pulled out one after the other anddumped them on the floor. Old trophies and magazines, keepsakes from his and Billy's childhood that theirmother had carefully packed away, fell everywhere.
"What are we looking for?" Billy asked as he picked up a box.
Jack hadn't even realized Billy had followed. "Mom and Dad's old wedding album. The picture is in theirwedding album."
They found the album in the fifth box they opened. The outside was covered in lace and silk flowers, the girlystuff his mother had favored. The lace had yellowed, the flowers flattened; Jack flipped it open. Inside, thepages had lost their slickness and the photographs behind the loose cellophane slid together. The picture Jacksearched for fell at his feet, and he knelt to pick up the black-and-white photo of his father at the age ofseventeen. In one corner of the picture, his father had written in faded black ink, To my favorite girl Carolee,Love Ray.
Jack stood and stared at the photo. He hadn't imagined it. Give his father hedgehog hair and a lip ring, and he'dlook a hell of a lot like Nathan Monroe. Only he wasn't Nathan Monroe. He was a Parrish.
Billy came to stand behind Jack and he looked over his shoulder. His low whistle sounded louder than usual inthe empty room. "Do you think Steven knew?" Jack shrugged. She'd been three months pregnant at some point Steven had to have known. He walked out of the bedroom and down the hail into the kitchen. He opened a cabinet and pulled Steven's letter from where he'd place it Saturday. With the photograph of his father still in one hand, he tore open the envelope and read: "Jack, Please excuse my handwriting and misspellings As my illness progresses it gets more difficult for me toconcentrate. It is my hope that you never see this letter That I beat this disease and tell you these things inperson once I am well again. If not, I want to write down my thoughts before I am unable.
Let me begin by saying simply that I have missed you, Jack. I don't know if you have missed me orforgiven me but I have missed my buddy. There have been many times in the past fifteen years when I havewanted to call and talk to you. Many times I have laughed by myself thinking of the things we used to do. Theother day I saw two boys riding their bikes in the rain and I remembered the many times we used to ride ourbikes in real toad-stranglers Riding around Lovette, finding the deepest puddles to ride through. Or the timessitting on my mother's sofa, watching the old Andy Griffith shows, and laughing our asses off when Barneylocked himself in jail. I think that is when I miss you the most when I laugh alone. And I know it is my fault.
There have been many times I have felt the loneliness of losing you, my friendI have never forgotten the last time we saw each other and the horrible things we said. I married Daisy, and youloved her. But I loved her too, Jack I still do. After all these years  I love her as much as the day I married her. Iknow she loves me. I know she has always loved me and yet some times she gets a very far away look in hereyes, and I wonder if she is thinking about you.  I wonder if she is thinking that she is sorry she chose to comewith me to Seattle. I wonder if she thinks what her life might have been like with you, and I wonder if she stillloves you like she did. If is any consolation, then know that I have suffered a bit hell because  I know how muchshe loved you once and perhaps still does.
The night we left Lovette,  Daisy was three months pregnant with your child. She's no doubt told you all ofthis by now when she came to me and told me she was carrying your baby, she was very afraid and believedthat you didn't love her any longer.  I let her believe it even though I knew it probably wasn't true. She believednot telling you about the baby was for the best. She didn't think you could handle the pressure of having a childat that time in your life. I let her believe that too. I told her that she was right, that you couldn't, but I knew itwasn't true. I knew you could do anything you set your mind to doing. So I married her and took her away fromyou. I know that I should regret what I did, but I can't. I don't regret one day that I spent with her and Nathan.
But I do regret the way in which things were done and not telling you about Nathan sooner.
Nathan is a good boy. He is a lot like you. Fearless and inpatient and buries everything deep. I know thatDaisy will do her absolute to raise him, but I believe he needs you. It has been my pleasure to raise him, and ofall my regrets in this life, and there are many, I regret that I will not get to see him grow into a man. I wouldhave liked to have seen that.
In closing, I ask that you forgive me, Jack. I know that is perhaps asking too much of you, but I'm aski9nganyway. I am asking so you can let go the bitterness and go on with your life. On a purely selfish level, I amasking with the hope that you will forgive me so that I can die with a clearer conscience. And so that when I seeyou on the other side, we can embrace as fiends once more. If you can't forgive me, I understand. I don't knowthat I could ever forgive you if I were in your place. I took a lot from you, Jack. But maybe you can occasionallylook back and laugh at the good times we had together.
StevenThe letter and photograph of his father fell to the counter as Jack struggled to catch his breath. His insides feltsliced up, just as they had fifteen years ago.
"Is he yours?"
Jack nodded.
"That's goddamn evil," Billy said. "She's a damn evil bitch."For years he'd felt betrayal because his best buddy had married his girlfriend. He hadn't even known the half ofit. It had never occurred to him that when they left, they'd taken his child. It had not occurred to him that thebetrayal ran so deep.
"What are you going to do?"
He unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it from the waistband of his pants. "Talk to Daisy."
"I thought you just said she was an evil bitch.""She is. I'm not even going to ask you if you want to be a part of Nathan's life, because I know You. I knowhow you are. I know that you're hurt and angry, and you have every damn right to feel that way. But she's hismama and she could just pack him up and take him away."For years he'd pushed it back and locked it away. He'd walled up all the pain and anger. Since Daisy had beenback, it had seeped out a little. But nothing like this morning. This morning the walls he'd built were blown allto hell.
"Jack, promise you won't go medieval?"
He wasn't promising a damn thing.

Chapter Twelve

Daisy laid Pippen on her mother's bed and partially closed the door behind her. His little world was chaotic andhe'd been so tired and cranky for the past few days. Daisy had taken him to the hospital to see Lily this morning,and he hadn't wanted to leave. He was scared and upset and had cried all the way home, finally falling asleep asthey pulled into the driveway. Her mother was still at the hospital with Lily, waiting for news from the doctorsas to when Lily might come home.
Daisy changed into her dark green tank top and khaki shorts. She swept her hair up off the back of her neck andsecured it with a big black claw. She was exhausted and in serious need of caffeine. She might have curled upbeside Pippen, but Nathan wasn't home and she didn't want to be asleep when he returned.
She moved down the stairs to the kitchen and grabbed a Coke out of the refrigerator. Nathan had stuck a note tothe refrigerator door with a little magnet in the shape of Texas. He wrote that he was out riding his skateboard.
The note didn't say when he'd be back, though. She had wanted to remind him that he needed to estimate whenhe'd be back, so she wouldn't worry so much.
This was Lovett, she reminded herself. There really wasn't that much to worry about. There weren't that manyplaces he could get into trouble, but if there was one thing she'd learned from having a boy, it was that if therewasn't trouble, they'd invent it. If there was a puddle, they'd jump in the middle of it. A rock, they'd throw it. ACoke can, they'd smash it. A bird, they'd pretend to shoot it. A handrail on a set of five or more cement steps,they'd ride it on a skateboard, fall and need stitches.
The doorbell rang as Daisy popped the top to her Coke. She took a long drink as she moved through the livingroom. A bowl of glass fruit sat on a wooden end table and she placed the can next to it. She opened the door andhalf expected to see Nathan playing a silly joke by making her answer the door. He was like that sometimes.
Wanting to be treated as an adult, yet at times acting like her little boy. But it wasn't her son.
Jack stood on her mother's porch, sunlight overhead. The shadow of his straw cowboy hat concealed the tophalf of his face. A little flutter tickled her chest and before she could think better of it, the corners of her lipsturned up. "Hey there."
"Are you alone?" he asked, and her smile fell at the flat tone in his voice and grim line of his mouth.
He knows, was her first thought, but just as quickly she dismissed the thought. He couldn't know. "Pippen's herebut he's asleep."
"Where is Nathan?"
Oh, God. The fluttering in her chest picked up a notch or two. "He's riding his skateboard."
He didn't wait for her to invite him in. "No. He's not," he said as he walked into the house, bringing with himthe scent of a warm Texas morning on his skin. He handed her Nathan's board as he passed.
She took it from him and held it against her breasts. A ribbed T-shirt hugged the muscles of Jack's arms andchest and made him appear bigger and badder than usual. "Where is he?"
He turned and looked at her for several nerve-racking moments before he said, "I don't know."
"How did you get this?"
"He came to see me this morning."
"He did?" Nathan's going to the garage wasn't a coincidence. It was a surprise, but not a real shock. Nathan wasthe kind of kid who jumped into things first and thought later. A lot like Jack had been.
"He left the board on his way out."
She didn't think that he'd said anything to Jack about being his biological child. Of course, it hadn't occurred toher that he'd ever show up at the garage on his own either. "What did he say?"
"He talked about Steven and about 'Monster Garage.'"
Maybe he doesn't know. Maybe he was being a hard-ass for a totally different reason. This was Jack, after all.
The king of hard-asses. "That's it?"
"I think he really came by to get a good look at me." He pushed up the brim of his straw hat and she got a goodlook at him. If the glittering rage in his green eyes hadn't removed all doubt about what he knew or suspected,the next words out of his mouth did. "I read Steven's letter."
Now she was shocked. "How did you get Steven's letter?"
"You left it Saturday."
Had she? She didn't remember. A lot had happened Saturday. "You just read it today?"
"I didn't want to read it at all." His voice was deadly calm when he said, "Tell me, Daisy. I want to hear you sayit. After all these years."
His veneer of calm did not fool her for a second. His anger rolled off him like heat waves rolling across asphalt.
Her speeding heart fell right to the pit of her stomach. She'd waited fifteen years for this moment. Knew it hadto happen at some point, and there was no other way to say it but, "He's your son, Jack."
His expression didn't change. "Does he know?"
"Yes. He's known most of his life."
"So, I'm the only one who wasn't told."
"Yes."
"Do you have any idea," he said in that same awful calm tone, "what I'd like to do to you?"
Yes, she had a pretty good idea. She didn't think Jack would hurt her, but she took a step back. "I was going totell you."
"Is that so?" One brow lifted up his forehead. "When?"
"The first night I saw you. I came to your house to tell you, but Gina was there. I told you I needed to speakwith you about something important. I told you that night and the night of Shay's wedding, and at the pizzaplace, and at Slims." Her face felt hot, and she took another step back and tossed the skateboard on her mother'sblue floral couch. "I came to the garage to tell you Saturday, but then ... Lily ran her car into Ronnie's livingroom. Which is why I guess I forgot all about leaving Steven's letter." She pulled the claw from the back of herhair and took a deep breath. He had a right to his anger. She should have told him years ago. She was a coward.
"That's why I'm in town. I'm here to tell you that you have a son."
His gaze locked with her. "He's fifteen."
She swept her hair back up, twisted it, and secured it once more. "Yes, he is."
"You're telling me fifteen years too goddamn late. You should have told me when you missed your first period."
He thought a moment then added, "Unless you didn't know whose it was back then."
"I knew." Now he was just being mean. "You were the first person I was ever with. How could you think such ahorrible thing?"
"Maybe because up until a few days before you married my best friend, you were having sex with me. How do Iknow that you weren't doing us both at the same time?"
"You know I wasn't. You're just being ugly now."
"You don't know ugly," he said and his temper finally rose to the surface. He took a step toward her and stareddown into her face. His eyes narrowed  and the line of his jaw hardened. "You did the lowest thing a womancan do to a man. You had my child and kept him from me. I should have been there when he was born. I shouldhave been there to see hint To see him take his first steps and ride his first bike. I should have been there to hearhis first words, but I wasn't. Steven was, though. Steven got to hear him say Daddy, not me." He was deadserious when he added, "It's a good thing you're not a man, because I'd beat the hell out of you. I'd enjoy it, too."
One of the hardest things she'd ever done was stand there toe-to-toe with Jack and not take another step back orlook away from his angry eyes. "You have to understand that we never meant to hurt you. We both loved you."
"Bullshit."
"It's the truth."
"If that's what you do to people you love, I can't imagine what you have in store for people you hate."
Her head began to pound and she put a hand to her brow, but she didn't remove her gaze from his. "You have toremember what it was like between you and me back then. We were fighting and making up all the time. Thatfirst month, I was so scared, and I told myself I was just late. Then the second month I told myself not to thinkabout it, but by the third month, I had to face it." She dropped her hand. "Your parents had just died and youwere going through such a bad time. The night I came to tell you I was pregnant, you said you needed a breakfrom me. I didn't think you loved me anymore. I didn't know what to do." The backs of her eyes stung but sherefused to give in to tears. "I didn't have anyone to talk to about it but Steven. I went to him and he asked me tomarry him. He said he'd take care of me and my baby."
"You keep forgetting that the baby was mine. That I should have been told about it before the two of you ran offto Seattle."
"We talked about telling you, but we thought that if you knew, you'd want to marry me out of obligation, butJack, you were in no position to take care of me and a baby. You were only eighteen and already dealing withso much. It seemed like the only solution."
"No, it was the easy way out for you. Steven had money and I had nothing."
"That's not why I married him. You know that I always loved Steven. If you weren't so angry, you'd rememberthat you loved him too." She placed her hands on his bare arms. Jack might never forgive her, but she had tomake him understand. "I married him because I was scared. You didn't love me anymore, and I didn't knowwhat to do."
"How did it feel, Daisy?" His voice lowered, got rough and smooth at the same time. "How did it feel to getback at me for not loving you? Did taking my child make you feel good? Did it satisfy your revenge?"
"It wasn't about revenge."
He grabbed her wrists and removed her hands from his arms. "Did lying with Steven Monroe get me out of yourhead. Your heart? When you were with him, were you thinking of me??
"No!"
"Remembering how it used to be between us?" His voice lowered even further and he pinned her wrists behindher back. "How good it was." He pulled her up against his body and said against her temple, "How good it stillis."
The brim of his hat touched the top of her head. "Stop it, Jack."
"All those years, were the two of you laughing it up over what you'd done to me?"
"No, Jack. It wasn't like that. No one was laughing." Her heart knocked in her chest and she swallowed hard.
"Believe me. I know I should have told you sooner."
His voice got real quiet next to her ear when he asked, "Who's listed as daddy on that boy's birth certificate?"
"Steven."
He pulled back far enough to look into her face. "Goddamn you, Daisy."
"We thought it would be easier for him in school. I'm sorry"
"I don't give a flying fuck how sorry you are. Because it's not half as sorry as you're going to be."
"What do you mean?"
He set her back on her heels and slid his hands to her shoulders. "All those years ago when you chose Stevenover me because I was just a poor kid with grease on my hands, working in my daddy's garage that's not howthings are now. I'm not poor anymore, Daisy I can afford a real good lawyer, and if I have to, I'll fight you."
"There won't be a fight."
"I want to know my son."
"You can get to know him. I want you to. And when we leave -"
"When you leave," he interrupted. "He stays."
"That's ridiculous. He's not staying here with you. His home is with me. In Seattle."
"We'll see about that."
"I know you're angry. I don't blame you."
"Nice to know you don't blame me." He released her and turned to the door.
"I should have told you about Nathan years ago, but don't punish him because you're mad at me." She followedclose behind him to the front porch. "He's been through so much. He lost his dad and now this."
Jack turned around so fast she almost ran into his chest. "He didn't lose his dad. Steven Monroe wasn't hisfather."
Daisy wisely didn't point out that Nathan thought of Steven as his dad and had loved him. "Nathan's beenthrough a lot in the past few years. He needs a little peace. Some calm in his life." She didn't add that sheneeded it too. "I'll talk to him. See what he wants to do, and I'll call you."
"I'm not going to wait around for you to call me, Daisy Lee." He moved down the steps toward his Mustangparked at the curb. "After I talk to Nathan, I'll tell you how it's going to be," he said as he walked away, themorning sun shining down on his straw hat and his wide shoulders.
"Wait." She ran down the steps after him. "You can't talk to him alone. I'm his mother. He doesn't know you."
He walked around the front of the car then stuck his key in the driver's side door. "Whose fault is that?"
She looked at him from across the top of the car. "I should be there."
He looked back at her and laughed. "Like I should have been there for the past fifteen years?"
She grabbed the door handle to jump in his car but the door was locked. Then she remembered Pippen andrealized she couldn't go even if she forced her way into his car. "Nathan is my son. You can't exclude me."
"Get used to it."
"We can work this out. I know we can." She didn't know anything of the sort, but she was determined to keepthings from getting too ugly. "I should have told you. I know that, and except for handing over my son, I'll tryand make it up to you."
"How? On the trunk of a car?" He unlocked the Mustang's door. "Not interested."
So much for keeping things from getting too ugly.
Nathan sat with his back against the basketball pole at Lovett High. The backboard and hoop cast an oblongshadow on the court to the free-throw line.
He gazed across the football field to the tennis courts. He didn't like it here. He didn't know what he expectedTexas to look like, maybe like Montana. He and his dad had been to Montana once, but Texas wasn't like that.
Texas was flat. And hot. And brown.
Texas was nothing at all like Seattle.
He pushed with his feet and slid up the pole until he stood. He adjusted the chain around his neck and glanced atthe high school behind him. "High school," he scoffed. It wasn't even as big as the grade school he'd gone too.
They probably all wore cowboy boots and rode horses to school. Probably all listened to crappy country andwestern music and chewed tobacco. Probably nobody rode skateboards or listened to Korn or Weezer or playedSniper Fantasy for XBOX.
Nathan pulled up his pants and hardly noticed when they slipped back down his hips. Problems bigger than hisbaggy pants occupied his thoughts. He'd dropped his skateboard at Jack Parrish's garage, and then he'd run awaylike a big scared baby.
He really wished he hadn't done that, but the way Jack had grabbed his arm had freaked him out. And the wayhe'd looked and swore at him, too. One second they'd all been laughing, and in the next, Jack had grabbed himand stared at him so intensely, he'd about capped his pants. Nathan didn't know if Jack had figured it out in thatmoment, but by the look on his face, he thought maybe he had. Then before Nathan had even realized what hewas doing, he ran away like a little kid.
Jack probably thought he was a dork.
With a shrug of his shoulders he told himself he didn't care. His dad had told him lots of stories about Jack. Hemade him sound real cool, like someone Nathan would really like. But he didn't think he liked Jack. He likedBilly, though. Billy watched "Monster Garage." Billy was cool.
He picked up a rock and threw it hard against the backboard. It made a satisfying thwack, rebounded and almosthit him in the head. Obviously, his mom hadn't told Jack yet. Nathan had just assumed that she'd told himalready or he never would have walked into that garage today. After all, that's why she was here. To tell Jackabout him. At least, that's why she'd said she was coming here.
He moved back across the field toward the opening in the chain link fence. He was pretty mad at his mom, andfeeling really stupid. Plus, he had to figure out a way to get his board back. Maybe he'd just let Jack keep itbecause he really didn't want to walk back into the garage and ask for it back. Not now.
The grass beneath his black skater shoes squished and he figured the sprinklers had been on that morning.
Water droplets collected on the leather toes of his shoes and he watched them roll off. His mom should be backfrom the hospital by now. He had to tell her where he'd been. She'd probably get mad at him, but he didn't reallycare. The more he thought about it, the madder he got at her. If his mother had told Jack, or at least told Nathanthat she hadn't, he wouldn't have gone to the garage and made such a dick weed out of himself.
When he looked up, he noticed a girl walking toward him a few feet away on the other side of the fence.
Through the links he could see that she had shiny dark hair and smooth tan skin like she spent time sunbathing.
They met at the opening at the same time, and he stepped aside to let her go through first. Instead, she stoppedand stared at him.
"You're not from around here. I know most everyone, but I've never seen you," she said with a definite Texastwang, drawing out her words. She had big brown eyes, and beneath one arm she held poster board andconstruction paper.
"I live in Washington," he told her.
"Washington, D.C.?" She said it like his mother and grandmother did. Like there was an r in the word "wash."
She wore a blue T-shirt with the words Ambercrombie and Fitch in silver glittery letters. She was a prep, and hedidn't like preppie girls. Girls who shopped at Ambercrombie and Fitch and The Gap. Goodie-two-shoe girls.
"No. State."
"Are you here visitin' someone?"
No, he had no use for preppie girls... but she had the kind of lips that made him think of kissing. Which he'dbeen thinking about a lot lately. "Yeah, my grandma, Louella Brooks, and my aunt Lily." He'd kissed one girl inthe sixth grade, but he didn't think that counted.
A frown pulled at her brows. "Lily Darlington?"
"Yep."
"Ronnie's cousin Bull is married to my aunt Jessica." She laughed. "We're practically related."
He doubted that made them related at all. And what the heck kind of name was Bull? "What's your name?"
"Brandy Jo. What's yours?"
Despite being a prep and having a drawl, Brandy Jo was hot. The kind of hot that made his stomach feel fuzzyand his chest feel heavy and made him think about how complicated girls were. And it was at these times, whenhe was thinking about girls, that he missed his dad the most "Nathan," he answered. A guy just couldn't ask hismother about certain stuff.
She studied him a moment and her gaze lowered to his lip. "Did that hurt?"
He didn't have to ask her what she was talking about. "No," he answered and hoped his voice didn't crack. Hehated when that happened. "I'm getting a tattoo next."
Her big brown eyes rounded and he could tell she was impressed. "Your parents will let you?"
No. He'd have to get it without his mother knowing somehow. A few months ago they'd made a deal, he couldkeep his lip ring if he promised to never get a tattoo as long as he lived. He'd promised, but he figured he onlyhad to keep his word until he was eighteen and old enough to get one himself. Tattoos were cool. "Sure."
"Where?"
He pointed to his shoulder. "Right there. I don't know what I want yet, but when I do, I'm definitely getting atat."
"If I could get one, I think I'd get a little red heart on my hip."
Which Nathan thought was pretty lame and really girly. "That'd be cool." He dropped his gaze to the posterboards beneath her arm. "What are you doing with that stuff?"
"I'm gonna teach city-rec art classes to little kids this summer. It's gonna be a lot of fun, and I'll get paid five-seventy-five an hour."
Teaching art to little kids didn't sound like a lot of fun to Nathan, but getting paid five-seventy-five an hour wassweet. He quickly did the math in his head and figured that if a kid worked five hours a day, five days a week,he could make around five hundred and seventy dollars in one month. He could buy a lot of CDs or new boardtrucks with that kind of money.
A black Mustang pulled alongside the curb on the other side of the fence, and Nathan watched Jack Parrish getout. He pushed his cowboy hat up his forehead and gazed at Nathan over the top of the car. "You forgot yourboard at the garage."
Jack didn't look so scary this time, but the fuzzy feeling in Nathan's stomach got worse. Like when he rode theZipper too many times at the Puyallup fair. "Yeah."
Brandy Jo looked from Nathan to Jack then back again. "See ya around."
Nathan glanced at her. "Okay, see ya." As she walked away, he returned his attention to the man both his momand dad said was his biological father. As far as Nathan could see, he didn't look much like Jack.
"I took your skateboard to your grandmother's."
Nathan stepped through the opening in the fence and stood next to the passenger door. If the feeling didn't goaway, he was afraid he'd get sick. And he really didn't want to do that. "Was my mom home?"
"Yes. She and I talked." He rested a forearm on the top of the car "She said you've always known that I'm yourfather."
"Yeah." He swallowed past the lump forming in his throat. He didn't know why he felt so weird. It wasn't likehe cared what Jack thought. He'd gone to the garage earlier out of mild curiosity. That was it. He didn't carewhat anyone thought. "I've known."
"Well, I'm glad that at least she didn't he to you." Jack looked at the watch strapped around his wrist and tappedhis fingers three times on the top of the car. "Do you want a ride home?"
"Okay." Nathan waited for Jack to unlock the door, then he climbed inside. He sat in the soft beige leather seatand his stomach churned a little bit more. He didn't know what this car was worth, but a lot more than hismom's stupid minivan back in Seattle. That's for sure. "Is this a Shelby?"
"Yep. It's a nineteen-sixty-seven GT 500."
Nathan didn't know that much about Mustangs except that if you were going to have one, this was the one.
"What's the engine?" he asked as he shut the door.
"The original 428 Police Interceptor"
"Tight."
"I like it." Jack shifted, glanced behind him, then pulled back out onto the street.
"How fast will it go?"
"A hundred and thirty-two. Of course that's nothing compared to the Daytona. How fast did you say it wasclocked on the closed course?"
"Two hundred on the closed course. One-eighty right out of the showroom in nineteen sixty-nine."
Jack laughed and moved his hand from the steering wheel to shift again. "You know, Billy could use some helpwith that Barracuda that's in the shop. Since you're here for a while and going to own a Daytona someday, youmight want to give him a hand with that Hemi."
Was he kidding? Nathan would crap all over himself just to touch a Hemi. "That could be cool, I guess. But Idon't know how long I'm gonna be in town."
Jack looked over at him, the shadow of his hat fell across his nose. "We'll talk to your mom and see how longyou're going to be here." He turned his attention back to the road and shifted the big engine into third. "Ofcourse, just 'cause you're family doesn't mean we can pay you more than the other guys."
Pay? As in earn money working on a Hemi? He'd crap all over himself twice. Nathan looked down at the chainhanging from one loop of his pants. He cleared his throat and bobbed his head a few times. "Sweet."
"We'll start you out at seven-fifty an hour"
He tried to do the math in his head, but something that usually came pretty easy to him was impossible at themoment. "Okay."
"Nathan?"
He looked back across the car at Jack. "Yeah?"
"I should have known about you before today," he said, but he kept his gaze on the road.
Nathan agreed, but he didn't say so.
"If I had known, I would have been in your life. No one could have kept me out."
He didn't know what to say to that, so he kept quiet.
"Maybe while you're here, we could get to know each other."
"Cool"
"And if we don't get on each other's nerves too much, you could think about staying the summer."
The whole summer? In Loserville? No way.
"When the 'Cuda's done, I'm going to need someone to test-drive it for me. You think you could do that?"
He bit the inside of his lip ring to keep from smiling. Oh man! "I could do that."
"You got your driver's license, right?"
His excitement plummeted. "No, I'm only fifteen. You gotta be sixteen."
"Not in Texas. You can get it when you're fifteen."
"Really?"
"Yep. You have to have your license to test-drive the 'Cuda for me. It's company policy for insurance purposes.
That means you'd have to sign up for driver's education. That might take half the summer."
Since before Nathan could remember, he'd dreamed of the day he'd get his driver's license.
"You don't have to give me your answer today. Think it over and let me know."
If he stayed in Texas for the summer, he could get it early. Plus work on a Hemi and make serious bank. Headjusted the chain around his neck. "I'll have to ask my mom." And she wasn't going to like it one bit. She wasalways telling him no. She didn't want him to have fun or grow up. She wanted him to be bored and stay a littlekid forever. "I'll talk to her for you." "You would?" "Oh yeah." His smile showed his white teeth. "It will be mypleasure."

Chapter Thirteen

You remember Azelea Lingo, don't you?"
"No," Daisy answered absentmindedly as she stared out her mother's front-room window.
"Sure you do, she's the one who bought Lily half a vacuum when she got married," Louella continued as ifDaisy had been at Lily's wedding, which she hadn't.
"How does a person buy half a vacuum for a wedding present?" Daisy asked, although she really didn't give adamn at the moment. It had been over an hour since Jack had come and gone. Over an hour and she hadn't seenhide nor hair of him or Nathan.
"She put it on layaway and Lily had to pay to get it off. Cost her fifty bucks for a ninety-dollar vacuum. Andyou know, Azelea isn't poor. She's so big she has to sit down in shifts, so it isn't like she can't afford a wholevacuum."
Daisy had started to leave a dozen times only to decide that staying put was the best course.
"Anyway, Azelea's husband, Bud, left her a few years back and married a gal from Amarillo. Only the gal inAmarillo doesn't know that Bud's been sneaking back to Lovett the whole time for a little lovin' on the side withAzelea."
Daisy massaged the deep crease that had formed between her brows. Her head was going to explode.
"What is it, darlin'?" Louella paused in her story to ask Pippen. "Oh, you want your hat? Daisy, honey, where'sPip's hat?"
Daisy was so tense it felt like she had to,unlock her jaw to speak. "Probably in your bedroom."
"Go check grandma's bed."
"You go," Pippen demanded in his tiny voice.
"We'll go together."
Daisy kept her gaze out the window as they left the mom. She grabbed a handful of her mother's dark bluevelvet drapes and pressed her forehead to the glass. Since Nathan hadn't returned, she figured Jack had foundhim, and all sorts of scenarios ran through her head. Ranging from the two of them sitting somewhere talking toJack kidnapping Nathan and heading some place where she'd never find them. The last scenario she didn't reallythink was likely, but with Jack she never knew.
She opened the front door, and stuck her head out to look up and down the street. There was no sign of either ofthem.
"You're letting all the bought air out. Shut that," her mother said as she entered the room. Daisy glanced behindher, at her mother dressed in a pink blouse with fake pearls sown on it and a denim prairie skirt. Pippen stoodbeside her, wearing his coonskin cap and a pair of Big Bird pull-ups.
"This afternoon as I was leaving the hospital, they brought in Bud Lingo," her mother continued where she'd leftoff. "Appears he had heart failure while he was with Azelea. I couldn't stay at the hospital, but I am powerfulcurious to know what's gonna happen when Bud's wife gets her tail up here from Amarillo." Louella walked tothe cabinet where she kept her VHS tapes and opened it up. "And their youngest girl, Bonnie, was there too.
She's the one who had that real ugly baby last Valentine's Day. Lord, when I picked the blanket off the baby'sface in church, I 'bout had heart failure myself. It was all bald and pink and skinny like a newborn rat, bless herheart. Of course, I lied and told her it was precious. You remember Bonnie, don't you. Short. Dark hair..."
Her mother was determined to make Daisy's head explode. Daisy stepped out onto the porch and shut the doorbehind her. She sat on the first step and rested her temple against the white post that supported the roof. Hernerves were frazzled. Her head pounded, and her patience had deserted her awhile ago. It was barely oneo'clock in the afternoon, and she knew the day was bound to get worse. Jack hated her now, and he was going tomake her life a misery, just as he'd promised the first night she'd seen him. While she understood his anger ather, she couldn't let things get ugly. If they did, the one person who was totally innocent would be the one tosuffer the most. Nathan.
She glanced downward at her bare feet and red toenails. For the first time, she noticed the perfect fingertipbruises on her thighs. She didn't have to wonder how they'd gotten there. Jack. He'd left his mark on her longafter he'd made love to her.
It was apropos, she supposed. Jack had left his mark on her years ago too, and she didn't mean Nathan. He'dmarked her where no one could see. He'd left an indelible mark on her heart and her soul. One that no mailerhow far away she traveled, how long she stayed away, or how long she hid from it, had not faded nearly asmuch as she'd thought.
Despite his feeling toward her, she was very much afraid that she was falling in love with Jack again. She knewthe signs just as surely as she knew better than to let it happen.
The sooner she grabbed Nathan and got out of town, the better. Jack knew he had a son now. He could call orwrite or visit Seattle sometime in the future. Lily was recovering and would be home soon, but she was still abasket case. Yet, Daisy had problems of her own, and she had to get away before her life fell completely apart.
From half a block away, she heard the unmistakable rumble of Jack's Mustang. She looked up and turned herattention to the black car moving toward her. As she stood, the car rolled to a stop at the curb in front of hermother's house. Jack shut the car off then turned to look at her. From across the distance, their gazes met: Hisangry; hers resigned to his anger. Daisy leaned her head to one side and looked beyond Jack to Nathan. Her sonsat in the passenger seat and kept his attention pinned to his lap. He said something, then the two of them exitedthe Mustang. Both doors shut at the same time, and Jack waited for Nathan at the front of the car. The hot Texassun baked Daisy's shoulders, and it took every ounce of her self-control to keep her feet planted at the bottom ofthe steps and not running toward her son.
The two moved up the walk, their strides keeping perfect time with the other. Nathan's hands swung at his sides;his walk, an I'm-fifteen-and-trying-so-desperately-to-be-cool amble. Yet his blue eyes were guarded; he waswondering if he was in trouble or not.
Jack had one hand buried to his knuckles in the front pocket of his Levi's, the other hung loose at his side. Asalways, he moved as if he were in no hurry to get anywhere in particular.
"Where have you been, Nathan?" she asked when he stopped in front of her. She had to fight the urge to throwher arms around him and tell him everything would be okay. "I've been very worried about you. You know Ihate it when you leave and don't tell me when you'll be back."
"We went for a little drive," Jack told her.
A furrow appeared between Nathan's brows and she asked him, "Are you okay?"
"Yeah."
But he didn't look okay. He looked tired and upset, and his cheeks were pink from the heat. "Are you hungry?"
"A little."
"Why don't you go inside and have your grandma fix you something to eat."
He turned to Jack. "I guess I'll see you later."
"Count on it," he said. "I'll call you after I talk to Billy."
"Cool." With his pants riding low on his hips, and his dog chains jingling, Nathan moved up the steps.
"Where did you find him?" Daisy wanted to know as she watched her son shut the door.
"At the high school. He was talking to some girl."
"Where did you take him after that?" She turned to face him. The blazing sun penetrated the thick weave of hishat and shot pinholes of light across his nose and mouth.
"Around."
"Around where?"
He smiled. "Just around."
She placed her hand across her brows and shielded her eyes from the sun. He was really enjoying this. "Whatdid you talk about?"
"Cars."
"And?"
"Him working for me this summer."
"Impossible," she said and waved the notion away with her hand. "We have plans."
"Change them. Nathan says he wants to work for me this summer."
She looked up into his green eyes, surrounded by those long dark lashes of his. "Are you going to tell me that hecame up with that all on his own?"
He shook his head and white pinholes of light slid along his top lip. "Doesn't matter who came up with it. It'swhat we both want."
"We can't stay here all summer." She felt a bead of perspiration slip between her breasts. "I've already been herelonger than I intended."
"There's no reason for you stay. In fact, it might be better if you left."
"I'm not leaving my son here with you. You've known him an hour and you've already manipulated him intostaying."
"I simply offered Nathan a job helping Billy tear down a Hemi 426. He jumped at it."
She lifted her hands upward. "Of course he did. The child has slept on NASCAR sheets most of his life and hadhis first car picked out at the age of three. A Porsche 911."
"Jesus!" he swore. "You let my son pick a European piece of shit?"
Under any other circumstance, she might have laughed. "What the heck does it matter?"
"He's a Parrish." He grabbed his hat from his head and rubbed his forehead against his short sleeve. "It mattersto us." He ran his fingers through one side of his hair then jammed the hat back on. "If he'd been raised right,he'd know better," he said in a low grumble.
How dare he criticize the way she'd raised Nathan. She may not have always been the best mother, but she'dalways tried her best. She'd kill anyone who tried to hurt him.
"If he'd been raised right," Jack continued, "he wouldn't have a ring through his lip and dog chains hanging offhim."
Her nerves snapped, and in an instant she forgot all about trying to get along with Jack for Nathan's sake. Sheno longer cared whether Jack had a right to his anger, he'd just crossed the line and insulted her son. "He's agreat kid," she said and poked her finger in Jack's chest. "What's on the outside isn't as important as what's onthe inside."
Jack glanced down at her finger then back up into her eyes. "He looks like a hedgehog."
"A lot of boys where we live look like that." She poked him twice more. "Goat-roper!"
His eyes widened then narrowed. He wrapped his hand around hers and removed her finger. "You've turned intoa Yankee woman with no manners and a bad accent."
Daisy gasped, and this time she went for the kill. She stood on the balls of her feet and said, "I'll take that as acompliment coming from a second-rate grease monkey."
"You conceited bitch." He grabbed hold of her shoulders like when they were ten years old and fighting overwho had the best bike. They cut into each other with words, going at it tooth and nail, and all the while neverraising their voices above a low rumble.
"You always did think the sun rose and set on your scrawny butt," he said.
"And you always thought you were God's gift to a pair of jeans." She put her hands on his chest and shoved, buthe didn't move at all. "But I'm here to tell you on behalf of all women, what you've got in your jeans isn't thatextraordinary."
"You thought so Saturday on the trunk of the custom Lancer. In fact, you burst into tears because you enjoyedwhat I've got in my jeans."
"Don't flatter yourself. It'd been a long time. It could have happened with anyone." She smiled, too angry to beembarrassed. "You could have been Tucker Gooch," she added, knowing full well that Jack had always dislikedTucker.
He laughed. "Tucker doesn't have what it takes to make you bawl like you just had a religious conversion."
The front door opened and Louella stuck her head out. "You're putting on quite a show for the neighbors."
Jack let go of Daisy's shoulders and had the grace to look embarrassed. "Good afternoon, Miz Brooks."
"Hello, Jackson. Hot enough for ya?"
"Hotter than a stolen tamale," he said, taking off his hat and exchanging pleasantries as if to show he'd beenraised right.
"I haven't seen you in a tong lime."
"No, ma'am."
"How's your brother?"
"He's fine. Thanks for askin'."
"Well, tell him I said hello."
"I'll do that. How've you been, Miz Brooks?"
Daisy sat on the second to the last concrete step. She rested her forehead in her hand and waited for her motherto break into a long-winded story about her near heart failure at having seen Bonnie Lingo's ugly baby. And foronce, Daisy was grateful because it would give her time to compose herself.
Instead Louella said, "Well aren't you kind to ask. I'm feeling just fine."
"Glad to hear it, ma'am."
Daisy could almost feel her mother staring a hole in the back of her head. Since she already felt like an idiot forfighting with Jack on the front lawn, she refused to turn around and receive her mother's meaningful glare. "DidNathan hear us?" she asked.
"No. We couldn't hear you inside, but we did see you two going at it."
"Great," Daisy whispered.
She heard the front door shut behind her mother, and she dropped her hand and looked up at Jack. "We have toget along."
He shook his head. Even with bad-hat hair, he managed to look good. "Not going to happen."
"Then we're going to have to fake it. For Nathan's sake."
"Wet I'll tell you something, buttercup," he said as he stuck his hat back on his head. "I just don't think I'm thatgood at lying."
His recent lie about a trip to Tallahassee came to mind. "Right. -A frown wrinkled his brows. "Not as good as you, anyway."
She stood on the bottom step and looked into his face. "Do you think Nathan will want to stay here with youknowing that you hate me?" She didn't wait for him to answer. "He likes to act all grown up. He likes to thinkthat I baby him, but the fact is, he still needs me."
The furrow in his forehead smoothed. "Are you saying you're going to let him stay for the summer?"
She didn't think she had a choice. She'd talk to Nathan, and if he really wanted to work in Jack's garage and getto know him, Daisy wouldn't stand in his way. "If that's what he wants - but I won't leave him here alone withyou. I left him with relatives in Seattle for less than two weeks, and he couldn't handle it."
She let out a deep breath and thought out loud. "He only brought a backpack full of clothes. I have the onesuitcase. Neither one of us would last the summer on what we brought." She was going to have to make a triphome to Seattle to get some of their things.
Jack folded his arms over his wide chest and smiled. He'd won this round and he knew it.
"You have to promise, no more fighting."
"Agreed."
"We have to get along."
"In front of Nathan."
But Daisy wasn't through with him. "You have to pretend to like me."
He tilted his head back and the shadow from his hat slid from his nose, over his lips, to his chin. "Don't pushyour luck."
Daisy added water to the vase of fresh-cut lilies and returned it to the spot on the stand next to her sister'shospital bed. Daisy disliked the cloying scent of lilies. They reminded her of death. "I'm not going to be herewhen you go home tomorrow," she said and reached for the vase filled with peach tulips and white roses.
"Are you and Nathan going home?" Lily asked as she reached for the lime Jell-O on her dinner tray.
"Just me, and just for a few days." Daisy moved to the sink and added water to the vase. "It seems we're goingto stay the summer" Lily didn't say anything and Daisy looked over her shoulder at her sister. She had a whitebandage covering the stitches on her forehead. One eye was black and blue, the other green and yellow. Her toplip was still a little swollen, her left forearm was bandaged and her right ankle and foot were in some sort oftraction cast.
"What happened?" Lily finally asked. "Did you tell Jack about Nathan?"
"Not exactly." She set the vase next to the other and sat in a chair beside Lily's bed. "Nathan kind of told him,"
she answered, then filled her sister in on the rest. "I tried to tell Jack how sorry I am, but he isn't ready to hearit."
Lily turned her head on the pillow and her blue eyes gazed out from all the color on her face. "I'm sorry is justtwo words, Daisy. They don't mean anything unless you really mean them. Ronnie used to tell me he was sorryevery time he cheated, but what he really meant was that he was sorry he got caught again. Sometimes sorryisn't enough."
From outside the room, Dr. Williams was paged to star-line four; inside, Daisy got a real good glimpse intosuffering on the other side, from the person feeling the most pain.
"Yes, I know." She wrapped her hands around the wooden arms of the chair. "That's mostly why I've agreed tostay for the summer. I owe Jack. I may have done things for what I thought were the right reasons, but Ishouldn't have waited fifteen years to tell Jack about Nathan. I have a lot of guilt about that."
"Don't let guilt make you crazy." Lily set her Jell-O back on the fray. "Remember the night we went to SlimClem's?"
"Of course."
"I slept with Buddy Calhoun that night."
Daisy was too stunned to speak.
"He came over after I got home and we hooked up. He was real sweet and the sex was great. But after he left, Istarted to feel guilty, like I was cheating on my marriage. Ronnie had cheated on me for years, left Pippen andme for another woman, and I was feeling guilty" She scratched her forehead next to the bandage. "It was crazy,and I got so mad I drove over to his house. He wasn't home, but I drove up and down his street waiting for him,getting madder and madder. I don't remember much after that, but I guess I got so mad, I drove my car into hisfront room."
"Lily." She stood and walked to the bed. "What are you saying? Not to let guilt make me that insane, or I shouldprobably expect Jack's Mustang to plow through mother's front room?"
"Neither. I don't know. I just know that I want to feel normal again." She pushed the tray away. "Can youscratch my big toe?"
Daisy moved to the end of the bed scratched her sister's toe. Lily's ankle was huge.
"What did you tell the police about the accident?"
"That I was going to see Ronnie about child support and I must have gotten one of my bad migraines andaccidently hit the gas instead of the brake."
"They bought it?"
She shrugged. "I went to school with Neal Flegel. He never did like Ronnie very much. He gave me a ticket forfailure to control speed. My insurance is paying for the damage to the house, but I'm sure the premiums will goso high I won't be able to drive for a while."
Which Daisy figured was probably a blessing.
"Have you given any more thought about counseling? - "Yeah, I've thought about it. Might not be a bad thing."
Lily reached for the controls and lowered the bed. "But I think running my car into Ronnie's put things intoperspective for me."
That sounded healthy.
"No man is worth making me feel so bad about myself. When I'm not being crazy, I'm a pretty nice person."
Daisy smiled. "Dam right."
"Ronnie isn't worth spit, let alone worth me."
"Nope."
"I'm going to concentrate on getting better and raising Pippen. I'm over feeling bad about Ronnie. I don't need aman in my life to make me feel important."
"That's true." Lily really did sound as if she were on the road to complete mental health.
"Why should I base my self-worth on a man who counts his hard-ons as personal growth?"
Daisy laughed. "You shouldn't."
Lily pulled off a piece of tape holding a cotton ball to the inside of her elbow. "Men are the scum of the earthand should be killed."
Well, maybe not complete mental health.

Chapter Fourteen

Jack watched his son as Billy showed him how to remove the crankshaft from the Hemi 426. Since he'd pickedNathan up at the high school that first day, he'd been trying not to stare. He didn't want to scare the kid again,but after three days of him working in the garage, he was finding it more difficult not to study him. Even withhis hedgehog hair and lip ring, Nathan resembled the Parrish side of the family even more than Jack didhimself.
Jack rolled up his sleeves, grabbed a socket, and removed the few remaining bolts. He didn't work on actualrestoration as much as he used to. Mostly he spent his time making deals or chasing parts all over the country.
Running the business side while Billy was in charge of the labor side, but for the last three days, he'd beenspending a lot more time in the garage with the mechanics.
"The lobes are retarded," Billy said as he inspected the camshaft. "Just like we thought."
"What does that mean?" Nathan asked.
"It means they're warped," he answered.
"And it means that the valves stay open too long or not long enough and the engine loses power," Jack added.
Nathan looked up at him from across the big V8, and there was a hesitance in his eyes that Jack hated to seethere. He kept his gaze on his son as he spoke, "The replacement should be here by the time you and Billy areready to rebuild."
My son.
Billy handed the shaft to Nathan, and he held it up to study the lobes. "What do we do with this old one?"
"Toss it in the scrap-metal Dumpster I showed you outside," Billy told him.
As Jack watched Nathan move from the garage, his blue coveralls baggy in the butt, he thought he should feelmore than he did for the boy. Something more than a lump in his throat and an avid curiosity. He should feel aconnection to Nathan. A connection like he'd had with his own father, but he didn't.
Nathan was connecting with Billy, though. He'd watched them work side by side all week. Nathan seemed tofeel comfortable with the other mechanics who worked in the garage, too. But around Jack, he was more quietand reserved.
That night over a bottle of Lone Star in Billy's backyard, he talked to Billy about it.
"I don't think Nathan likes me much," he said as he watched Lacy and Amy Lynn play on the big jungle gymBilly had built for them last summer. It was around seven o'clock and shade from two oaks crept halfway acrossthe lawn to the patio where he and Billy sat. "He seems to like you a lot more than me."
"I think he's just more nervous around you."
The two brothers sat on Adirondack chairs, legs stretched out in front of them, their cowboy boots crossed at theankles. Jack wore a jean shirt with the arms cut off while Billy had on a wife-beater. Rhonda had taken the babywith her to some sort of makeup party and had left Billy in charge of the older girls.
"I don't know what I can do to make him more comfortable," Jack said as he raised the bottle to his lips andtook a drink.
"For starters, you can stop staring daggers at his mother when she comes and picks him up, like you did today."
That afternoon was the first time he'd seen Daisy since they'd had it out in her momma's front yard. She'd beenin Seattle for a few days and he hadn't known she was back until she showed up. Just as he hadn't known helooked at her any certain way.
"And when he brings up his dad," Billy continued, "you can quit getting so pissed off."
"Steven isn't his dad." Jack looked at his brother and said, "I never say anything bad about him."
"You don't have to. Whenever Nathan brings him up and you're around, your eyes get hard and you make thatsound through your teeth like you're an air hose." Billy sat forward and yelled across the yard. "Lacy, don't walkin front of your sister like that when she's swingin'. She's likely to kick you in the head again."
Jack set his bottle on the arm of the chair. "Does Nathan talk about Steven when I'm not around?"
"Yeah." Billy sat back. "It sounds like before Steven got sick, they used to do a lot together!"Jack caught himself making that air-hose noise Billy was talking about. He was jealous. Jealous of a dead manand jealous of his own brother. He didn't like the feeling one bit.
"I know you're angry; and you have every right, but you need to remember that Nathan loved Steven. Right orwrong, sounds like Steven was a good daddy to him."
"Steven didn't have the right to be good, bad or indifferent. He and Daisy took off together. They got marriedand kept my son from me for fifteen years."
"Which are you more pissed off about? That Daisy didn't tell you about Nathan, or that she chose Steven andnot you all those years ago?"
"That she took Nathan." Of course that was worse, but the two were so connected, he couldn't separate them.
"You look at her like you hate her now, but I saw the way you were looking at her at Lacy's birthday party. Youwere eye-eatin' her the second you sat down."
Had he? Probably "I used to have a real thing for her, growing up," he confessed as he watched Amy Lynn jumpfrom the swing and land on her feet.
"I read Steven's letter, and it sounds to me like you both had a 'thing' for Daisy Brooks. Sounds like you bothloved her."
There was no use denying it. "Since about the eighth grade, I guess. Maybe even before that." As he watchedAmy Lynn get back in her swing, he thought back to before the night Steven and Daisy had married. "Beingwith her was like... racing down the old highway pushing a hundred and fifty. You know that feeling you getwhen you're balls-to-the-wall? Your heart's up in your throat and adrenaline is crawling across your skin andmaking your hair stand up?"
"Yeah, I know."
"It was like that." Jack shook his head, then reached for his beer. He'd never talked to anyone about Daisybefore. "I was crazy about her, but we used to fight a lot. She was so jealous, and I would throw a fit if anyother boy even looked at her"
Billy leaned forward in his chair again. "Amy Lynn, don't swing so high." He sat back and said, "Well, youmust have made up a time or two or else she wouldn't have ended up pregnant."
Jack recalled with perfect clarity the many limes he'd made love to her in the backseat of his car, standing upsomewhere with her legs around his waist, or in her bedroom while her mom worked late. "I think we used tofight just so we could make up in the backseat of my Camaro."
"Sounds like teenage hormones," Billy said, looking over at Jack though his clear blue eyes as if things hadbeen that simple.
"It was more than just hormones." He'd been with girls before Daisy, but with her, it had been more than justgetting off. Last Saturday on the back of the Custom Lancer proved that she could still make him feel that way.
After all these years. Of course, that had been before he'd found out about Nathan. Now all he felt for her was abiting anger. He took a drink, and rested the bottle on the top of his right thigh. "I thought she was it for me.
She's all I used to think about."
"If you were in love with her, why did you break up with her?"
"How do you know that I broke up with her?"
"It was in Steven's letter."
"It was?" He recalled little about the letter other than the mention of Nathan. "Mom and dad had just died and Iwas dealing, or trying to deal, with all of that." He lifted a finger off the bottle and pointed at his brother. "Youremember what pure hell that was."
"Sure."
"About that same time Daisy got even more possessive and emotional than usual. It seemed like she was alwayshanging on my neck, and the more I tried to get her to loosen her grasp, the more she choked me. I just couldn'thandle it, so I told her we needed time apart. The next thing I knew, she'd married my best friend."
"Pregnant women get really weird. Believe me, I've been through it three times now."
"I didn't know she was pregnant."
"True. She told Steven and not you because you'd dumped her."
"I didn't dump her." Christ, Billy was starting to piss him off. "I just needed some time to think. If I'd known, Iwould have done the right thing."
"I know you would have."
Finally, a little support from his family"But she felt dumped all the same, and she went to Steven and he helped her out instead of you."
"What the hell? You're my brother. You're supposed to be on my side."
"I am. Always. But you're so angry, I just don't think you can see things clearly, is all. I understand how youfeel, but someone needs to point out to you that you had a hand in Daisy marrying Steven."
"Maybe," he conceded for the sake of argument, but he wasn't sure he believed it. "But that doesn't excuseeither of them from not telling me about my son. I'll never forgive Daisy for that."
"Well, you know what Tim McGraw says about never?"
He didn't give a shit what Tim McGraw had to say about anything. Tim was married to Faith Hill, and Faithhadn't run off with his babies and kept them a secret for fifteen years.
Billy took a long pull off his beer and told him anyway. "Old Tim says something about the trouble with neveris never never works. I think there's some wisdom in that."
And Jack thought Billy needed to slow down on the Lone Star. "I was thinking that maybe I'd grab the boat andtake Nathan to Lake Meredith fishing," he said purposely directing the conversation away from Daisy. "Maybecamp out for a night."
"Rhonda and I took the girls and camped out at the lake last summer. We stayed at that Stanford-Yake campsiteright thereby the marina. It had a real nice comfort station for the girls."
"I don't care how nice the toilets are." Billy cared because he had to live with four females who'd bitch about it.
"I thought you might want to ask Nathan's momma to come along."
Jack stood and walked across the patio. "What's gotten into you?" He wanted to get to know his son withoutanyone else around. Now that he knew about his reaction whenever Nathan brought up Daisy or Steven, hecould control it. "Are you being contrary just to piss me off?"
Billy laughed and stood also. "No, I just thought Nathan might be more comfortable with her there. He mightopen up more."
Maybe, but sleeping with Daisy in the same tent was not going to happen. It wasn't even an option. And it hadnothing to do with sex and everything to do with him maybe putting a pillow over her head while she slept. Hemoved to the Rubbermaid garbage can by the side of the house, opened the lid, and tossed the bottle inside.
"We'll be okay alone." He secured the lid down tight. "We'll catch some walleye and maybe a few largemouthbass."
"Sounds good."
"Hey, you two," Jack called across the yard. "Get over here and give me some sugar so I can leave."
Lacy slid down the yellow plastic slide, and a few seconds later Amy Lynn jumped off the swing. They both ranacross the lawn. Lacy with her head down as usual - Jack knelt on one knee, safely removing his nuts fromhead-butting level.
Billy moved across the patio and threw away his bottle. "Maybe next week sometime, we should have Nathanover so he can meet his cousins."
"To meet your two yard babies?" Jack asked as he grabbed Lacy and set her on his knee.
"I'm not a yard baby," Amy Lynn protested, but she wrapped her ants around his neck and kissed his cheek.
"What are you, then? A yard bird?"
"What's that?"
"A chicken"
"Swear to God. That's what your grandma Parrish called chickens. 'Course, she was raised on a farm inTennessee and they really did have chickens in their yard." He gave Lacy a kiss, then set her back on her feet.
He stood with Amy Lynn's arms still around his neck.
"Don't go," she protested.
"Got to." He tickled her armpits and she giggled and dropped to her feet. "I have to make some big fishing'plans."
"You'll have fun," Billy predicted as he scooped up Lacy and followed Jack to the gate at the side of the house.
"Nathan's a good kid. You can tell he's being raised right."
Jack glanced over his shoulder at Billy. "You saw the way he looks. That ring though his lip and that hair.
Those dog chains and his pants down around the crack of his ass."
"That's the way some kids look today. Doesn't mean he wasn't raised right."
True, but Jack wasn't in the mood to give Daisy credit for anything, especially since Billy seemed determined toplay devil's advocate. "When he was three, he wanted a Porsche 911."
Billy stopped dead in his tracks. "He's a Parrish."
Finally, he'd made his point.
Jack raised his hand and knocked twice on Louella Brooks's front door. The sun was beginning to set, washingthe porch in dull gray light.
The door swung open and he came face-to-face with Daisy. Her hair was down around her shoulders, kind ofmessy as if she'd just got out of bed. She wore a pink dress that tied behind her neck and laced up between herbreasts. Her feet were bare and she was sexy as hell. A contrary mix of anger and desire pulled low in hisabdomen.
"Hi, Jack."
"Hey. Is Nathan around?"
"Nathan left with my mother, but..." ...Her brows lowered and she licked her lips. "What time is it?"
He looked at his watch. "A little after eight."
"Oh. Well, Mom and Nathan went over to Lily's to help her with dinner."
"How's your sister?"
She brushed her fingertips beneath her eyes. "Better. She went home from the hospital two days ago."
"Did I wake you up?"
"I guess I nodded off during 'Frasier' reruns." She gave hint a warm, sleepy smile. "Nathan should be backanytime."
"Do you mind if I wait for him?"
"Are you going to be nice?" She drew out the word niiiiiice. Daisy Lee had found her accent.
"Reasonably."
She thought about if for a moment, then stepped back. "Come on in."
He followed her through the darkened living room. The technicolor light from the televison flashed white andblue patches across her bare shoulders and back. She led him into the kitchen and flipped the switch.
It had been a long time since he'd been in Louella Brooks's kitchen.
"Would you like something to drink? Tea, Coke, water?" She smiled back over her shoulder at him. "Bourbon?"
"No thanks."
She raked her finger through the top of her hair as she opened the refrigerator and pulled out a blue bottle ofwater with her free hand. Her fingers combed through her hair to the ends, then she twisted the top off the bottleand knocked the door shut with her hip.
"How was your trip?" he asked.
"It was real sad." The silk strands of her hair slid back in place, and she leaned a shoulder into the refrigeratorand looked up at him. "I finally packed up most of Steven's things. Junie came over and got what she wanted.
Good Will came and got the rest"
Jack saw the sadness in her brown eyes and told himself he didn't care. She lifted the bottle to her lips and tooka long drink. When she lowered it again, a clear drop of water rested on her top lip. "I have some photos foryou." The droplet rested there for several long moments before it slid down and disappeared into the seam.
"What photos?" If they were pictures of her and Steven and Nathan living it up in Seattle, then she could keepthem.
"The photo taken in the nursery when Nathan was born, of him riding his trike, blowing out birthday candles,playing football. Stuff like that." She held up a finger. "I'll be right back."
He didn't want her to be reasonable. Giving him photos went beyond pretending to be nice in public. He didn'twant her to be nice at all. He didn't want to watch crystal drops of water slide between her pink lips. He didn'twant to watch her leave, his gaze slipping down her back to her behind and the bottom of the dress where ittouched the backs of her thighs.
When she returned, she had a shoe box under one arm. "I have tons of pictures of Nathan; these are just a fewthat I thought you might like." She carried them to the breakfast nook and took a seat. Jack slid into the seatacross from her as she took off the lid to the shoe box. She pulled out a few photos and handed them to him.
"This is his hospital picture. He was kind of bruised up because they had to use forceps on him."
Jack gazed down at the photo in his hand of a tiny baby with a bruise on his cheek. His eyes were kind of puffyand his mouth was pursed as if he where about to kiss someone. The next picture was of Daisy as heremembered her looking in high school. Like the day she'd left him. Her hair was big, and she sat in a hospitalbed holding a baby wrapped up fight in a striped blanket. His baby boy. His girl. Only by then she hadn't beenhis anymore.
"I didn't know if you'd want that one because I'm in it," she said, "but I'm in all the pictures taken in thehospital." She dug out a few more. "Any of these you don't want, just leave them with me." This time when shehanded the photos over, she leaned across the table. "This was taken on Nathan's first birthday." She pointed toa baby standing on a kitchen chair. He had chocolate cake smeared on his face, clear up into his hair, and hewore a huge grin. The remains of a smashed cake sat on the table in front of him.
"I'd just made his cake and turned my back to wash the dishes," Daisy explained. "When I turned back, he wasstanding on that chair and had grabbed big hunks of cake. By the time I got my camera, he'd stuffed a bunch inhis mouth and rubbed it on the top of his head." Jack laughed and she looked up from the photo and smiled. "Hewas such a pistol," she said and returned her attention to the picture. His gaze slid to the side of her neck. Herbreasts were pressed against the table, pushing her cleavage over the top of her dress. If he leaned forward, hecould smell her hair. "That was about the time we had to start locking him in our bedroom," she said.
Jack leaned way back. "Why?"
She straightened. "Because that boy started crawling out of his crib when he was seven months old. We had toget him a little bed that was really low to the ground because we were afraid he'd hurt himself. Then one day, alittle after his first birthday, I was making his bed, and under his satin baby pillow, I found three screw driven."
She shook her head. "The only thing I could figure out was that he was roaming around the house after Stevenand I fell asleep. So that's when we had to lock him in our bedroom with us."
The three of them all in bed together. One big happy family. It should have been him. It should have been himwith her and with Nathan. But she'd chosen Steven.
She should have chosen him. It should have been him in that bed, but the harsh truth was that he couldn't blameher for her choice.
Not anymore. Not when she'd chosen Steven because she'd been eighteen and scared. But being eighteen andscared didn't excuse her from keeping his son from him. He didn't think he'd ever forgive her for that.
She spread some more photos out on the table. "I have a lot of photographs of Nathan through the years. He'smy favorite subject. I have some really nice black-and-whites of him that I took a few years ago when we wentclimbing around the rocks at the bottom of Snoqualmie Falls. Black and white just balanced everything aroundhim beautifully" Her lips turned up at the corners. "Color would have been too overwhelming, and he wouldhave been lost in the shot."
"You sound like you know a lot about taking pictures." He had one of those auto-everything cameras, and stillforgot to bring it to the girls' parties.
"I'm a photographer. It's what I used to do for a living."
He hadn't known that about her. Didn't know very much about her life in Seattle, as a matter of fact.
"It's what I plan to do again. I'm going to open my own studio. I've been checking into small business loans, andI talked to a realtor about leasing a space in Belltown, which is in the downtown area." She dug through the boxand handed him more photos. "It's going to be a little scary at first, but with the money I get from selling ourhouse, and the money I received from Steven's life insurance policies, we'll be okay"
She was moving on with her life. Moving forward while he felt as if he were firmly stuck in the past. Unable tomove.
Louella walked into the kitchen with Nathan trailing behind, wearing even more chains than usual and a blackT-shirt with a skateboarder on the front.
Daisy slid from behind the table and moved to meet them. "Nathan, Jack came over to talk to you."
Nathan's gaze met his over the top of Daisy's head. Jack set the photo on the table and stood. He turned hisattention to Daisy's mother. She had blue smudges beneath her eyes and her hair listed left. "Good evening, MizBrooks."
"Evening, Jackson."
"How are you?"
"I've felt better," she said. "Lily insists that she stay at her own home when it would be better if she stayedhere." She set her big black purse on the counter and moved to stand a few feet in front of him. "Last year TinyBarnett's youngest girl, Tammy, had woman trouble and had to have surgery. Did you hear what happened toher?"
Jack wasn't sure Louella was speaking to him. She was looking at him, but he didn't know anyone named TinyBamett or her daughter Tammy.
Evidently a reply wasn't necessary, though. "She died because she went home from the hospital early"
"Mom," Daisy said on a sigh, "Lily isn't going to die."
"That's what Tammy thought too. Left behind a little boy about Pippen's age. Left a husband too. He was aYankee fella from one of those eastern states, and when Tammy made her heavenly journey, he packed up thatbaby and left. Tiny hasn't seen hide nor hair of him since. And my is a good woman. She's stuck with HoraceBarnett all these years. And everyone knows that man was born tired and raised lazy. I don't think he ever didwork a job for more than a month straight."
She paused and it all came back to Jack in a flash. The reason he and Steven usually waited on the porch forDaisy. Fifteen years, and she hadn't changed. Louella Brooks could still talk water up hill.
"And he had that mentally retarded sister, bless her heart. She used to come by the diner and other gizzards,every now and again. I used to think that..."
Jack felt a pressure in the back of his skull and looked behind Louella to Daisy and Nathan. They stood inprofile, Nathan a few inches taller than his mother. He stared down at Daisy, his narrowed gaze communicatingsomething. Daisy shrugged as if to say, "What do you want me to do?" While Louella rambled on aboutgizzards and chicken filed steak, Daisy and Nathan carried on a whole conversation without saying a word.
Mother and son.
Nathan rocked back on his heels and slashed his finger across his throat. Daisy covered her mouth with her handand started shaking her head. They were a family. Just the two of them. Comfortable with each other. Relaxed.
He wasn't a part of it.
As if she felt his gaze on her, Daisy looked at Jack, then she burst into laughter.
"Goodness, Daisy. What's gotten into you?" Louella asked as she turned to look at her daughter.
"Just thought of something that happened today." She brushed her hair behind her ears and said, "Jack cameover to talk to Nathan, so maybe we should leave them to it."
"Actually, I was hoping that you and Nathan could walk me out to my car."
"Cool."
"Sure."
He turned his attention to Louella. "Good evening, ma'am. Give Lily my best the next time you see her."
"I will."
The three of them walked through the living room and out the front door, with Jack bringing up the rear.
"Why didn't you stop her?" Nathan asked as soon as the door was shut behind them.
They moved from the porch and down the sidewalk. The setting sun filled the night sky with blazing reds andoranges, fading in the distance to pink and purple. It seemed to catch in strands of Daisy's hair, turning it gold.
"No one can stop your grandmother once she gets started," Daisy answered.
"All the way home from Lily's she would not stop talking about someone named Cyrus."
"Cyrus is your great uncle who died when he was fourteen, bless his heart."
"And I give a crap because why?"
"Nathan!"
Jack chuckled.
"Don't encourage his bad behavior, Jack," she said as they came to the end of the sidewalk.
"Wouldn't dream of it." He turned to his son. "How do you feel about fishing?"
He shrugged. "My dad and I used to fish all the time."
Jack forced a smile. "I'm going bass fishing this weekend, and I wanted you to come along. I thought we'd leaveSaturday morning and come back sometime Sunday."
Nathan looked at Jack then turned to his mother.
"We don't have plans this weekend. Go ahead. You'll have fun."
Nathan didn't say anything and Jack spoke to cover the silence. He opened his mouth and heard himself say,"Daisy why don't you come along too?" And he couldn't believe it. The pressure in the back of his skull movedup and squeezed his brain. He'd just done the one thing that he'd gotten mad at Billy for even suggesting.
All he could do now was hope like hell she refused.

Chapter Fifteen

A slight breeze rippled across the surface of Lake Meredith while sunlight reflected off the water like bits oftinfoil. Birds circled overhead, fish jumped, and the heavy bass guitar and hard drum beats of Godsmackpounded the air like a fist.
Daisy sat cross-legged in the front of Jack's boat and gazed at Nathan through the lens of the Fuji digital camerashe'd brought with her when she'd returned from Seattle. She wore her white one-piece swimsuit beneath a redtank top and jean shorts. A big straw hat shielded her face from the sun.
Nathan brought his pole back to cast and she snapped his picture. He wore a ball cap, the bill curved low on hisforehead and just above his silver and black Oakley sunglasses. His khaki shorts rode low on his behind andshowed his red and white striped boxers. He wore skater shoes without socks.
His cheeks were very pink, and he'd taken off his T-shirt although she'd warned him against it.
"You treat me like a baby," he'd complained like a baby. But he gave in and allowed her to rub him down withsun screen.
She turned her camera on Jack, who stood across the stern from Nathan fishing from the opposite side of theboat. He'd pushed his straw cowboy hat low on his forehead and wore a pair of sunglasses with mirrored bluelenses. His old green T-shirt was worn around the neck and the short sleeves fit loose around the hard moundsof his biceps. Earlier he'd caught her staring at the little hole in the shoulder, and he'd told her it was his luckyfishing shirt. A pair of faded Levi's hugged his hips and thighs. The edge of the waistband was slightly frayed,and the five-button fly cupped his package in soft faded denim. She wondered how much luck those pantsbrought hint Probably a lot. On his feet he wore cowboy boots. What else?
He glanced across his shoulder at her and she snapped his picture. Irritation wrinkled his brow before he turnedhis attention back to his line. She didn't know if he was irritated because she was taking his picture or becauseGodsmack had just said the F-word again. Although, she'd certainly heard him throw that word around. I'mgoing to fuck you till you faint came to mind.
He'd picked her and Nathan up that morning driving a white Dodge Ram truck. To her surprise, it wasn't"vintage." It was fairly new and pulling a twenty-one-foot bass boat. When he'd asked her and Nathan the otherday if they wanted to go fishing, she'd envisioned an aluminum boat with a little putt-putt motor. She shouldhave known better. Jack wasn't the kind of guy to have a putt-putt anything.
The gray-and-red boat had dual consoles with seats that looked better suited for a race car. A third fishing chairwas perched in the back by the huge outboard engine. Below the clock on the wood-grain console was the CDplayer. Earlier as they'd set up camp, Nathan and Jack made a deal. They would alternate music. Jack went firstand then Nathan. The problem was that Jack had a human-sized CD case, while Nathan had a case about thesize of the New York phone book. They were in for a ground-thumping few days.
Nathan caught the first fish. A twelve-inch Walleye that brought the first real joy she'd seen on his face in a longtime. Jack netted it for him and helped him remove the hook. With their head bent over the fish, Daisy snappeda few pictures. She was too far away and the music was too loud for her to hear what they said to each other, butwhen Nathan tipped back his head and laughed, Daisy felt it in her chest. The pang in her heart wasn't solelydue to the pleasure of her son's laughter, though. It was Jack too. He was reaching out to Nathan. Trying tomake a connection with his son, and for some reason that Daisy didn't understand, she felt herself fall a littlemore in love with him. Not the fast wham-bam love of adolescence. Not the flash of heat and fire like alightning bolt, which she'd once tried and failed to grasp in the palm of her hand. This was easier. A gentle beatagainst her heart, a soothing ahh in her chest, which scared her more than the first time she'd fallen for him. Thislove was more mature. She was more mature, and she knew exactly what to do about it.
Absolutely nothing.
Mali Flegel had called her the other night and asked her to dinner. It had been so long since a man had asked herout; she'd been shocked. She'd sputtered something about contacting him once she returned from her campingtrip. At the time, she hadn't really wanted to go. Now she wondered if it wasn't a good idea. Something to takeher mind off Jack and her feelings for him.
She snapped another picture and watched Jack through her lens as he returned to his fishing pole and picked itup. The sun glinted off the silver reel as the spool spun around and around. The movement of his hands andaims was smooth and precise, and his boots wet planted a shoulder's width apart. The CD player shut off andshe could hear the soft tick-tick-tick of his reel. Her heart picked up its soothing pace and she clicked his photo.
White sunlight poured over one side of him while the shade of his hat slashed across his nose and mouth. Hebrought in the line and reached up to pull a weed from the hook. Then in one fluid motion, he flipped the balewith his thumb, flung the tip of the pole straight out to his side, then whipped it forward again. His lure sailedacross the water as a breeze bowed the line, catching it on a current like a spider web, suspending it in air for afew short moments before the lure hit the water with a kerplunk and pulled the line down with it.
She lowered her camera and looked away. She couldn't hide behind her lens from either her feelings or his. Jackhated her, and he'd never forgive her. He'd made that perfectly clear. Around her, he was very guarded, and shedidn't even know why he'd asked her to come along on this fishing trip. He acted like she was a necessary evil,like bug spray. She was leaving at the end of the summer, and she probably wouldn't see him again until nextyear. There was no future for her and Jack, except that at some point she hoped it would be possible for them tobe friends again.
She wasn't going to hold her breath, though.
She was making a future for herself and Nathan a thousand or so miles away in Washington. She'd talked toNathan about selling their house, and he was okay with it. He'd been sad, like she was. The house held as manygood memories as bad, but he liked the idea of moving into a loft in Belltown even if it meant a change inschools. She'd already called a realtor, a friend of Junie's, and put the house on the market. Junie had always hadan extra key, so she arranged to give a copy to the realtor.
Daisy was definitely getting on with her life now. She'd never been on her own before. Never solely responsiblefor all decisions. She was scared. And if she thought about it too much, she got little anxiety attacks, but sheknew things would be okay.
It was well past noon and everyone was hungry by the time they made it back to camp. While the boys cleanedthe fish they'd caught, Daisy set the picnic table with a red-and-white checkered cloth and red plastic plates andutensils.
When she spoke with Jack the night before, she insisted that they split the meals. He was in charge of dinner.
She wondered if he'd pull out a package of hotdogs and a bag of chips and call it good.
She set a roasted chicken, salad, and a loaf of rye bread on the table. By the time she'd sliced the chicken andadded dried pieces of fruit and raspberry dressing to the salad, Nathan and Jack were walking from the shoretoward her. Nathan had put on his shirt and he carried his ball cap. His hair was sweaty and smashed to hishead. She couldn't help but notice that when Nathan forgot to act cool, he moved, a lot like Jack did. More easyand relaxed. Jack took off his sunglasses and brushed the side of his face against the shoulder of his lucky T-shirt - which had proved to be lucky once again, since he'd caught two smallmouth bass and a crappie.
"I'm going to change and be right back," he said as he tossed his hat and glasses on the table. He moved towardthe four-man tent they'd pitched beneath a cottonwood tree. "Watch out for faaar ants," he warned, drawing outthe vowels. "I saw a nest of 'em over by the toilets." He grabbed a fistful of his shirt and pulled it over his headas he threw the tent flap back.
"Mom," Nathan called to her.
Daisy pulled her gaze from the tent and the fleeting glimpse of Jack's bare back, the smooth planes and indentof his spine, the sliver of the white elastic just above the bluer waistband of his jeans...
"What's a faaar ant?" he asked just above a whisper "Fire." She chuckled and shook her head. "Fire ant. Theyhave a nasty bite that burns."
Nathan smiled. "Well why didn't he just say fire?"
"He thinks he did." She placed some chicken and salad on a plate and handed it to Nathan. She'd brought aThermos of ice tea, and she put ice in three red Dixie Cups and poured. "Are you having a good lime?" sheasked her son.
Nathan sat and shrugged in that way of his that could have meant anything. "I guess." Then he grinned anddrawled like a Texan, "I'm gonna catch my limit if it harelips the governor."
"Just don't get bit by faaar ants," she warned him.
Nathan tipped back his head and laughed a steady heh-heh-heh.
"What are y'all laughing about?" Jack asked as he walked toward them, closing the snaps on his shirt. It wasbeige, cowboy cut, with the arms hacked off.
"Nathan says he's going to catch his limit if it harelips the governor."
Jack looked up and his green gaze touched Daisy's face from across the table. "Damn straight." He grabbed aplate and placed a few pieces of chicken on it. "What is that?" he asked as he looked into the salad bowl.
"Salad."
He scowled. "It looks like chick food. Like flower petals, weeds, and leathery fruit chunks."
Nathan laughed and Daisy frowned at him. "It's very good."
"I'm going to take your word on that." He put three pieces of bread on his plate and then looked across the tableat her. "Butter?"
"You still eat butter?" She hadn't used butter in so long, it hadn't occurred to her to pack any. "I have creamcheese."
He shook his head and walked away. He moved to the back of his truck, lowered the tailgate and rummagedaround in his cooler. When he returned, he had a stick of butter. He unwrapped the stick then set it on the table.
"You've been living up North too long, Daisy Lee." He pulled a pocket knife out of his front pocket and madewafer-thin pats. "Do you want some of this?" he asked Nathan.
Nathan nodded and Jack stabbed a few thin pats with the knife, then handed it over to him. Nathan laid them outon his rye bread and paused a moment to eye the knife before he handed it back.
"How about you, Daisy?"
"When was the last time you cleaned that knife?"
"Hmm." He finally sat down and pretended to think a moment "Last... no, the year before last. It was right afterI used it to gut an armadillo."
Nathan laughed as he took a big bite of his bread.
She was sure he was lying. Well, almost sure. "No thanks," Daisy answered.
"Pansy-ass," he said right before he sank his teeth into his bread covered in little squares of yellow butter.
She took a big bite of her salad. "Scardy-cat. Afraid of a little arugula and raspberry dressing."
"Hell, yeah," he said as thin creases appeared in the corners of his green eyes. "If a man eats stuff like that, thenext thing he knows, he's wearing pink and tying a sweater around his neck"
Nathan held up his hand and Jack gave him five.
"I thought you liked my raspberry salad."
"No," Nathan said. "I'm hungry."
Daisy didn't believe him. Jack was turning him into a traitor. A guy just like him.
"So what did you bring for dinner?" she asked.
Jack used his armadillo-gutting knife to cut his chicken. "Wild rice."
"That's it?"
"No, I brought some real lettuce and some bleu cheese dressing."
"We're having wild rice and salad?"
He stared across the table at her as if she couldn't possibly be so dense. "And the fish."
"You were that sure you'd catch our dinner, that you didn't bring anything else?"
"Hell, yeah. I wore my lucky shirt."
Daisy turned her attention to Nathan, who was highly amused.
Jack took a long drink of tea then set the glass on the table. "I coat the fish in flour, then fly 'em up."
"Sounds good," Nathan said.
Jack lifted a finger off his red plastic glass and pointed at his son. "It's the kind of meal that'll put hair on a guy'stea bag."
Her confusion must have shown on her face because Nathan cleared things up for her. "Gonads."
Gee, she probably could have gone all weekend without knowing that. "But," Daisy said weakly, "I'm not aguy."
"And you don't have a tea bag," her son pointed out needlessly.
She shook her head and placed a hand on her chest. "And I sincerely don't want a tea bag. Ever."
"That's what they all say before they try it," Jack said through a grin, then he and Nathan busted up laughing asif they got some secret joke that she didn't.
As she looked across the table at her son laughing, she felt left out. Left out of the guy club, but this was whatshe wanted, wasn't it? Since she'd flown down here weeks ago? Jack and Nathan to get to know each other? ForNathan to know his real father? Tea bag and gutting knife and all?
Yes, but not at her expense. She didn't want to be excluded. She wanted to be a part of the tea bag club, too. Itwasn't fair to be excluded because she didn't have the right equipment. Growing up, Jack had used the sametactic to exclude her from a lot of things.
"I know what you're doing, Jack," she said.
He looked at her.
"You're trying to exclude me like you and Steven used to when you didn't want me around."
His brows lowered but his smile stayed in place. "What are you talking about, buttercup?"
"Remember when you excluded me from your television club. You made a rule that in order to be a member, Ihad to pee on a tree while standing."
"I remember that, but I don't remember anything about a television."
She thought a moment. "It was the CBS club or something like that."
He thought a moment, then said, "Ahh. You mean the NBBC. I forgot about that." He grinned. "You thoughtthat was a televison club?"
"Of course."
He shook his head and chuckled. "Honey, that was the Nekkid Boobs and Butts Club. It's where we got togetherand looked at porn."
"Sweet."
"You guys had porn? You were in the sixth grade, for cryin' out loud." She was appalled. "You were little pervsand I didn't even know it."
His grin told her that she didn't even know the half of it.

Chapter Sixteen

After lunch, Daisy dragged a chaise longue to the shore and dropped her shorts. She wore sunglasses and herwhite one-piece swimming suit, cut high on the hips. It had a built-in bra top and thin straps. The boys had gonefishing again, and she'd opted to stay behind. She pulled out the latest issue of Studio Photography & Designand stretched out on the chaise. She read an article on the Hasselblad V-System and dreamed about thespectacular photographs she could take with it. Then she must have fallen asleep for real, because she dreamedshe'd won first place in a Kodak photography contest and she hadn't even entered. She dreamed she was up onstage, bluffing her way through a speech about a photograph she didn't remember taking, and Steven was in thefront row watching.
She dreamed about him often, and in her dreams, he always appeared as he had before his illness. Healthy andhappy and she was always glad to see him. He never spoke, he just gave her a smile that let her know that hewas okay, and that she was okay too.
The sound of an outboard engine woke her up and she opened her eyes. Her sunglasses where still on her face,but the trade magazine had slipped to the ground. She sat up and wondered how long she'd been asleep. Sheswung her feet to the side and took off her sunglasses. The sun was definitely lower, although it would be a longtime before it set. Her tan skin had a twinge of red; she would pay for falling asleep in the Texas sunlight.
She tossed her glasses and the magazine on the chair then stood. She moved toward the shore as Jack's boatcame toward her, parting the water with its pointed nose. Daisy raised a hand to her forehead and shielded hereyes from the sun. Jack stood at the bow; his cowboy shirt unsnapped, the edges fluttering against his bare chestand stomach. Nathan sat in the driver's seat, his intent gaze on Jack.
"Turn it off and raise the motor," Jack called out.
Nathan looked down and the sound of the engine got louder as it rose out of the water, then it stopped.
The boat drifted closer and gently bumped into the shoreline.
Jack looked over his shoulder as he spoke to Nathan, telling him what a great job he'd done. He turned back andwent down on one knee to grab a rope tied to the front of the boat.
"You got sunburned while we were gone," Jack said as he slowly raised his gaze to hers.
Daisy looked down at herself. She pressed her fingers to her chest above her suit. Her fingertips left white printson her pink skin. "I fell asleep."
He dropped the anchor over the side of the boat into shallow water, then he jumped down from the bow andstood in front of her, blocking the sun. "You burned your love bite."
Again she glanced down at herself. Visible just above the top of her swimsuit, her birthmark was a little darkerthan the rest of her skin. "What are you doing staring at my birthmark?"
The corners of his mouth slid upward into a slow, sexy grin. "Just making casual conversation, buttercup," hedrawled.
Asking about her love bite wasn't casual. The last time he'd commented on it, they'd both been naked. Theheated look in his eyes told her he was remembering that time too.
Daisy swallowed passed the sudden lump in her throat. She lowered her gaze from his mouth, past the thin lineof hair that ran down his chest and flat stomach to his navel. She recalled perfectly what his skin felt likebeneath her palms.
"Mom, guess what?"
Daisy returned her gaze to Jack's, to the desire he tried but failed to hide. "What?"
"I caught a bigmouth bass." Nathan jumped from the boat and landed next to Jack.
"It's a beauty," Jack confirmed and his gazed dropped to her mouth.
She turned her attention to her son. Whatever was between her and Jack was best left alone. "Show me."
Nathan jumped back up on the bow of the boat, then moved to the stern. Daisy walked passed Jack and wadedinto the water up to her hips. She held on to the outside of the boat as Nathan opened the live well and pulledout a stringer.
Jack watched his son as he held up the bass for his mother. It swung close to Daisy's face and she jumped back.
"You're such a girl," Nathan said through a teasing laugh.
Jack turned and moved up the shore toward camp. He and Nathan had had a good time fishing.
He felt closer to his son than he had before they'd come to the lake. While they fished, Nathan had talked abouthis life, and Steven had been a big part of that life.
"Before I quit, I was quarterback on my Optimist football team," he'd told Jack. "My dad told me you guysplayed football growing up."
His dad. Jack had been very careful not to show the slightest emotion. "We did," he'd said past the bitter taste inhis mouth. "I played quarterback until I quit my junior year."
Nathan had nodded. "That's what dad said. He said you had to quit to work for your dad, and that's how he gotto be quarterback his last two years of school and get all the good lookin' girls."
"Your dad was a pretty smooth guy. He never had any problems with the girls." The longer they talked aboutSteven, the easier it got. The easier it was to swallow the bitterness. Jack remembered what it was like to lose afather - the confusion and the loneliness. For a few hours, he was able to forget about anger and betrayal andtalk to Nathan about what it had been like to grow up with Steven Monroe.
In the end, he was surprised to discover the more he talked about Steven, the more he got to know Nathan. Andthe more he got to know his son, the more he wanted to know. He still didn't feel like a father, although hewasn't even sure what a father was supposed to feel like.
Jack poured some water into a basin and washed his fishy hands with liquid soap. He glanced up as Nathan toreoff his shoes and shirt and jumped into the lake next to Daisy. She hollered his name as he splashed her.
It was very clear to Jack how Nathan felt about his mother. He might bitch that she babied him, but he lovedher. He might have hedgehog hair and a ring through his lip, but Billy was right. Daisy and Steven had done agood job raising Nathan. He was a good kid.
And Jack had nothing to do with it. He grabbed a towel and dried his hands. He tried not to let the bitternesshe'd hidden from Nathan rise up and eat a hole in him. He succeeded in keeping it tapped down, right next tothe burning ache in his gut that wanted Daisy Lee so bad it was driving him half crazy.
How could he still want her? Want to touch her as he sealed his mouth to hers? To feel the golden strands of herhair tangled around his fingers and the warmth of her skin against his palms? To smell her neck and to look intoher brown eyes as he made love to her? How could he want that and at the same time want to shake her and hurther as much as she'd hurt him? It didn't make a bit of sense to him.
Jack hung the towel on one shoulder and watched Nathan dive at Daisy. She screamed and he pulled her under.
Jack smiled despite himself. Daisy had a way of making him laugh when he didn't want to. Of making himremember things that brought a smile to his lips before he even realized what she was doing. Of reminding himthat they'd had a lot of good times together in the past, before things had gotten so fucked up.
If he closed his eyes, he could remember back to what she felt like in his arms. The weight of her body as sheleaned into him. The texture of her hair as he rested his chin on the top of her head. The sound of her voicesaying his name in anger or in ecstasy. The tastes and textures of Daisy Lee. He remembered it all and wishedlike hell he didn't.
Jack started charcoal burning in the fire pit and got out a cookstove. He put some Jimmy Buffet on the portableCD player and mixed flour, salt and pepper for the fish. While Jimmy sang about fins circling around, Jackcouldn't seem to keep his eyes off a certain white swimsuit jumping around and diving into the lake. Comingback up and looking almost transparent, but not quite.
When he and Nathan had returned this last time, Jack had stood on the bow of the boat and watched her walktoward the water. Toward him, looking like she was an underwear model wearing one of those one-pieceteddies that was cut up real high on her hips. Sexy as hell. Like a living, breathing wet dream. And for a fewseconds he'd wondered what it would be like if this was really his life. To return from a day out with his son andhave Daisy waiting for them. To grab her up and hold her against him. To touch her all he wanted. Anytime hewanted. Anywhere he wanted. For a few brief seconds, the thought of that life nearly sent him to his knees.
But that was not his life. Not reality, and he had no business even thinking about it.
Jack rolled the fish in the flour, then started the rice on the cookstove. Daisy and Nathan returned from the lakeand took turns changing in the tent. When Daisy emerged, she wore a soft blue pullover sweat shirt with GAPon the front, matching sweat pants, and white Nikes with a blue swoosh. Her hair was pulled back in one ofthose claw things. She set the picnic table while Jack cooked the fish in a skillet over the coals. They ate dinnertogether like a family. Talking and laughing. Jack had to remind himself that it wasn't real.
After dinner they played poker with wooden matchsticks. When it got dark, Jack got out the lanterns and theyplayed until Nathan yawned and announced that he was going to bed.
"It's early," Jack pointed out and tossed in his cards.
"I'm a tired camper," he said as he headed toward the tent.
"He does this sometimes. A few days ago, he went to bed right after dinner and slept clear through tillbreakfast," Daisy informed Jack as she gathered the cards and stuck them in the box. "I think he's growing sofast, he just gets worn from the inside out."
Jack rose and moved out of the pool of light to his truck. He grabbed his Jean jacket out of the cab, then walkedto the fire pit. Stars crammed the big Texas sky as he stirred the coals. He threw a few logs in the pit and took aseat in one of the folding chairs he'd placed around the pit. He stretched his legs out in front of him and watchedthe wood catch fire. He thought about their sleeping arrangements and wondered if he should have borrowedanother tent from Billy. Sleeping in the same tent wasn't going to be easy. Jack had never slept in such closeproximity to a. woman when they both weren't naked. This would be a first, and thank God Nathan would bebetween him and Daisy. Because lately his thoughts were definitely carnal where she was concerned, and he'dhate to fall asleep and wake up face-first in her cleavage.
"It's been a long time since Nathan and I got to get away and just relax," Daisy said and sat in a chair next tohim. "Thanks, Jack."
"You're welcome." He threaded his fingers together over his stomach, crossed his booted ankles, and pushed allthoughts of Daisy's cleavage from his brain. The fire cracked and popped. In between comfortable silences,Daisy told him more about her plans to sell the house she'd shared with Steven, and more about opening herown photography studio. She was ready to get on with her life and eager to start.
They talked about Billy and his family, and she filled him in on the latest with Lily. Lily's divorce was to befinal in a few days. According to Daisy,Lily was finally getting herself together. Jack had his doubts, but he didn't mention them.
"Being back here in Texas brings back a lot of memories for me," Daisy said. "Most of them good." He couldfeel her gaze on him and he looked across his shoulder at her. Firelight danced in her hair and across her face. Ittouched her mouth and drew his gaze to her lips. "Remember when you and I and Steven made that timecapsule out of a coffee can and buried it in your backyard?" she asked.
Yeah, he remembered that, but he shook his head and glanced up at the sky crammed with stars in the inkyblack night. He hoped she'd let it drop. He should have known better.
"We put our most valuable treasures in a coffee can, and we were supposed to dig it up in fifty years."
She laughed and Jack returned his gaze to her profile.
"I can't remember what I put in there." She thought a moment then snapped her fingers. "Oh, yeah. A fakediamond ring you'd won for me at the fair. A pink fuzzy barrette Steven had found someplace and given me.
You put some Matchbox cars in there, and Steven put some of those green army men." She looked over at himand a frown creased her brow. "There had to be more."
"Your diary," he said.
"That's right." She started to laugh, but it died on her lips. "How did you remember that?"
He just shrugged and rose to stir the logs on the fire. "Good memory, I guess."
"Did you dig it up?" He didn't answer and she moved to stand next to him. "Jack?"
He pushed a log with the toe of his boot. It snapped and shot red embers up into the darkness. "Me and Steve."
"When?" she asked.
"About a week after we buried it. We had to know what was in your diary. It was killing us."
She gasped. "You guys invaded my privacy. Abused my trust. You were horrible!"
"Yep, and as I recall, your diary was boring as hell. Steven and I thought we were going to read all kinds ofjuicy stuff. Like who you had a crush on or if you'd kissed a boy. Or what really goes on at those girly slumberparties you were always going to." He shoved his hands in the front pockets of his Levi's and shifted his weightto one foot. "As I recall, it was mostly filled with stuff about your damn cat."
"Mr. Skittles?" Her mouth fell open and she grasped his arm through his jacket and turned him to face her. "Youread my private thoughts about Mr. Skittles?"
"I hated that cat. Every time I walked into your house, he hissed at me."
"That's because he could tell you were up to no good."
Jack laughed and looked down into her face as the firelight danced across her cheeks and nose. Where DaisyLee was concerned, he'd always been up to no good. He grabbed her hand to remove it from his jacket, but heheld it instead. "You don't even know the half of it."
"Sylvia told me she showed you her bottom in the fifth grade."
He had seen quite a few bottoms by the fifth grade. "It wasn't as good as yours." He brought her hand to hismouth and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. He looked into her eyes. "Your bottom was always the best."
She blinked once and her lids lowered to half-mast. Her lips parted. She wanted him every bit as much as hewanted her. It would have been so easy to slide his other hand behind her head and bring her mouth to his.
Desire twisted in his groin and urged him to grab her up and hold her against him. He dropped her hand.
"I've missed you, Jack," she said. "I didn't even realize how much until I came back." She took a step forwardand raised onto the balls of her feet. She ran her palms up his jacket to the sides of his neck. "Did you ever missme?" She placed her soft lips against his, then asked, "Even a little?"
He stood completely still, staring into her dark eyes. His chest burned as he breathed in her exhaled breath.
"Even when you didn't want to miss me?"
The dull throb of desire settled heavy in his groin, and he grabbed her shoulders and pushed her away. "Don't dothis, Daisy."
She looked up at him. "Matt Flegel asked me out."
Shit. "Bug?"
"He never liked when you called him that."
"Are you going to go out with him?"
"Do you care?"
He looked right into her eyes and answered as if he didn't want to punch Flea in the face. "No. I don't care whatyou do."
"Then I'll probably go out with him." She turned on her heels and bid him goodnight over her shoulder as if shehadn't just tried to kiss him and get something going. He watched her disappear into the tent and he turned backto the fire.
She could do whatever she wanted, he told himself as he took a seat. So could he. He hadn't had sex since he'dhad it with her on the back of the Lancer. Maybe that was his problem. Maybe he needed to get laid to get herout of his head.
He waited until the coals burned to ash before he entered the tent. When his eyes adjusted to the darkness, hediscovered that Nathan had taken the sleeping bag on the far side, which left Daisy asleep in the middle. Whatshe thought of sleeping so close to Jack, he didn't know. She seemed okay with it because she was out.
Jack took off his boots and jacket and crawled into his sleeping bag. He put his hands behind his head andstared up at the ceiling of the tent. He could almost hear her breathing. Almost hear a soft hush of breath passher lips.
He turned his head and looked at her through the darkness. Her back was to him and her blond hair spilledacross her pillow. He'd made love to her. He'd made a child with her, but he'd never spent the night with her.
Never seen her sleep.
His last thoughts as he fell asleep were of her, wondering what she'd do if he hooked his arm around her waistand pulled her into his chest.
When he woke, the ceiling of the tent was awash in predawn light. He figured he'd gotten about five hours as hegrabbed his jean jacket, shoved his feet in his boots, and headed out of the tent. Early morning shadows clung tothe campground and the buttes surrounding the lake. He built a fire and put coffee on to percolate. The sun roseover the water as he poured his first cup. Nathan was the first to join him. His son's hair stuck straight up inback, and he wore a big blue sweat shirt, jeans and his sneakers. Nathan grabbed a bottle of juice and a bag ofChips Ahoy and the two of them walked to the shore.
"Today before we leave," Jack said as he blew into his coffee, "we'll go after some channel cats."
"My dad and I went deep-sea fishing once." Nathan ripped open the bag and held it toward Jack, offering him acookie. "Have you ever done that?"
"Thanks." Jack took one chocolate-chip cookie and bit into it. "I try to fish in the Gulf at least once a year. Nexttime I go, maybe you can come along."
"Tight." Nathan stuck the bag under one arm and polished off two cookies before he spoke again. "My dad and Iused talk about stuff."
Jack took a drink and looked out over the lake, at the morning sun lighting up the surface like glass. Hewondered if Daisy had told him that she had a hot date with flea. It wasn't his place to ask. "What kind ofstuff?"
"Stuff a guy can't talk to his mom about."
"Like?" he asked and ate his cookie.
"Girls."
Ah. "Do you have something on your mind?"
Nathan nodded and took a drink of his juice.
"Maybe I can help you out. I've known a girl or two."
He looked at his toes and his cheeks turned pink. "Girls are complicated. Boys aren't that complicated."
"That's true. Girls are contrary as hell. They tell you one thing and expect you to get the meaning to somethingelse."
He turned and looked up at Jack. "You said you and dad used to look at porn. So, what I want to know is..."
blinked a few times then asked, 'Where do you touch girls? I saw a diagram in health class, but it wasconfusing. Boys aren't confusing. Everything we have is just hanging out there."
Whoa. "We're not talking about a girl's emotions are we?"
He shook his head. "My friend stole his mom's book about sex. It sounds like you have to touch a girleverywhere at once."
Nathan looked so serious. And he'd come to Jack. Not Daisy. "Any girl in particular you're thinking abouttouching?"
"No. I'd just like to have it all figured out before my first time."
"You want to be an expert right out of the chute?" Jack thought Nathan was a little young to be worrying aboutsex. Then he thought back to the NBBC and he realized Nathan wasn't too young at all.
"Well, yeah. It's going to be scary enough the first time without worrying about sucking at it."
Jack rocked back on his heels and weighed his words. He really didn't want to screw this up. Warmth spreadthrough him and tightened his chest like a fist around his heart. Suddenly, for the first time in his life, he feltlike a dad. His son had come to him with questions about sex, just like countless other sons had gone to theirfathers. Just like he had. "The first thing you have to know is that any fool can have sex, but it takes a real manto make love. If you don't feel something for a girl, then you have no business unzipping your pants."
"Yeah."
"You have to wear a condom. Always. If you're not mature enough to protect yourself and the female, thenyou're not mature enough to have sex." As he spoke, he wondered if Nathan got the irony of this conversation.
He waited for him to point out that Jack hadn't always practiced what he was preaching, and he took a drink ofhis coffee as he figured out a good response. He'd obviously have to admit that he hadn't always beenresponsible, but that -"I know about safe sex," Nathan said, interrupting Jack's thoughts.
Jack swallowed. "That's good." He smiled at his son, vastly relieved that there would be no hard questions abouthis own sex life.
"What I want to know is..." stole a look back at the tent. "Where is the clitoris exactly?"
Jack's smile fell and he opened his mouth. No words came out so he closed it.
Nathan had no problem forming his words, though. "And what the heck is a G-spot?"

Chapter Seventeen

Driving wasn't as easy as Nathan thought it would be. On his second day of driver's education, he got to drive aSaturn. Not exactly his idea of a hot car, but the other class had to drive a station wagon. By the third week, he'dmastered the Saturn and figured he was ready to take his new dream car for a spin. Jack's Shelby Mustang. Jackdidn't know it yet, but Nathan wanted to drive that car. Bad.
After the first week, he'd made a few friends with some of the other boys in his class. They didn't ride horses orlisten to crap-ola music. Some of them did chew tobacco, though, which was cool with Nathan.
On the day of classes, his mom dropped him off in front of the high school. He usually walked to Jack'safterward because it was only a few blocks away. He'd been in Lovett for a month now, and he guessed it wasn'tas bad as he thought it was the first few days he'd been here. He liked working in Jack's garage. He likedshooting the bull with the other mechanics, he thought as he walked to the back of the school.
Jack had shown him the business side of running Parrish American Classics, and it looked pretty cool. Maybehe could come here and work next summer too; and when he graduated from high school, he could work withJack and Billy full-time.
That'd be tight, but his mom would have a fit. She wanted him to go to college like his dad. She talked about itas if he had no say in it at all. She was trying to run his life like he was a little kid.
Nathan picked up a rock from the blacktop and threw it at the basketball backboard like he had that day he'dfirst met Jack. The rock fell to the ground and he kicked it.
He didn't know what to call Jack anymore. Calling him Jack felt weird, but he couldn't call him dad. His dadwas Steven Monroe, but Jack was starting to feel like his dad too. They got along pretty good now. Sometimesafter work, they just hung out and talked about cars and stuff. He'd gone over to Billy's and met the rest of thefamily, too. Billy's little girls screamed and giggled a lot, and the middle one ran with her head down and youhad to watch out for her.
Jack usually invited his mom to come along, and it was kind of like they were a family, but not. SometimesNathan caught Jack looking at his mom like he loved her. Then he'd blink or look away or say something andNathan would think he was imagining things. If Jack was in love with his mom, Nathan really didn't know howhe felt about that. Maybe it was okay since Jack was his dad. Sort of.
Jack had only made him mad one time. Nathan had gotten angry at his mom on the Fourth of July, and he'dyelled at her because she wanted to know where he was going and what he was doing. Jack had given him areally hard look and said, "You don't talk to your mother like that. Now apologize."
He would have apologized anyway. His mom bugged him sometimes, but he loved her. He hated to see how sadit made her when he yelled. It made him feel like his chest was caving in, but he never realized he was doing ituntil it was too late.
Nathan started across the field to the opening in the fence. It was Saturday and he didn't have work. Maybe he'dgo take a nap for a while or play the XBOX that his mom had brought back with her when she'd gone to Seattle.
His footsteps slowed as he watched Brandy Jo move through the opening and walk toward him. She wore a reddress with tiny straps and big chunky flip-flops on her feet.
"Hi, Nathan. I haven't seen you in awhile. What are you up too?"
"Taking driver's ed." He stood up a little straighter, then slouched to put his hands in his pockets. Brandy Jo wasabout the prettiest girl he'd ever seen. Even wearing those big shoes, the top of her head barely reached his chin.
He got that caving-chest feeling, only this time it had nothing to do with his mom. "What are you doing here onSaturday?"
"I forgot my sweater in the school."
The sun shone in her dark hair, and when she licked her pink lips, his stomach twisted. "Need help?" he askedand almost groaned out loud. Of course she didn't need help.
"No, but I'd like your company."
He swallowed and tried not to smile. He nodded and said, "Cool."
"When are you going to get your driver's license?" she asked as they walked around the side of the school.
"I have to take the test pretty soon." Her bare arm bumped him right beneath the sleeve of his T-shirt and hisshoulder kind of tingled.
"I got my license last month," she said.
"Do you have a car?"
She shook her head and her hair brushed the tops of her shoulders. "Do you?"
"Jack is going to let me drive his." He bumped his arm into hers to see what would happen, and the tingletraveled across his chest.
"Who's Jack?"
"He's... like my dad."
She looked up at him through her big brown eyes. "What do you mean? 'Like your dad'? Is he your step-dad?"
"No. He's my real dad, but I just met him about a month ago."
She stopped on her big flip-flops. "You just met him?" she asked, in the drawl of hers that he was starting tothink was real cute.
"Yeah. I've always known about him, but when my dad died ...When my first dad...other dad..." ...He sighed.
"It's confusing."
"My mom's been married three times," Brandy Jo told him as they started toward the front again. "My daddydied, but my baby brother's daddy lives in Fort Worth. I have another step-daddy right now, but it's not lookingtoo good. Everybody's family is confusing for one reason or another."
They walked side by side into the building, bumping arms and pretending it was an accident. Brandy Jo foundher sweater in the art room and somehow by the time they walked back outside, Nathan held her hand in his.
His throat kinda closed, and then she smiled up at him and he thought his heart stopped. It squeezed light and hewas afraid he'd pass out right there next to the stupid boulder with the words "Lovett Stallions" chiseled in it.
Right there beneath the hot Texas sun. Right in front of the prettiest girl he'd ever seen. He really didn't want todo that.
Nathan looked down at Brandy Jo as she talked about her family. He squeezed her hand, and she moved closeruntil their arms touched. His heart swelled like a balloon in his chest and it felt good and horrible andoverwhelming. He'd never been in love before. Well, except with Nicole Kidman, but that didn't count. But onthat day, beneath the endless blue sky over his head, Nathan Monroe fell in love for the first time in his life.
Daisy stuck her thumb in the end of the garden hose and sprayed down the hood of her mother's Cadillac withwater. Then she plunged a soft sponge into a bucket of soapy water and washed dirt from the car. The hotafternoon sun beat down on her, and she could feel it toast her shoulders, chest and her back above the scoop ofher red tank top.
She'd spent most of her day over at lily's, cleaning house and doing laundry while Lily sat on the couch with hercast resting on pillows. Lily's divorce was final now, and her lawyer had come through for her. He'd showed thejudge bank statements prior to Ronnie draining the account, and the judge had ordered Ronnie to pay Lily tenthousand dollars, monthly child support, and he had to pay Pippen's medical insurance, too.
Her mother was still over at Lily's fetching and toting. Daisy knew that her sister was having a hard time doingsimple tasks since she'd come home from the hospital. She didn't mind helping out, but Lily's messed up lifehad put Daisy in a bad mood.
Actually, it was more than just a bad mood. She felt unsettled, but lily had very little part in that. Lately, Daisy'smood had more to do with the sum total of her life rather than just one piece. She was anxious to get on with herlife, yet scared and uncertain. Her house in Washington hadn't sold yet, but it had only been on the market forabout a month. She was moving forward with her plans to open a photography studio, yet she felt a stitch ofanxiety when she thought of leaving Texas. It seemed to her that one moment she was crystal clear about whatshe wanted, and in the next she was confused as hell.
She'd gone out twice with Matt and she'd had a good time. But when he'd kissed her, she'd known therewouldn't be a third time. She was in love with someone else, and it wasn't fair to Matt.
Daisy leaned as far as possible over the Caddy's hood and washed a spot she'd missed. She glanced up as one ofthe biggest reasons for her confusion pulled his Mustang beside the curb in front of her mother's house.
Jack got out of his car and walked across the yard toward her. A lock of dark hair hung over his forehead, andfor once he wasn't wearing a hat. Sunlight refracted little blue pinwheels off the lenses of his sunglasses. Hisgreen shirt buttoned up the front and he wore faded Levi's. It was Saturday and he hadn't shaved. Dark stubbleshadowed his face and drew attention to the sensual lines of his mouth. Every time she saw him, her heartsqueezed a little while her head told her to run screaming in the opposite direction.
"Hey there," she said as she straightened and rinsed soap from the hood. "What are you up to, besides no good?"
"I'm looking for Nathan. I thought he might stop by my house after his driver's ed class, but he didn't."
"He's not here yet," she said and could feel his gaze on her from behind his glasses. "I'm sure be here soon ifyou want to wait.'"I'll wait a few," he said as he glanced down the street. He'd been doing that a lot since they'd returned from thelake about a month ago. Undressing her with his eyes then turning away. Of course it was entirely possible thathe wasn't even looking at her with any more interest than a bug. It was very possible that she was imagining itall. Kind of like wishful thinking. Which made her not only sad and pathetic and extremely delusional, but ascrazy as the rest of her family. Scary thought.
She picked up the bucket and hose and moved to the opposite side of the car from Jack.
"Tomorrow night, Billy and some of the guys are getting together to play football over at Horizon View Park."
He rested his weight on one foot and returned his gaze to her. "I talked to Nathan about it the other day, and hewas going to get back to me about whether he could make it."
"We don't have anything planned, so I don't have a problem with him going." Daisy set the bucket on theground and raised the hose to the roof of the car. "Tackle or flag?"
"Flag football is for sissy men," he scoffed as he moved to stand directly across from her. "And girls."
She decided to let that one pass. "I don't want Nathan to play without a helmet and pads."
"We'll make sure he has all the right equipment." He tilted his head to the side as if he where sizing her up too.
"Why don't you come on down in one of your old cheerleader outfits? You can do cartwheels and backflips likeyou used to." The corners of his mouth slid upward into a purely carnal smile. "Or those toe-touch jumps. Youused to give a beauty of a crotch-shot."
Daisy's thumb found the end of the hose again and water sprayed across the roof of the car, hit Jack's chest andshoulders, and splattered his sunglasses.
"Oops," she said and removed her thumb.
His brows lowered and disappeared behind the lenses. "You did that on purpose."
She gasped. Scandalized. "No. I didn't."
"Yes," he said very slowly, "you did."
"Wrooong." She shook her head, stuck her thumb in the end of the hose again and hit him dead center in hischest between his shoulders. Water sprayed up to his chin and down to the front of his shirt. "Now that," shesaid when she pulled her thumb out, "was on purpose."
"Do you have any idea," he spoke as he removed his sunglasses and stuffed them in the pocket of his soggyshirt, "what I'm going to do to you?"
"Nothing."
His green gaze promised retribution as he walked around the hood of the cat "Wrooong," he mimicked her.
She took a step back. "Stay where you are."
"Scared?"
"No." She took another step back.
"You should be, baby girl."
"What are you going to do?"
"Quit movin' and you'll find out."
She stood her ground, raised the hose and shot him in the head with a stream of water. He ducked, and beforeshe could even think to run he was on her, pinning her against the back passenger door and wresting the hosefrom her hands.
"Jack, no!" She started to laugh. "I'll never do it again. I swear"
He looked down into her face and water ran from a lock of hair hanging above his forehead and dripped on hischeek. His long eyelashes were wet and tangled on the ends. "I know you won't," he said as he pulled out thefront of her tank top and shoved the hose inside.
"That's cold - auggg!" She grabbed his hand and attempted to wrestle the hose from her shirt.
"Laugh it up, funny girl." He pinned her with his body and was getting just as wet as she was.
"Stop!" Water shot between her cleavage and ran down her stomach. Her nipples puckered from the cold.
"That's freezing."
With his face just above hers he said, "Tell me how sorry you are."
She was laughing so hard she could barely talk.
"Sooooo sorry" she managed as she tried to squirm her way out from beneath him. His hips held her exactlywhere he wanted her.
'That's not good enough." He pulled the hose from her shirt and dropped it on the ground. "Show me," he said,his voice rough.
Daisy's laughter died on her lips and she looked into his face. Really looked at the desire shining through hisgreen eyes. He stood with his feet on the outsides of hers. His thighs, hips and lower abdomen pressed into her,and she was suddenly aware that at least eight inches of him was very happy to see her. A ribbon of warmsensation uncurled in her stomach. Her heart told her to stay while her head screamed at her to run. "How?"
"You know how." He lowered his gaze to her mouth. "And make it good."
She ran her cold hands up his wet chest and shoulders and through the side of his hair. She lifted her face andslid one hand to the back of his head. She touched her mouth to his and she felt her heart expand. It filled herchest and made breathing difficult and there was no denying it for exactly what it was. She'd felt it before. Onlythis time it was stronger. Less confused. Like turning the camera's focus ring until it was very clear.
She was in love with Jack Parrish. Again. Her heart had won this round.
The thinnest slice of sunlight separated their mouths. They both held their breaths; their gazes locked. Waitingfor the other to make the first move.
Daisy gave him a sweet little peck. "Is that good?"
His lips brushed across hers as he shook his head.
"Try again."
"How about this?" Her lips parted and she touched the seam of his mouth with the tip of her tongue.
He sucked in a breath and his voice was rough when he asked, "Is that the best you can do?"
She raised a hand to the side of his face and brushed her fingers against the stubble of his jaw. "No, but don'tthink you can handle the best I can do."
"Try Me."
Daisy's eyes drifted shut and she melted into him just a little. The tips of her breasts brushed the front of hisshirt and her nipples puckered from more than the cold. Warmth spread across her flesh and settled between herlegs. She pressed her open mouth to his and kissed him. At first she gave him soft teasing kisses that had Jackchasing her tongue for more. A frustrated groan rose from his chest, and he tilted his head to one side andturned up the heat. He forced her mouth open wider and took over.
With their lips locked together, he wrapped his arms around her and took a step back. He grabbed her behind inhis big hands and pulled her onto the tips of her toes.
He drew back and looked into her face. "You feel good." Very slowly he let her body slide down his, then hepulled her back up. "No one has ever felt as good as you." His mouth covered hers again. Cold water from thehose ran across her toes as the kiss turned hot.
Behind her, Daisy heard someone clear his throat, a split second before Nathan's voice penetrated her lust-filledhaze. "Ah, Mom?"
Jack raised his face, and she dropped onto her heels and spun around. "Nathan!" It took a few dazed momentsfor her to realize that he wasn't alone. A teenaged girl stood next to him. Nathan looked from her face to Jack'sand his cheeks turned deep red.
"How long have you been standing there?" Jack asked, his voice calm and collected for a man who'd just hadhis hands on Daisy's behind, sliding her up and down his body.
"We saw you from down the street." Nathan returned his gaze to Daisy. He didn't say anything more and shecouldn't tell what he was thinking.
Daisy forced a smile on her face and said, "Are you going to introduce your friend?"
"This is Brandy Jo." He pointed toward Daisy. "That's my mom and Jack."
"It's a pleasure to meet y'all."
Daisy moved to take a step forward but Jack's hand on the waistband of her shorts kept her in front of him. Shelooked up over her shoulder at him, he raised a brow, and the light dawned. Jack was using her for cover. Shefelt heat creep up her neck to her cheek. Just like Nathan. The only person who didn't seem embarrassed wasJack.
She turned her attention to Nathan and Brandy Jo.
"Do you live close by?" she asked, to cover the awkward silence.
"Over on Taft." Brandy Jo glanced up at Nathan. "The first day Nathan and I met, I told him that we're kind ofrelated. My aunt Jessica is married to Ronnie Darlington's cousin Bull."
Well, at least she wasn't a blood relative to Ronnie. "Lily and Ronnie's divorce was final a few weeks ago."
"Oh. I didn't know that." She smiled and said just above a whisper, "Ronnie's a dog and no one could figure outwhat Lily ever saw in him."
Brandy Jo was obviously a smart girl.
"I came by to talk to you about that football game tomorrow night," Jack said.
"And you couldn't find anything to do until I got here, so you decided to make out with my mom in the frontyard?"
Daisy's mouth fell open.
Jack laughed. "It seemed like a good way to pass the time."
Daisy turned around and looked at him.
"What?" he said through an evil grin. "You thought so too."

Chapter Eighteen

Daisy had lived in the Northwest for fifteen years, but she'd never forgotten how seriously Texans took theftfootball. Be it the Texas Stadium in Dallas, a high school field in Houston, or a small park in Lovett, footballwas considered a second religion and was worshiped accordingly.
Amen.
What Daisy hadn't known was that this particulargame was an annual event. A yearly meeting where grown men gathered to sweat, ram into each other, andcompare battle wounds. There were no yardline markers. No referees. No goalposts. Just two sidelines and endzones marked off with DayGlo orange spray paint, and someone with a stopwatch. Jack's team wore redpractice jerseys, the other team wore blue.
Each team brought grit and spit and a desire to tear each other's heads off all in the name of fun.
This was football in its rawest, purest form, and Nathan Monroe was going to be the only player who wore padsand a helmet. A fact that angered him to no end.
Daisy tried to talk him out of his anger by pointing out that he was fifteen and he was playing against men whowere all a lot older and bigger. He didn't seem to care that he'd get hurt, only that he'd looked like a wuss.
"Nathan, I paid over five thousand dollars for your straight teeth," she'd told him. "You're not going to get themknocked out."
It wasn't until some time later, when Brandy Jo showed up at the park and told him she liked the way he lookedin pads and helmet, that his mood seemed to brighten a bit.
She and Nathan caught a ride with Jack to the park, and as the three of them moved closer to the playing field,Jack took a closer look at her dress. "That doesn't look like your cheerleader outfit," he said when Nathanwalked over to Billy to get his red-mesh jersey.
Daisy had ignored Jack's suggestion that she wear her cheerleader skirt and sweater, and had chosen instead apeach apron dress that crisscrossed down the back. She looked down at the hem of the dress just above herknees. "Too long?"
"And it doesn't have a back."
"I guess I won't be doing any of those toe-touch jumps that you were apparently so fond of in high school."
His gaze scanned the members of his team assembled in the center of the field. "In the dress you got on, you'dprobably hurt your pom-poms. And that would be a true shame."
"You don't need to worry about my pom-poms." She stopped at the red sideline. "They're fine."
"They certainly are," he said over his shoulder as he continued toward his team.
Daisy stared after him and smiled. He wasn't wearing anything beneath his mesh jersey, and his tan skin showedthrough the tiny holes. Her gaze slid down his back to his tight, butt-hugging football pants. Jack Parrish wasmighty fine himself. His pants encased his legs to just below his knees, and he wore black football socks andcleats. He moved as if he hadn't a care in the world. As if he wasn't about to spend the next hour or so gettingrun over and the stuffing knocked out of him.
Tucker Gooch called her name and waved to her from the middle of the blue team. She waved back to him andnoticed a lot of faces she'd gone to school with. Cal Turner and Marvin Ferrell. Lester Crandall and Leon Kribs.
Eddy Dean Jones and several of the Calhoun boys, Jimmy and Buddy included. She wondered if Buddy knewthat after he'd had sex with Lily, she'd gone crazy and driven her car into Ronnie's front room.
Probably not.
She recognized a lot of other faces too. The people she'd grown up with in Lovett. Penny Kribs and little ShayCalhoun. Marvin's wife, Mary Alice, andGina Brown.
Jealousy knotted Daisy's stomach. She wondered if Gina and Jack had been together in the past month. Theyprobably had. Jealousy moved up from her stomach to twist her heart. She knew the feeling and was familiarwith it. She'd felt it fifteen years ago when just the thought of Jack with someone else used to torment her,sending her emotions bubbling up over the top.
But Jack wasn't hers and she wasn't a kid anymore. She knew what to do with jealousy now. She didn't fight itor pretend it didn't exist. She felt every prickly thorn of it. Then she let it go as best she could.
Her head won this round over her heart, and she sat in a folding chair next to Rhonda and the girls on thesidelines. All three little girls wore red cheerleader outfits and jumped about like their legs were made ofsprings.
"Last year Billy tore a groin muscle," Rhonda told her as she pulled off Tanya's socks so the baby could wiggleher toes. "He whined about it for three weeks."
"Marvin broke his thumb last year," Mary Alice added as the leaned forward in her chair.
Groins and thumbs weren't covered by padding and helmets. Daisy stood, ready to drag Nathan away from theteam huddle, then she sat back down. He would never forgive her if she did that. So she crossed her fingersinstead.
The game kicked off at seven-thirty. It was ninety degrees in the shade and sweat poured off the players. Jackwas the quarterback for the red team, and Daisy had forgotten how much she liked to watch him play. Everytime he drew his arm back to drill that ball down the field, his jersey pulled up and Daisy was treated to a viewof his flat stomach and navel just above the waistband of his pants. When he got knocked flat, she got a glimpseof his chest.
Horizon View Park was soon filled with the shouts of men calling out to each other, cleats pounding down thefield and muscle hitting muscle. Of bodies hitting the ground with an audible thud followed by a whoosh, andthe cheers and jeers of spectators on the sides.
In the first quarter, Jack threw a short pass to Nathan, who caught it and ran with it for about ten yards before hegot tackled. Daisy held her breath until her son got back up and brushed a chunk of grass from his helmet. In thesecond quarter, Jimmy Calhoun made a touchdown for the red team. Unfortunately he was tackled in the endzone and went down hard. When he was finally able to get back up, he limped to the car and Shay took him tothe hospital. Everyone predicted a knee injury. Buddy hoped it wasn't something more permanent.
"Shay's got her heart set on a big family," he said as he watched his brother being whisked away. "Hope hedidn't rupture any thang vital."
During half-time, Daisy helped Rhonda and Gina pass bottles of water out to both teams. Each man lookedsomewhat worse for the wear, and they had half the game left. On the blue team, Leon Krib's left eye wasswelling, and Marvin Ferrell had a busted lip. While Tucker Gooch wrapped his ankle, he asked for her phonenumber.
She didn't give it to him.
She excused herself and talked to Nathan to make sure he was all right. Billy grabbed him around the neck andrubbed his knuckles in Nathan's hair. Instead of getting angry like Daisy half expected,,Nathan laughed and socked Billy in the gut.
"Billy really wants a little boy," Rhonda told her... "But he's going to have to settle for playing with Nathan."
Billy only had about three weeks before she and Nathan were returning to Seattle. Daisy wondered how Nathanfelt about leaving. If he was still excited to get back home.
Was she? Her little tug of anxiety turned into a hard yank at the thought, and she was very much afraid theanswer was no. Just yesterday she and Nathan had been driving through the small downtown area of Lovett andshe'd noticed a vacant space right next to Donna's Gifts on Fifth. Before she even realized what she was doing,she'd visualized herself there. A sign hanging beneath the striped awning. DAISY MONROE PHOTOGRAPHYpainted on it. Or maybe she'd name her business Buttercup or...
Her heart and head were at war, and she'd better figure things out quick before she signed a lease in Seattle.
She handed water to Eddy Dean who had bloody knuckles and to Cal Turner who was already limping. But thelimp didn't keep Cal from asking her to meet him at Slim's later that night. She glanced at Jack, standing a fewfeet away, deep in conversation with Gina. He stood with his hands on his hips, a white towel hanging off oneshoulder. Gina gestured to the left, but Jack's gaze was on Daisy as she approached him.
"I'll talk to you later," Gina said and moved to the sidelines.
"Okay, thanks." Jack grabbed two bottles of water and twisted the cap off one. He had a bloody raspberry on hisleft elbow and his white pants were covered in green. He drank half of one bottle and poured the rest over hishead.
"Are you going to go out tonight with Cal?" he asked as he wiped his face with the towel.
She'd wondered if he'd heard Cal. "Would that bother you?"
He looked at her over the top of the white cotton, then hung the towel around his neck. "Would it matter to youif it does?"
She turned her attention to the sidelines and Gina.
"Yes."
Jack placed his fingers on her cheek and brought her gaze back to his. "Yes, it would bother me. Don't go outwith Cal or flea or anyone else."
"I'm not going out with Cal or anyone else." She looked down at her feet then raised her gaze back up the lacingof his football pants, his red jersey, then into his green eyes. "Are you still going out with Gina?"
He moved to stand so close they almost touched, and he tucked her hair behind one ear. "I haven't been withanyone," he said just above a whisper. "Not since I put you on the Custom Lancer."
She wondered if he was talking about the car.  Knowing Jack, she doubted it. "Really?"
"Yeah." His fingertips slipped to the side of her neck. "How about you?"
She smiled because she couldn't help it. "Of course not."
He smiled too. "That's good." He pressed a quick kiss to her mouth then walked around her toward the rest ofhis team. As kisses went, it shouldn't have counted. It was hardly a kiss at all, but it had been just wet enough toleave the taste of him on her lips... Just warm enough to slide inside and light a fire next to her heart.
During the third quarter, the blue team scored a touchdown, but Daisy wasn't paying close attention, to thegame. She had bigger worries on her mind. She was in love with Jack. She could no longer ignore it. She'dcome to Lovett to tell Jack about Nathan. She hadn't meant to fall in love with him again, but it had happened,and now she had to decide what she was going to do about it. Fifteen years ago, she'd run away from the pain ofJack not loving her in return. She wasn't going to run this time. When and if she left, she would know how Jackfelt about her.
Three minutes into the fourth quarter, Jack got creamed by Marvin Ferrell, who had to outweigh Jack by a goodhundred pounds. He went down with a umph, and Daisy's heart dropped a few inches. He lay on his back forseveral long moments until Marvin helped him to his feet. Jack moved his head from side to side as if gettingout the kinks, then he slowly walked back to the huddle. His next pass was a fifty-foot bomb to Nathan, who ranit all the way for a touchdown. Nathan tore off his helmet and spiked it into the ground. He jumped around,giving high-fives, and smashing knuckles with his teammates. Jack hooked his arm around Nathan's shoulders.
Father and son, their heads close as they talked and walked to the sidelines, both of them smiling as if they'djust won the million-dollar lotto.
After the game, Nathan was still so excited he forgot himself and gave Daisy a hug that picked her up off herfeet.
"Did you see that touchdown?" he asked and released her.
"Of course. It was a beauty."
Nathan pulled the shoulder pads over his head as Brandy Jo and a group of teenagers approached. They allseemed quite impressed that a fifteen-year-old had been invited to play football with the men.
"I got to play because Jack and Billy play on the red team," he said.
A boy wearing a Weezer T-shirt asked, "Who're Jack and Billy?"
"Billy's my uncle." Nathan paused and looked over the top of Daisy's head. "And Jack's my dad."
She felt Jack behind her a split second before he squeezed her shoulders. She looked up into his unfathomableeyes and his pleased smile, she then turned her attention back to Nathan. The two men in her life stared at eachother and seemed to reach an unspoken understanding. No weeping or crying or falling on each other's necks.
Just an acknowledgment like the slapping of hands and smashing of knuckles.
Instead of coming home and celebrating his touchdown with her and Jack, Nathan asked if he could go hang outwith his new friends. By the way her son looked at Brandy Jo, Daisy knew she'd just been usurped in her son'slife by a fifteen-year-old girl with long brown hair and a Texas twang. She felt an unexpected pang of jealousy.
Nathan was growing up much too quickly, and she missed the little boy who used to hold her hand and look upat her as if she were the most important thing in his world.
"Are you ready to go now?" Jack lowered his face to the top of her head. "I want to get you out of here beforeCal comes over and hits on you again."
He wasn't really fooling her. She could hear the pain in his voice. "What hurts?"
"My shoulder," he answered as they moved toward the parking lot, "like a son of a bitch."
"I don't understand why you guys don't wear pads." She held up a hand. "Don't say it. I know. Pads are forsissies."
Jack opened the passenger-side door for her. She moved to get inside but looked back across the field one lasttime at Nathan. "He's growing up too fast," she said as she watched him walk in the other direction with BrandyJo on his arm. "He was always so rowdy and independent. I couldn't take him anywhere cause he'd just run off.
So I got one of those leashes you put on little kids so you don't lose 'em. I always felt so much better knowinghe was on the other end of the leash. I'd give a hard tug, and he'd come rolling out from wherever he was hidingfrom me." She grasped the top of the car door that separated her body from Jack's. "I wish I could just give hima tug now and make sure he stays out of trouble."
Jack put his hands on the outside of hers. "He's a good boy, Daisy. He'll be fine."
She looked up into his eyes and he leaned forward and gently pressed his mouth to hers, easing into a kiss soslow and sweet, it just seemed to melt her heart. He smelled of sweat and grass and Jack. His thumbs brushedover the backs of her hands as the tip of his slick tongue touched hers. Jack took his time, and the kiss turnedmore deeply intimate. It touched places deep in her soul that recognized hint. This was more than a mating ofmouths. More than the hot rush of sex that demanded to be satisfied.
When he pulled back, he looked at her the way he used to all those years ago. His guard down. His wants andneeds and desires unmistakably clear in his green eyes.
"Come home with me," he said as his hands moved to cover hers in his warm palms.
She swallowed and the corners of her mouth turned up. She didn't have to ask what he had planned. "I thoughtyour shoulder hurt?"
"Not that bad."
"I could massage it for you."
He shook his head. "You need to save your energy to massage other things."

Chapter Nineteen

Daisy ran her hands across Jack's smooth shoulders and pushed her fingers into his knotted muscles. Shemassaged his back and ran her thumbs up and down the indent of his spine. A bead of water dropped from hiswet hair, slid down his back and was absorbed in the thick blue towel hung low on his hips.
The drive from the park to Jack's had taken less than ten minutes. Usually it took fifteen, but Jack had runseveral stop signs and blown through a traffic light.
At present, he sat on a ladder-back kitchen chair next to the dining room table. His legs straddled the seat whilehis arms rested across the top rung. He'd insisted on taking a quick shower to get rid of the grime before he'd lether touch him, and when he'd come out wearing nothing but a towel, she'd about jumped him then and there.
"How's this feel?" she asked as her palms slid down his hard muscles, then up again.
"Like something I could get used to." The heat from his skin warmed her hands, and she felt the contours andtextures as she learned the definition of him all over again.
"Daisy?"
She looked down at the back of his head. The dining room light shone through his dark hair, picking out strandsthe color of coffee. "Hmm?"
"When we were at Lake Meredith, you said you've missed me." He reached up and grasped her by the wrist. "Isthat true?" He looked over his shoulder at her. His intense gaze told her the answer was very important to hint"Yes, Jack. It's true."
He pulled her arm down around his chest and said, next to her right cheek, "I missed you too, Daisy Lee. Allthese years I've missed you more than I knew." His placed his free hand on the left side of her face. "More thanI ever wanted you to know."
Her chest got light and achy, and she lowered her mouth and said against his lips. "I love you, Jack."
He closed his eyes and let out his breath. He was quiet for several long moments then he said, "I have alwaysloved you. Even when I didn't want to."
"Turn around," she whispered.
His eyes opened. "What?"
"Stand up."
As soon as he stood and turned toward her, she put her hand on his shoulders and pushed him back down again.
"I don't know what happens next for us," she said as she pulled up her dress and sat in his lap facing him. Hespread his thighs and her bottom hit the seat of the chair. Her bare feet hung over the sides. "Whatever it is, Iwill always love you. I can't help it."
His hands slid up and down her thighs as his green eyes looked at her through his lashes. "I'll show you whathappens next." His palms moved to her waist and his fingers searched the lie on the side of her dress.
She settled more firmly between his legs and asked, "is that a tent pole or are you happy to see me?"
A blatantly sexual smile pushed the corners of his mouth upward. "Both. Wanna see?"
"Oh yeah." She moved her hands from his shoulders and down his chest. Her palms covered his nipples and sheleaned forward and kissed the side of his throat. The thick towel and the thin layer of her panties separatedthem.
Jack tugged and the top of her dress loosened. "Raise your arms," he told Daisy. She did as he asked, and he slidthe dress above her waist and pulled it over her head. Her hair fell free about her bare shoulders, and Jacklooked into her brown eyes, at the passion staring back at him. He tossed the dress on the floor, then covered hernaked breasts with his hands. Her puckered nipples poked the centers of his palms and he brushed them with histhumbs. Her lids lowered a fraction and she licked her lips. He knew her. He knew the weight of her against himand the beat of her heart in his palms. He knew the sigh of pleasure on her lips and the scent of her skin.
This was Daisy. His Daisy.
"Are you sure your shoulder doesn't hurt?"
Shoulder? He didn't give a shit about his shoulder. The only pain he felt was in his groin. "Nothing hurts as badas wanting you." Every fantasy he'd ever had had begun and ended with Daisy Lee. Now here she was. Exceptfor a strap of silk panties, naked in his lap. If he had his way, she would never leave.
Her soft hand slid down his belly and she pulled at the towel around his waist. She unwrapped him like aChristmas present, then reached inside and closed her fist around his erection. He was so hard he throbbed. Hesucked in his breath. He looked at Daisy, past the rose-colored lips of her breasts, down her tan abdomen andbelly button to her tiny white panties. Within her small hand, she held his thick shaft. She brushed her thumbover the head. Lust pulled his gut into a hard knot and he had a difficult time drawing air into his lungs. Hewrapped his hand over hers and moved it up and down, sliding within the soft velvet of her palm. She leanedforward and kissed his throat. Her warm moist tongue leaving a trail of fire.
He raised her face to his, and his hungry mouth slanted across her lips. He gave her hot, feeding kisses; therewas nothing tender or soft in what he gave this time. The moment his mouth touched hers, it was greedy, amaddening chase and follow. A slick advance and retreat of hot tongues and mouths. She arched into him,crushing her hard nipples into his chest and shoving her crotch against his erection.
He wanted this. He wanted it every damn day of his life. He wanted the drive of her tongue in his mouth, theweight of her in his arms, the catch in his chest when he looked into her eyes or buried his nose in her neck.
He wanted her. All of her. Forever. He loved her. He'd always loved her.
Jack stood and the towel fell to the floor. He set Daisy on the kitchen table in front of him and looked down intoher dazed eyes.
"Lie down, buttercup." She rested back on her elbows and watched as he kissed her breasts and sucked herpuckered nipple into his mouth. He worked her over until her breath was choppy, then he worked his way south.
He sucked a patch of skin next to her belly button and reached for the chair behind him. He pulled off herpanties then sat between her thighs.
"Jack," she said, her voice a dry whisper. "What are you doing?"
He put her bare feet on his shoulders and kissed each ankle - "I'm going down." He bit the inside of her thigh ashe brushed his thumb across her slick clitoris and pushed a finger deep inside where she was very hot and verywet. He parted her slick flesh and placed a hand beneath her bottom. He raised her as he brought his mouthdown on her.
She tasted like Daisy. Good. Like sex and desire and everything he'd ever wanted.
She moaned his name as her head fell back. He kissed her between her legs. In the same spot he'd kissed herfifteen years ago - only he was better at it now. Better at knowing how to use his tongue and how hard to drawher into his mouth. He teased and sucked until she used her feet to push him back.
She rose from the table and stood in front of him, a little unsteady on her feet as she looked down at him. "Iwant you, Jack."
He picked up the towel from the floor and wiped his mouth. "I need to get a condom."
She stared at him as if she didn't know what he was talking about. Then she said, her voice heavy with passion,"How long has it been since you've had sex without a condom?"
So long he couldn't remember. "Probably the last time I was with you fifteen years ago."
She smiled as she grabbed the towel from hint and tossed it aside. She grasped his shoulders, then she put herfeet on the low rung at the bottom of the chair and stood. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed herstomach. "I had my period last week," she said as she lowered herself over his lap. "I won't get pregnant thistime."
He might have protested. He might have questioned her more, but the head of his penis touched her slick crotch,and he slid inside her hot wet body. There was no thought of protesting anything after that.
A groan tore into Jack's chest. Her hot flesh surrounded him and a shudder worked its way up his spine. Her lipswere parted. Her breathing shallow, and her cheeks were flushed pink. The hunger in her brown eyes wasfocused on him as if he were the only man who could give her exactly what she needed.
She squeezed her muscles around him and he felt every ripple of her fight passage. He had to fight to keep fromcoming right then and there. Every cell in his body was focused on her. On the way she felt inside. On thewarmth of her contracting muscles. On the sharp pain and dull ache twisting his groin.
"Goddamn," he swore and he moved his hands to her hips. "You feel so good." He lifted her and brought herback down. It was like white-hot liquid enveloped him, and he didn't think he'd felt anything as good as theinside of Daisy.
She raised her hands to the sides of his head and brought his mouth to hers. "I love you, Jack," she said as theymoved together, building a slow and steady rhythm that turned into a fever. He grabbed her behind and broughther down hard, again and again. Driving up as she pushed down, and everything got a whole lot hotter andwilder. Their breathing became ragged with the punctuating thrust of his hips. She grasped his bare shouldersand clung to him as the walls of her body pulsed around him. It went on and on faster, harder, pumping into heragain and again until the air whooshed from his lungs.
Daisy moaned and squeezed him fight, pulsing and constricting around hint. The strong contractions of herorgasm wrung a release from him that he felt up into his chest. He came deep inside where she was hot andslick, and even as he pumped into her one last time, he knew he wanted more.
He wanted it forever.
Daisy didn't burst into tears this time. She almost did the next time, though. Jack took her hand and led her tohis bed where he made love to her again. He was so sweet and loving and drew out the torture until she'd had amultiple orgasm. The first of her life, and that had her feeling kind of weepy.
She lay on her stomach on blue sheets. The rest of the bedding was in a tangled heap by her feet. Jack lay halfon top of her; his arm around her waist, one leg between hers. His groin pressed into her behind and hip. A lampflooded the bed with warm yellow light, and the only sound in the room was of heavy, spent breathing. Theirskin was glued together and a warm fluttery afterglow settled on her flesh. She hadn't felt this happy andcontent in a very long time. Jack loved her. She loved him. Things were going to work out for them this time.
She thought Jack had fallen asleep until he moaned. "My God, it just keeps getting better. I didn't think anythingcould top the chair."
Daisy smiled.
"Damn, did you just come twice?"
"Yes. Thank you."
"You're welcome."
His hand stirred at her waist, as if he tried to lift it but didn't have the energy. Carefully, she turned onto herback and looked at him. His hair was stuck to his forehead and his eyes were closed.
"What time is it?" she asked.
His lids fluttered open and he lifted his arm from across her stomach. He looked at his watch and said, "Early."
She grabbed his wrist and looked at the digital face. "I have to get going before Nathan gets home."
Jack rolled on his side and spread his fingers wide on her stomach just below her breasts. "Don't leave," hemurmured as he kissed her shoulder.
"I have to." She sat up and pushed the hair from her face. "But I'll come back for breakfast."
"Don't leave Lovett." He lay on his side and raised onto his elbow. "You and Nathan should move here."
She'd been thinking along those lines too. She just hadn't known he had also. "When did you decide this?" sheasked and looked down into his green eyes.
"Probably when we were fishing, but I got serious about it yesterday when we were swapping spit in yourmomma's front yard and I didn't care who was watching." He sat up and took her hand in his. "I wanted peopleto watch. I wanted people to see us together. I wanted people to see us kissing today. I want everyone to knowthat you're mine." He kissed her fingertips. "I want a life with you and our son."
It was exactly what she wanted too. Hearing him say it made it less scary.
"I love you, Daisy Lee. I've loved you all of my life."
She looked into the pain and passion in his gaze. "I love you too, Jack." But, a little voice in her head wondered,was it enough this time? It hadn't been last time.
She excused herself to go to the bathroom, and when she returned, Jack had pulled on a pair of jeans. Whileshe'd been in the bathroom, he retrieved her dress and panties and they lay on his rumpled bed. She stepped intoher panties and he helped her with her dress.
"So, what are you going to feed me for breakfast?" he asked as he adjusted a strap on her back.
"I'll think of something good."
"Something with whipped cream?"
She fled the strap at her side. "And a cherry"
He placed his arms around her and pulled her back against his chest. "I love cherries," he said against the side ofher neck.
His bare chest warmed her skin and she had to fight the urge not to turn and kiss his neck. If she did that, shewouldn't make it home before Nathan. "Jack, I want this to work between us this time."
He squeezed her tight. "It will."
He sounded so confident she almost believed hint "Let's talk to Nathan about it together."
"Whatever you want."
"I don't know how he'll feel about moving to Lovett, and I don't want him to think we're moving too fast." Shestepped out of his embrace and smoothed her hands over the wrinkles on her dress. "It hasn't been a year sinceSteven's death, and I don't want him to be uncomfortable with you and me together." She looked about the floorto see if he'd remembered her shoes. "I don't care what other people think, but! don't want Nathan to think we'retogether just to replace his dad." Her shoes must still be in the kitchen, and she returned her attention to Jack.
The loving man who'd just held her and assured her everything would work out this time turned to stone rightbefore her eyes. His shoulders straightened. His jaws clenched and his gaze hardened.
"What's wrong?"
He walked across the room, passed the yellow light that spilled into the gray shadows. "How long do we have tocall Steven 'Nathan's dad'?"
Daisy watched his bare back and said, "I thought you might be getting over that."
"I thought so too." He yanked open a dresser drawer and pulled out a T-shirt. "But I don't think I'll ever get overwhat that bastard took from me."
She closed her eyes for several painful heartbeats. "Don't talk about Steven like that."
He laughed without humor. "That's rich." He shoved his arms through the short sleeves. "You defending StevenMonroe to me."
"I'm not defending Steven."
He pulled the shirt over his head and down his stomach. "Then what are you doing?"
"I loved Steven for most of my life. He was not only my husband; he was my best friend. We laughed and criedtogether. I could talk to him about anything."
"Could you talk to him about how you felt about me?"
She'd almost had it this time. Almost, but it was slipping through her fingers like sand.
"Deep down the pit of your stomach where it gets tight at just the thought of being with me." He stalked backacross the room and stopped just inches from her. "Did you tell him that?"
"No, but he knew." She looked up into his face, at the passion and bitterness in his green eyes. At the samepassion and bitterness she'd seen the first night she'd seen him. "Being with Steven wasn't at all like being with you. It was different. It was... 
"What?"
"Calm. It wasn't scaly. It didn't hurt. I could breathe around him. I didn't feel like if I didn't touch him, I woulddie. Like a part of something inside of me belonged to someone else."
"Isn't that the way it's supposed to feel? Isn't it supposed to feel like I want to smash you against my chest sohard I can still feel you after you leave?" He grabbed her shoulders and slid his hands to the sides of her face.
"Breathe the same breath. Feel the same heartbeat as you melt inside of me?"
Tears stung her eyes and she didn't even try to stop them. Her heart was breaking and her dreams had justslipped through her fingers. Again. "It's not enough. It wasn't enough last time. And it isn't enough this timeeither."
"What does it take, then? I love you. I've never loved any woman the way I love you."
She believed him. "Forgiveness," she said as the first tears spilled from her eyes. "You have to forgive me, Jack.
You have to forgive me and you have to forgive Steven, too."
He dropped his hands from her and took a step back. "That's asking a lot, Daisy."
"Too much?"
"Where Steven is concerned, yes."
"And me?"
He looked at her and his silence was her answer.
"How can we be together if you can't forgive me of the past?"
"We won't think about it." He grabbed his boots and shoved his feet inside.
"For how long? For how long won't we think about it before it comes up again? Tomorrow? A week from now?
Next year? Do you really think we can live with that between us?"
"I love you, Daisy," he said without looking at her. "It's enough."
"You also hate me."
"No." He shook his head and his gaze met hers. "No, I hate what you did. How could I not hate that you keptmy son from me?"
"What I did was wrong." She wiped her tears from her face. "I admit that. I should have told you about Nathan.
I was scared and a coward. One day turned into one year. One year into two, and the longer I put it off, theharder it got. There is no excuse." She held out her hand to him, then dropped it to her side. "You have tounderstand. Steven -"
"Oh, I understand Steven," he interrupted. "I understood him the night y'all stood in my front yard and told meyou were married. I understood that he loved you as much as I did and when he saw an opportunity to take youfrom me, he took it. He took my son too. And what you have to understand is, I can't just forget something likethat."
"I'm not asking you to forget, but if you and I are to have a future, you have to get past it."
"You say it like it's easy."
"It's the only way."
"I don't know if I can. Especially where Steven is concerned."
"Then we can't be together. It would never work."
"Just like that? You get to decide?" He pointed a finger at her and slashed his hand through the air. "You get tosay 'get over it' or get out of my life? You get to tell me how to feel?"
She shook her head and gazed at him through the blur of her tears. She breathed past the searing pain in herchest. She knew Jack felt it too. It was there in his raw gaze, and just like the last time, there was no way to stopit. "No. I'm telling you that you have a right to your anger. You have a right to it for the rest of your life. But itseems to me very lonely company when you can have so much more if you could somehow let it go."

Chapter Twenty

On the drive to Daisy's, neither of them spoke. The deep purr of the Shelby's engine was the only sound withinthe dark interior of the Mustang. Jack pulled the car next to the curb, and Daisy looked at him through the inkydarkness one last time. Giving him one last chance to change things that he could not change. To say the wordsthat he could not say.
How could she ask him to forget and forgive? As if it were that easy. As if it hadn't eaten a permanent hole inhis gut. As if it wasn't always there, right below the surface.
So he watched her walk away. Into her mother's house, and he slid the Shelby in gear and drove home. Hehadn't tried to stop her this time. There would be no fight. No one to hit.
But the pain was just as bad as it had been fifteen years ago. No, he thought as he walked back into his house. Itwas worse now. Now that he knew what could have been. Now that he'd had a taste of that life.
The chair he'd sat in while he'd made love to Daisy was still pushed away from the table. The table where she'dlain while he'd taken her into his mouth. He stared at it as the hole in his gut burned hotter. Burned up into hischest and throat-he about choked on it.
He picked up the chair, carried it out the back door and tossed it into the pitch-black yard. Then he turned andstared at the heavy wooden table that had belonged to his mother. Where they'd eaten family meals.
Where he'd eaten Daisy.
In his present mood, he probably could have picked up the whole damn table and chucked it outside with thechair, but it wouldn't fit out the door. He went to the shed and grabbed his power tools. When he returned, heflipped the table with one hand. It hit the floor with a loud satisfying crash. He popped a beer, fired up his Black&Decker, and got busy.
By the time he was finished, the table was in pieces and lying about the yard along with the chair. He'd gonethrough a six pack and started on a bottle of Johnny Walker. Jack had never been a big drinker. Never thought itsolved a damn thing. Tonight he just wanted to dull the pain.
With glass in hand, he moved from the dining room, passed his open bedroom door. Passed the lamplightshining on his messed up sheets that he was sure still held the scent of her skin. He walked into the living roomand drained his glass. He didn't bother turning on the light. He sat on his black leather sofa. In the dark. Alone.
Light from the kitchen spilled out into the hail and almost reached the toe of his boot. He was tired and beat upfrom the football game and from Daisy, but he knew he wouldn't sleep. He'd told her he loved her and she'd saidit wasn't enough. She wanted more.
He closed his eyes and the room spun. He felt the pitch and roll of his stomach. He'd flicked up. He'd let herinto his life. He'd known better. He'd known she'd carve him up again like he had a big X on his chest. He'd heldhis arms wide and given her a good shot, too.
I'm telling you that you have a right to your anger. Youhave a right to it for the rest of your life. She'd told him.
But it seems to me very lonely company when you can have so much more if you could somehow let it go.
Jack was a man who was used to fixing things. Of working until it was as close to perfect as possible. But heknew his limitations. He knew the impossible when it faced him.
What Daisy asked of him was impossible.
Jack didn't even realize he'd fallen asleep on the couch until Billy's voice woke him up.
"What the hell?"
Jack's eyes opened and he squinted against the light. Billy stood before him wearing his work overalls. "Wha t-"
His mouth felt like it was stuffed with cotton and he swallowed. "What are you doing here?"
"It's almost tea. The shop's been open for an hour."
Jack was sprawled out with his feet on the coffee table, and he'd slept with his boots on. He picked his head upfrom the back of the couch and felt like he'd been hit with a brick. "Ah, Christ."
"Have you been drinkin'?"
"Yeah."
"By yourself?"
Jack stood and his stomach roiled. "Sounded like a good idea at the lime." He moved into the kitchen andgrabbed a bottle of orange juice. He raised it to his mouth and drank until his throat wasn't so dry.
"Why are there only five chairs where the table used to be?" Billy asked as he looked across the hail into thedining room.
"I'm redecorating."
Billy glanced at Jack, then returned his gaze to the five remaining chairs. "Where's the table?"
"In the backyard with the missing chair."
"Why?"
"I like it this way."
He moved to the back door and looked out. He let out a low whistle and said, "Having woman trouble?"
Jack reached into a cupboard and pulled out a bottle of aspirin. Woman trouble sounded as if it were fixable.
Like a little fight or squabble.
"Daisy Lee?"
"Yep. She comes back into my life. Fucks it up and leaves it that way."
"Are you sure it's fucked up?"
"Yeah. I'm sure." He swallowed four aspirins and asked, "Has Nathan shown up yet?"
"Yep. Right on time."
"Give me a few minutes to shower and shave and get my shit together, and I'll be there."
"Maybe you should take a day off."
"Can't. Nathan will be leaving in a few weeks, and I want to spend as much time with him as possible."
It took Jack a good forty-five minutes to pull him-self together enough to show up at the garage. His body achedand head pounded.
Nathan looked at him and his brows lowered. "Are you okay?"
"Yes." Jack carefully nodded and sank into the chair behind his desk.
"Did you take too many bad hits in the game yesterday?"
"A few." He'd taken the worst hit after the game.
"What are you doing tonight?"
"I'm going bowling with Brandy Jo." He shifted his weight to one foot and pulled his lip ring into his mouth. "Iwas thinking about kissing her. I think she wants me to, but I don't want to suck at it." His gaze stared intoJack's and he asked, "How did you learn to kiss a girl?"
Jack smiled and his headache subsided at bit. "Lots of practice. And don't worry about not being good at it rightout of the chute. If Brandy Jo really likes you, she'll want to practice with you."
Nathan nodded as if that made sense. "Did you practice with my mom?"
He pretended to give it some thought, but the truth was the memory of the first time he'd kissed Daisy on herporch was imbedded in his mind, eating at his brain like acid. "No, I'd turned pro before I dated your mom."
Nathan sat and they talked about girls and what girls liked to do besides put on makeup and shop. He waspleased to hear that Nathan was thinking about more than just how to make out with Brandy Jo. He wanted tobuy her something nice and do nice things for her.
They talked about cars and Jack was surprised to hear that Nathan was over his obsession with the DodgeDaytona. He now wanted to buy a Mustang, like Jack's Shelby. Nathan was to get his driver's license next week.
Jack saw the snow job a mile away. He'd let Nathan drive the Shelby. Not a problem, as long as Jack was in thecar.
Jack spent the rest of the day at his desk trying to tune out the irritating whine of sanders and power tools.
Around two o'clock, his head quit pounding, but the pain and anger in his chest remained. A constant reminderof what he'd almost had, and what he'd lost.
When Nathan came to work that Thursday, it got a whole lot worse. He mentioned that Daisy was leavingMonday for Seattle. They'd sold their house.
That night as Jack finally dealt with the mess in his backyard, he couldn't help but think of Daisy and how shewas getting on with her life. Moving forward, while he seemed forever stuck in the past.
He put all the pieces to his mother's table in a shed on the side of the house and he stuck the chair in there too.
Maybe he should move. He'd thought of it a time or two. He'd thought of converting the house into more officespace. That in turn would open up more space in the garage.
Jack sat on the back porch and looked out over the yard. He couldn't see tearing it down. The house held toomany memories for him and Billy. It's where he and Steven had dug up the time capsule and read Daisy's diary.
Right in the corner of the yard under the maple tree. It's where they'd buried it too.
He stood, and before he could give himself time to think better of it, he walked to the shed and grabbed ashovel. The earth was packed solid. Sweat ran down the side of his face as he dug for over an hour. It wassomewhere around seven-thirty and the sun was still blazing when the end of the shovel finally hit the old redcan. He exhumed it from its twenty-one-year-old hiding place. The paint was faded and it showed signs of rust.
The plastic lid had turned a dull yellow but was still intact.
Jack took the can to the back porch. He sat on the top step and dumped it out. Green army men, HansSolo and Princess Lea Star Wars figures, and a switch comb fell out first. Next, Jack's "Dukes of Hazzard"
Matchbox car, a whistle and a pack of trick gum. Daisy's diary, a fuzzy pink barrette, and a cheap ring withabout a three-carat hunk of glass fell on top of the pile. She'd said he'd given her the ring. He didn't remember it,though.
He picked up the ring and put it in his breast pocket. He reached for the little white book with a yellow rose onit, the lock busted from the last time he'd held it in his hands. The pages had yellowed and the ink had dulled.
He leaned forward, rested his forearms on the tops of his knees, and read:Mr. Skittles bit Lily on the nose today. I think she was trying to kiss him, Daisy had written when they'd allbeen in about the sixth grade. My mom put a stupid Snow White in our front yard. It's soooooo embarrassing.
Jack smiled and flipped passed references of her cat and yard decoration. He stopped when he saw his name.
Jack got in big trouble for climbing on the roof at school. He had to stay after and I think he got a whooping.
He said he didn't care, but he looked sad. It made me sad too. Steven and I walked home without him. Stevensaid lack would be okay.
Jack remembered that. He hadn't gotten whooped, but he'd had to wash all the windows in the school. His gazeskimmed past more entries about her cat, what they'd all had for dinner, and about the weather.
Jack yelled at me today. He called me a stupid girl and told me to go home. I cried and Steven told me Jackdidn't really mean it.
Jack didn't remember that one, but if he'd yelled at her it was probably because he had a little crush on her anddidn't know what to do about it.
Steven gave me a sticker for my bike. It's a rainbow. He says it's too girly for his bike. Jack said it looked weird.
Sometimes he hurts my feelings. Steven says he doesn't mean to. He doesn't have sisters.
He'd never known she was so sensitive. Well, yeah, he guessed he'd known that. But he'd never known she'dgotten upset over stuff like saying a sticker was weird.
Yesterday was Halloween. My mom made me be Annie Oakley again 'cause I haven't outgrown the stupidcostume from last year. Jack was Darth Vader and Steven dressed up as Princess Lea. Steven had big cinnamonbuns over his ears to look like her. I laughed so hard I about wet myself.
Jack chuckled. He remembered that costume, but he'd forgotten most of the other things Daisy had writtenabout. He'd also forgotten that Steven loved to tell jokes. A lot of them Daisy had jotted down in her diary. He'dforgotten that Steven was a pretty funny kid and that they'd spent hours together laughing about Mrs. Jansenwalking her old dog, or their favorite episode of "The Andy Griffith Show."
I don't know why they talk about that show so much, Daisy had written. It's stupid. "The Love Boat" is soooooomuch better.
Yeah, and Jack remembered he and Steven laughing about "The Love Boat" behind Daisy's back.
The more Jack read, the more he laughed out loud at some of the things they all used to do. The more helaughed, the more he felt some of his anger subside which surprised the hell out of him.
The more he read, the more he saw a pattern of Daisy turning to Steven when she was upset about something, orwhen Jack had unknowingly hurt her feelings. Last Sunday night, she'd told him that Steven was not only herhusband, but her best friend. She'd said she could talk to him about any thing. That she and Steven had laughedand cried together.
Jack wasn't the type of guy who cried. Instead he stuffed everything deep until it disappeared. Only it didn't.
Daisy had been right. They couldn't be together if he couldn't get past his anger. Yes, he had a right to it, butbeing right was very lonely.
Jack shut the diary and looked out over his backyard. He had two choices. He could live the rest of his life witha chest full of anger and bitterness. Alone. Or he could move on. Like Daisy had said. At the time she'd said it,it hadn't seemed possible. Now he felt the glimmer of something in the pit of his soul.
Yeah, Daisy and Steven had kept his child a secret. Yeah, that sucked, but he couldn't let it eat at him anylonger. He had to let it go or he was afraid he'd die a bitter and lonely old man. He hadn't known Nathan for thefirst fifteen years of his life, but Jack figured he had a good fifty or so ahead of him. And he had to decide howhe wanted to spend those years.
He stood and shoved everything back into the old coffee can. He walked back into his house and took the letterSteven had written him from the drawer he'd tossed it in. This time when he read it, he read something he'dmissed the first time. Steven wrote about the two of them and how much he'd missed Jack over the years. Hetalked about loving Daisy and Nathan. He ended by asking Jack's forgiveness. He asked Jack to let go of hisbitterness and to get on with his life. And for the first time in fifteen years, Jack was going to try to do just that.
He didn't have a plan. He just thought of his life, and he didn't try to stop the memories. Good or bad. He didn'ttap them down or shut them out.
He felt every damn one of them.
Friday after work, he asked Nathan to follow him into his office. They stood next to each other as he pulled outthe coffee can and handed Nathan the switch comb. "This was your dad's when he was in sixth grade," he saidwithout a trace of anger. "I thought you might like to have it."
Nathan pushed the button on the handle, and surprisingly it sprang open. He combed the side of his hair.
"Sweet." Nathan took the Star Wars figures but decided against the green army men.
"You're getting your license Monday, right?"
"Yeah. Mom says I can drive her Caravan sometimes." He frowned. "I told her, no way."
"It's hard to be cool in a Caravan." Jack tried and failed not to smile. "Hard to burn 'em off."
Nathan shook his head. "She just doesn't get it."
Jack grabbed the coffee can and wrapped an arm around Nathan's shoulders. Together they walked from theoffice. "And she won't either."
"'Cause she's a girl."
"No, son. Because she's not a Parrish." At least not yet.
"Mom! Guess what?" Nathan said the second he walked into the back of the house. "Jack let me drive theShelby. Sweet!"
Daisy was up to her elbows in cake frosting. She was throwing a party for Pippen, who'd gone three dayswithout peeing in his pull-ups. "What? You'll kill yourself."
"He was very safe," Jack said from the doorway. "He even reminded me to put on my seat belt."
At the sight of him standing there in a pair of khaki pants and a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, herheart seemed to squeeze and swell all at the same time.
His gaze met hers and something hot and vital simmered in his eyes. When he spoke, it was low and sexy.
"Good evenin', Daisy Lee," he said, and the velvet in his voice seemed to reach across the distance and touchher.
There was definitely something different about hint tonight, but before she could respond, Lily hobbled into thekitchen on crutches. "Hey, Jack. How's it goin'?"
He turned to Lily and whatever had been betweenDaisy and Jack evaporated like a heat mirage. "Hey,Lily. Hot enough for ya?"
"Shoot. It's hotter than a honeymoon hotel." She moved to the counter and looked in the mixing bowl. "Did youdrop by for Pippen's potty party?" Lily stuck her finger into the cake frosting, then licked it dean.
"Yes, Jackson, you have to stay," Louella insisted as she walked from her bedroom into the kitchen. "Webought coonskin hats for everyone, and we'll eat off Thomas the Tank Engine plates."
Nathan moaned as if in severe pain and Jack looked at his son as if he sympathized. But he said, "I'd love tostay, Miz Brooks. Thank you." He moved to the counter next to Daisy, and the sleeve of his shirt brushed herarm as he tasted her frosting. He licked it off and looked down into her gaze.
"Mmm, that's good, buttercup." Then he bent down and whispered into her ear, "I wanna lick this off yourthighs."
"Jack!"
He chuckled and grabbed her hand. "If y'all will excuse us for a few minutes, I need to talk to Daisy." He pulledher behind him out the back door. As soon as the door shut behind them, he drew her against him and loweredhis mouth to hers. The kiss was sweet and gentle and so heartbreaking she pulled away.
"I've missed you, Daisy," he said.
"Jack, don't. This has been so difficult for me."
He pressed his finger to her lips. "Let me finish."
He dropped his hand to the side of her neck and looked into her eyes. "I'm in love with you. It feels like I'vebeen in love with you my whole life. You're it for me, Daisy. You always have been." His thumb lightlybrushed her jaw. "Over the Years, I've held on to a whole stomachful of anger and bitterness. I blamed you andSteven for everything, when the truth is, I had a hand in what happened to us. I still don't like that I wasn'taround when Nathan was growing up, but I just have to believe things happened the way they did for a reason. Ican't fight it or argue with it or hold on to it. I'm just letting it go. Like you said."
"Are you sure you can do that?"
"I'm tired of being mad at you," he said as if he meant it. "And I'm tired of being mad at Steven too. I lovedSteven when we were kids. We were buddies. In the letter he wrote to me, he asked if I ever missed him." Jacktook a deep breath, then cleared his throat. "I've missed the Steven I grew up with every day He's gone, and Jcan't hate a dead man." His paused and his gaze skimmed her face. "Remember the first night you came to myhouse and I told you I'd make your life a misery?"
She smiled. He'd broken her heart, and now he was fixing it. "Yes."
"I want you to forget I ever said that, because I want to spend the rest of your life trying to make you happy" Hefished around in his breast pocket and pulled out a cheap little ring. The gold was chipped off the band and theglass "diamond" had dulled. He reached for her hand and placed it in her palm. "I gave you this ring when wewere in the sixth grade. If you'll have me, Daisy, I'll buy you a real one."
Her mouth fell open. "This is the ring I put in the time capsule."
"Yeah. I dug it back up the other day. I have your diary too." His fingers brushed the side of her throat. "Marryme, Daisy Lee."
She nodded. "I love you with all my heart, Jack Parrish. I have always loved you, and I believe it is my fate tolove you forever."
He let out a pent-up breath like there had been a doubt. He pulled her into a hug that lifted her off her feet.
"Thank you," he said and pressed his smile to her lips.
The back door opened and Nathan stepped out. "Mom, you have to come inside. Grandma-" He stopped whenhe realized what was going on.
Jack set Daisy on her feet and she turned to face her son. Jack wrapped his arms around her middle and pulledher back against his chest. Nathan looked from one to the other until his gaze stopped on Daisy.
"Your grandma is what?" Daisy asked.
"She's rambling on about people I don't know and don't give a crap about again," he answered, distracted by thesight of the two of them. He raised his gaze to Jack. "What's going on?"
"I asked your mother to marry me."
Nathan stood perfectly still as he absorbed what that meant.
"I've loved your mother since the second grade when I looked across the playground and saw her standing therewith a stupid red hair bow." Jack's fingers brushed her stomach as he spoke. "I let her get away once. I'm notgoing to make that mistake again." He pulled her lighter against his chest. "I want the two of you to move hereand live with me."
"To Levett?"
"Yeah. What do you think?"
Daisy didn't remember him asking her what she thought.
Nathan looked at both of them as he mulled over his options. "Do I get the Shelby?"
For several long moments Daisy feared Jack would say yes. "No, but you can have your mom's Caravan."
"That's not funny!'"Maybe we can work something out."
Nathan smiled and nodded as he walked back into the house. "Sweet," he said.
Jack leaned down and whispered into her ear, "Can we skip the potty party?"
"No." She turned and wrapped her arms around him. Breathing in the smell of his shirt and of him. "But wedon't have to stay long."
She felt hint press a smile on the top of her head. "Sweet."
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