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 Prologue – Wednesday, May 16 – Graduation Day 
 
      
 
    “Hey, wake up. You’re not supposed to be sleeping. It’s your graduation party,” James said with a grin. “You’re supposed to be having fun.” 
 
    Lisa sat on one of the picnic benches, pressed up against James’ side. He had his arm around her and she would be asleep if it wasn’t for the fact he kept shaking her awake 
 
    “Everybody’s opinion of fun is different. Right now, what I think is fun, is sitting her with you, and taking a nap.” 
 
    “Sleeping is fun? That’s a stretch, don’t you think?” he asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “Not at all. I’m quite happy to sit here taking a nap on your shoulder,” she said, hiding a smile against his shirt. 
 
    “Here, sit up. I’ve got something for you.” 
 
    “I told you, I don’t need any gifts. You weren’t supposed to buy me anything.” 
 
    “This isn’t exactly a gift. I wanted to give it to you before you left for college,” James said, sounding a little nervous. 
 
    She stretched and yawned. “I thought I told you I wasn’t leaving for college. You can give it to me anyway,” she said with a grin, as she snuggled back into his side. 
 
    He sat up straighter, and turned to look her in the eyes. “You’re not going to college? Lisa, you need to go to college,” he said, sounding a little too much like her parents. 
 
    “Yes, I’m going to college,” she said giving him a dirty look. She threw his one hand off her shoulder, and wrapped her arms back around his waist so she could snuggle back into his side once again. “I’m just going to stay here and go to the local college. I’m not leaving home. Are you going to give me my present? What is it?” 
 
    “I told you, it’s not exactly a present. I thought your parents wanted you to go to a bigger city to go to college,” he said, now sounding confused. 
 
    “They only do that, if we’re not certain we want to stay in Sapphire Springs for the rest of our lives. We have to be able to convince them we know what we truly want,” she said, frowning at him. “It almost sounds like you want me to leave.” 
 
    “Why do you want to stay here to go to college?” he asked, half hoping she would say because of him, but not really believing that he had anything to do with her decision. 
 
    “I have my reasons,” she said, turning her face away so he wouldn’t see her blush. 
 
    “And no, I don’t want you to leave. I would have missed you like crazy. I’m just surprised,” he added with a big smile. “Pleasantly, I might add.” 
 
    He really didn’t want her to leave, but he also believed it would be easier if she were leaving if she said no when he asked her to marry him. Now he wasn’t sure he could do it. If she said no, and he had to look at her every day, it would kill him. 
 
    “James, can we please stop talking about it. I want to dance.” She wanted to tell him the truth, but she wasn’t sure he was ready to hear it. She loved him, and she just couldn’t stand the thought of having that many miles between them. She needed to stay close, where she could see him every day. She was just hoping if she dragged him out to dance, he might actually kiss her. 
 
    “Okay, come on,” he said with a grin. “This is your party. You might as well get what you want.” He stood up and pulled her to her feet, so he could drag her out to the middle of the yard with everyone else. All her friends from the graduating class, and a few from the lower grades were there, and the backyard was packed. There wasn’t a whole lot of room left on the portable dance floor. 
 
    “We’ll see if I really get what I want before the night is over.” She wasn’t even thinking about marriage. She was just thinking about the immediate future. 
 
    It was a slow song, so she stepped into his arms and brought her hands up behind his neck. With the heels she had on, she was tall enough she could lay her head on his shoulder. She just snuggled into him and closed her eyes. 
 
    As the song was coming to an end, she lifted her head, and looked up at him. When their gazes locked, they slowly came to a stop, her breath catching in her throat. Everyone else was still moving around them, but they never even noticed when the song changed to a much faster one. 
 
    “James,” she breathed out. “What are you thinking right now?” 
 
    “I want...” 
 
    He never managed to tell her what he wanted. One of her friends from her graduating class danced over with a cheery smile. “Hey you two. What are you doing just standing there? This is a good song. Come on, dance,” Marie said, grinning at them, not realizing what she had just interrupted. 
 
    Lisa was almost certain she had been about to get that first kiss she had been wanting so bad. Now the moment was lost, and she was even more frustrated than before. She just nodded at her friend and picked up the pace. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    “James, did you ask her?” Luke asked, whispering and elbowing him in the side to get his attention. “What did she say?” 
 
    “I didn’t ask her. I panicked.”  
 
    “What? That rings been burning a hole in your pocket all night. Ask her already,” Luke said, a bite of irritation in his voice. 
 
    James stood there following her around the yard with his eyes. “She’s not leaving for college.” 
 
    “I know. I heard that, but what does that have to do with anything?” he asked, giving him an irritated look. “That just means you don’t have to wait as long to get married. She’ll be here.” 
 
    This time when he answered, he finally turned and looked Luke in the eyes. “If she said no, it would be easier to deal with if she wasn’t here.” 
 
    “James, she’s not going to say no.” Luke was feeling like he needed to speak to the genius like he was a toddler. 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Did you at least finally try and kiss her?” Luke was starting to get exasperated, and it was starting to show in his tone. “I saw the way you two were looking at each other after that first dance. Please, tell me you at least kissed her finally.” 
 
    “No. If she doesn’t feel the same way, it’ll ruin our friendship.” 
 
    “Did you not see the look on her face. She wanted you to kiss her.” 
 
    “What if you’re reading everything wrong? She may have just been confused by the way I was acting. She probably thought I was acting strange.” 
 
    “James, you’re getting nowhere fast. She feels the same way for you that you do for her. Ask her to marry you already.” Luke let out a frustrated sigh. “The only time Mindi and I can carry on a civilized conversation is when we’re talking about you two. And she keeps saying what I already know. Lisa loves you.” 
 
    “What if her parents don’t approve?” James asked, shaking his head. He really was terrified, and he didn’t want her parents to run him off. He needed to be around her too much. “I don’t think I could handle that either.” 
 
    “Are you serious? Her parents love you. If they didn’t, they wouldn’t have let her hang out with you as much as she does. You guys have been going to the movies alone since she was sixteen. You guys are practically with each other all the time.” Luke was seriously thinking about trying to beat some sense into the guy. 
 
    “I know they don’t object to us being friends, but that’s not the same as us being married.” 
 
    “Why do you think they would have a problem with you marrying her?” 
 
    “I’m black,” James stated, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Really? I hadn’t noticed that,” Luke said in a very dry tone. “You know Carl and Jamie better than that. They don’t care that you’re black. They already consider you part of the family. They love you just as much as they do me.” 
 
    “Married is still not the same as just friends.” 
 
    “James, I can almost guarantee you, they know you want to marry her. Have you not noticed how quick Jamie figures people out? She’s almost faster than I am. And with her own kids, and with those of us they spend most of their time with, she is. I’m sure they realize I’m in love with Mindi.” Luke stood there shaking his head. “If they object to anything, it’ll be her age. They might ask you two to have a long engagement, so she can get through at least some of her college first, but that’s it. And I really don’t even think they’d do that.” 
 
    Just then Lisa walked up behind James and wrapped her arms around him from behind. “Hi, I need a hug.” She noticed they had stopped talking when she walked up so she asked, “What were you two guys talking about?” 
 
    “The future,” Luke said, giving James a frustrated look. He knew how much James wanted to ask her to marry him, and it was making him almost as crazy as it was the big guy himself. 
 
    James just stared at him, giving him a dirty look. 
 
    Lisa laid her head against his back and slid her hands down his sides, just wanting to touch him. When her hand ran over his front right pocket, she felt something hard and square. “James, what’s in your pocket? Is that what you were going to give me? Let me have it.” 
 
    “No. Stop that.” She had tried to stick her hand in his pocket, but he was too fast. He managed to grab her hand and pull it back just as her fingers slid under the denim of his pocket. Now she was thinking she shouldn’t have said anything. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 – Friday, July 6 - (five years later) 
 
      
 
    Lisa slipped the four-inch heels on her feet and started pacing back and forth in her bedroom, yet again. She came to a stop and looked at herself in the full-length mirror for the hundredth time that night. She had decided to dress up for their movie night. She had even bought a new dress for the occasion. She normally wasn’t that nervous about her appearance. She knew James liked her the way she was, but he always made sure to tell her how beautiful she looked when she made a special effort. She was a nervous wreck. She needed the extra encouragement tonight. 
 
    She had left her hair down, and it hung in soft brown curls. The longer she looked at herself, the more she thought she should have gone ahead and put it in a ponytail like normal. She didn’t want it to be too obvious she was making a special effort. She picked the brush up off the dresser and started brushing through it, and pulled it back into a tail at the back of her head, then looked at herself once again. She prayed he wouldn’t be able to see how nervous she felt. 
 
    “Oh, this is crazy.” He was waiting for her to get ready, so they could leave for the movie. They always went to the movies on the first Friday night of the month. She was going to have to pull herself together. It was just the thought of kissing him for the first time was making her both, a little nervous and a lot more excited. 
 
    She had been planning this for a while now. Ever since she had heard about Mindi kissing Luke the first time. It had given her the idea. Mindi had even suggested it. Maybe she could take the initiative with her relationship with James. She wanted them to move past the friendship stage they had been stuck in for so long. 
 
    Her biggest concern was they all could be reading the signs wrong. What if he wasn’t in love with her, too? Jenny and Mindi kept insisting he was. Just like the whole family had been insisting Luke was in love with Mindi. Mindi had even told her Luke was saying James was in love with her, and she knew he would be the one to ask. Between his almost scary way of being able to read people and being James’ best friend, he would know. 
 
    The longer she paced, the more nervous she was making herself. She was going to have to stop pacing and get out there. She really needed to do this. She wanted to know what if felt like to kiss him. It was making her crazy. She was dreaming about it, and her gut was telling her she was the one that was going to have to make the first move. She knew if she was going to do this, she was going to have to buck up. So, she took a deep breath, walked to the door and flung it open. 
 
    She smoothed her hands down the front of her new green dress, and started down the hall. She heard him holler out, “Hey, what did you want to watch tonight? There are a couple of good ones.” She didn’t bother answering. She couldn’t. She was afraid her voice would crack if she tried to speak. 
 
    When she got to the end of the hall, she saw him turn and look at her. “Hey, are you alright? I don’t know why you would be, but you look a little nervous.” 
 
    She still didn’t answer. She was still too afraid to speak. And of course, he was going to be able to tell she was nervous. He had known her for nearly all her life, and he spent more time with her than he did with Luke and Zane. She was just going to have to push through it. 
 
    Once he got his first really good look at her, his face lit up with obvious appreciation. “You look amazing. Is that a new dress? I’ve never seen it before.” 
 
    Without giving herself time to think about what she was about to do, she walked over and dropped herself down in his lap. She heard something clatter to the floor when his arms come up around her in surprise. Her mind had vaguely registered it was probably the satellite remote he’d had in his hand when she ambushed him. He had been flipping through the channels out of boredom. 
 
    He’d clutched her tightly to himself when she landed in his lap. So tightly, it was making it hard for her to draw air to breathe. She was so okay with it, that she gave him a dazzling smile. It gave her the encouragement she needed to go on. 
 
    She sat there just staring at him for a few seconds. If she wasn’t careful, she would get lost in his soulful brown eyes. She could always tell what he was thinking just by looking in them. Right now, he was looking rather surprised. His eyes were one of the things she loved most about him. That and his gentleness. 
 
    His hands were so large, hers always disappeared when he held it. One hand could cover the small of her back, and he always touched her like he was afraid she would break. Sometimes it felt like he thought she was made of glass. 
 
    James was a tall man, over six foot, with shoulders wide enough you would almost swear they were three feet across. He was built like a defensive lineman with the face any Hollywood actor would be jealous of. He was the sexiest man she had ever met, and she had felt that way ever since high school when she realized she was in love with him. 
 
    She could see it in his eyes. He was trying to figure out what she was up to. Using his moment of shock to her advantage, she placed her shaking hands on both sides of his shaved head, and brought her mouth down to his, sucking his full bottom lip into her mouth. 
 
    She had been praying he wouldn’t dump her out in the floor. She realized she had nothing to worry about the second their lips met. She heard him groan, and she didn’t know how it was possible, but she felt him pull her tighter to himself. When she parted her lips farther and ran her tongue over his bottom lip, she felt him start to shake. Or maybe she was the one shaking. All she was sure of, was this kiss was far more intoxicating than she could have ever imagined. 
 
    His hand came up and gripped her ponytail at the back of her head while he used his other arm to keep her firmly pressed against him, he pulled her head back, giving himself better access to her mouth. When she gasped with reaction, he ran his tongue over her lip, coping her actions, and then kissed her harder. She could feel him growing more passionate with each passing second. 
 
    He tugged her ponytail again, causing her head to drop back farther. His lips skimmed over her chin and started moving down her neck. She knew they were getting out of control. They needed to slow down, but she wasn’t sure how to go about it, but she wasn’t ready to stop yet. She pulled his head back up, wanting to bring his mouth back to hers. He groaned, but he gave her what she wanted. 
 
    She was already panting so hard, when his mouth locked onto hers this time, her head started spinning, and her control slipped another notch. She had never done anything like this before, and she had nothing to compare it to. All she seemed to be able to do, was hang on. 
 
    When his mouth started moving along her jaw, she could hear herself gasping for air. Her body was on fire. She tried to turn into him more fully, needing to press herself against him. 
 
    When she twisted, his head snapped back, and he groaned. He jumped up and sat her down on the floor, and backed away from her. His eyes were huge, and he almost tripped and fell back into the chair. 
 
    The abrupt loose of his body heat made her feel cold. Despite the fact it was the middle of July, and probably in the high nineties outside. He just stood there, a stunned look on his face. He looked almost scared. Scared was not the reaction she was hoping for. 
 
    When he finally spoke, all he said was, “Lisa.” It was whispered so low she could barely hear him. He was visibly shaking. She wasn’t sure from what emotion. 
 
    She didn’t realize he was feeling the same way she was, and he had only stopped for fear he would take it too far. He was wondering now if maybe he should have gone ahead and done what he had planned to do on Valentine’s Day. Now he was thinking, if only he hadn’t chickened out. 
 
    She figured the best thing to do for now, was act like nothing unusual had happened. “Are you ready to go?” She had to work hard to sound calm. What she really wanted to do, was push him back down in the chair and crawl back in his lap. She wanted more. A lot more. She was fairly certain he wasn’t ready for that though. 
 
    In James’ mind, the only reason it would have been a bad idea, is because he knew he wouldn’t be able to stop a second time. He was thinking about sitting back down and pulling her right back down in his lap again, and picking back up where they had left off. He hadn’t got nearly enough of that either. It hadn’t taken very long for them to start to get out of control though. He knew it was a bad idea for him to kiss her again under the current circumstances. When he finally managed to answer her, all he could do was swallow and nod. He still wasn’t ready to talk yet. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Before I forget, Luke and Mindi are just going to meet us there. Okay?” Once again, he nodded his head. She didn’t know if this was a good sign or not. 
 
    He walked outside, and turned toward her car. Normally when they rode somewhere together, they took her car. He had a big four-wheel drive that had been lifted. The truck sat pretty high up off the ground, and it was hard for her to get up in it. But she had something else in mind tonight. 
 
    “Hey, come on. Let’s take your truck.” She tugged on his arm, steering him in the other direction. He appeared to be really deep in thought and just let her lead him back the other way. 
 
    He had to help her get in the truck because of the dress she had on. Once in, she waited for him to get in and start the truck. After he had pulled out and started down the road, she scooted over beside him, tucking herself under his arm. She heard his sharp intake of air from surprise. She wasn’t sure, but he might have held his breath the rest of the way to the theater. 
 
    When they got there, Luke and Mindi were already there and waiting outside for them. James pulled the truck to a stop and cut the engine off. He sat there for a few seconds, unsure of what to do. He eventually got out and held his hand out to her. Once she stepped out on the side step, he picked her up by the waist and sat her down on the ground. She walked around the bed of the truck and made her way over to where Luke and Mindi were standing. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Mindi hissed, when she walked up. “He looks kind of dazed.” 
 
    “I kissed him. Beyond that, I’m not sure. He won’t talk.” She was still a little nervous about that fact, and it showed in her voice. “But he did kiss me back. Boy did he kiss me back.” 
 
    She heard Luke chuckle behind her. “You Townsend women. Of course, he kissed you back. He’s been wanting to kiss you ever since he was in tenth grade. Don’t worry. It’ll be alright. It might take some work though, but not because he doesn’t feel the same way you do. You know how he is about over thinking everything.” 
 
    By then James had caught up to them, and they had to change topics. So, they started talking about the movies, trying to decide which one they wanted to see. 
 
    Mindi was right. James was dazed. He was barely able to join the conversation. Luke couldn’t help himself. He ended up chuckling again, which caused James to give him a strange look. That just caused him to chuckle harder. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    They had decided to go get something to eat after they got out of the movie. Luke, Mindi and Lisa had anyway. James had still been too dazed to talk, and had just gone along without comment. He couldn’t get his mind off Lisa kissing him. 
 
    They were now sitting in The Sapphire Café waiting for their food. The café had been around since the eighteen-hundreds, and had been owned and operated by Stephen and Catherine Peachy since at least nineteen-fifty. Their granddaughter Stephenie, along with her husband Travis Banks, now owned and ran the place. The food still tasted just the same as it did when Catherine was still back in the kitchen. It was one of Luke and James’ favorite places to eat. When they weren’t at the Townsend’s anyway. 
 
    James had started talking finally, but only when spoken to, and with one-word answers. He was still staring at Lisa, a mystified expression on his face. He was trying to figure out why she had kissed him, and wondering how hard she’d punch him in the gut if he reached over and kissed her right now. He knew for a fact she found blatant public displays to be rude, but that had been the most wonderful experience of his life, and he was starting to think it would be worth getting punched. 
 
    He had been in love with her since high school and had thought about kissing her several times a day since tenth grade. He wanted to taste her again, so badly, his head was spinning with it. His imagination, as strong as it was, had not even come close to how wonderful she truly felt in his arms, and how good she tasted to him. He wondered how the other people in the restaurant would react if he gave in, and just kissed her silly. 
 
    He loved everything about her. From her dark, curly brown hair, to the crazy four-inch heels she wore to make her five-foot six-inch frame look taller. He loved how amazingly soft her skin was against his calloused hands. He loved the way her eyes changed color. Sometimes they were more gray or blue. Right now, with the green dress she had on, they were green, and they seemed to be sparkling. That just made him wonder what she was thinking. 
 
    Her small size always made him feel an over whelming need to protect her. Truthfully though, for the most part, she could take care of herself. Zane had made sure all his sisters could defend themselves. She was just so naturally gentle, he couldn’t stand the thought of her using her delicate hands in that way. 
 
    She had always been easily embarrassed. She said she just felt like there were certain things the rest of the world didn’t need to hear about. Or see. Like that public display he was still thinking about. 
 
    As much as he wanted to kiss her, he was terrified it would backfire on him if he tried. He seriously was thinking about asking her why she had kissed him, but he was afraid he wouldn’t like the answer. What if she had just been wondering how he would react? Or somebody could have dared her. There were a lot of different reasons he could come up with for why she had done it, if he wanted to torture himself. What if her reason had nothing to do with being in love with him? Could he handle that? He wasn’t sure. 
 
    She had taken him by surprise so thoroughly, he had lost control from the start. It had taken everything in him to let go of her when he did. His thoughts at the time had been more along the lines of carrying her back down the hall and tossing her on the bed. He hadn’t been thinking about movies and dinner at all. If she hadn’t twisted her hips, sending a fresh jolt through his system, he wasn’t real sure he wouldn’t have done just that. 
 
    He was getting into dangerous territory. He didn’t want to lose his best friend. If only he knew what it was she wanted. If she was just kissing him for a thrill, he wouldn’t be able to deal with that. Now if she wanted him to marry her, he’d be willing to do that tomorrow. The he could spend a lifetime kissing her. 
 
    “Hey, Earth to James. The planet needs you back,” Luke said, struggling not to laugh. The big guy was obviously still thinking about Lisa kissing him. He would almost bet, if he asked him about the movie they had just watched, James wouldn’t be able to tell him a thing about what had happened. And he had really been wanting to see this one. That would be an accomplishment on Lisa’s part. A really impressive one. James had a mind like a steel trap. He never forgot anything. 
 
    James’ head snapped around and he looked at Luke like that was the first time he’d ever seen the man before. “What?” His voice came out like a croak, the only indication he was embarrassed. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt your day dreaming, but I figured you needed a heads up. Here comes Bridget Hart.” Luke couldn’t help but grin at the big guy. 
 
    “Dang it,” he said, fighting the urge to bolt from the building. “I wish she would just leave me alone. Has she seen us?” 
 
    “Of course, she has. No offence,” Luke said, trying not to laugh. “You do kind of stand out in this town.” 
 
    “Ha, ha,” James said, giving him a dirty look. “Is she coming this way?” 
 
    “Once again,” Luke said, sounding a little exasperated, “of course. She’s the fly and you’re the honey. Why would you even have to ask?” Luke just shook his head. “Has she ever passed up an opportunity to let you know she wants you?” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you don’t just tell her how you really feel. You are way too nice, sometimes,” Lisa said, giving the other woman a dirty look, despite how embarrassed she had gotten over Luke’s comment. She had obviously figured out were James’ mind had been as well. 
 
    Just then Bridget stepped up to the table and walked her fingers across James’ shoulder and bent over to kiss his shaved head. James literally jumped, and grabbed her arm to push her back. 
 
    She was actually a very attractive woman, if it wasn’t for how annoying and self-centered she was. She had really silky brown hair and blue gray eyes with really long eyelashes. And she was really stacked. She just seemed to think, whatever she wanted, was hers for the taking. Apparently, that included James. No matter how many times he told her different. He could barely stand being around her for the few seconds it took him to turn her down. 
 
    He had a disgusted look on his face, and seemed unable to stop himself from snarling at her. “Do that again, and I’ll press sexual assault charges against you. I don’t want you to touch me, for any reason. You really need to get a clue.” 
 
    Apparently, he had too much on his mind to deal with her right then. He had said that without thinking. The other three sitting at the table with him obviously thought the same thing. They all three wore the same perplexed and awed expression. 
 
    “Oh, come on, James. You know you wouldn’t do that.” She sounded like she was going to start whining at any minute. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, Bridget. I don’t think you’ve ever actually touched him before,” Lisa said, sounding like she could happily ring the other woman’s neck. 
 
    Luke’s head swiveled around, and he was now looking at Lisa like an alien had taken over her body. 
 
    “Do it again, and he won’t have to press sexual assault charges,” Lisa continued, the threat obvious in her tone. “How many times has he turned you down anyway? You would think after about the thousandth time you would have finally gotten the message that he doesn’t want you.” 
 
    At first James just sat there staring at Lisa with his mouth hanging open. When he was finally able to pull himself together, he turned back, “Okay, Bridget. Let’s get this over with,” he said, sounding like he would rather try to chew glass. “What do you want? And for the record, I’m getting sick of this game.” 
 
    “You know what I want, James,” she said, not taking Lisa’s or James’ comments to heart. “I want you.” 
 
    “The answer is still no. I don’t want you. Now, go away,” he said, using a far more hostile tone than was necessary and shooing her away with his hand. 
 
    Bridget finally got angry and huffed off just as their waitress walked up to the table. She looked at James with a shocked look on her face. She had obviously heard what he had said. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you sound rude before. I thought it was genetically impossible. You’re always so polite.” 
 
    “Sorry. I’m having a really unusual night. Not a bad night, except for Bridget. Just unusual. I’m not at the top of my game right now,” he said, sounding embarrassed once again. He knew Lisa would realize he was talking about her. 
 
    The waitress sat the tray down on the table and started handing out plates. “Honestly, it’s nice to know you’re really not quite so perfect. It gives hope for the rest of us lowly humans. I mean, I’ve even seen Luke over here lose it a few times, and he’s quite the cool cucumber. That’s the first time I’ve ever saw you lose it even that much.” 
 
    James just laughed and shook his head. 
 
    After the waitress had finished serving them their food and walked off, Luke decided to see how much of the movie James could remember. If he could remember any of it at all. 
 
    “Hey James, do you remember what movie we just went to see?” 
 
    “Funny, Luke. Of course, I remember what movie we just saw.” 
 
    “How much of it do you actually remember?” That time James just shook his head and looked down at his food. 
 
    “Do you remember who played the main character?” 
 
    “What are you trying to prove, Luke?” 
 
    “Just wondering if you had your mind on the movie, or other things. I’m betting your mind was elsewhere,” Luke said, looking over at Lisa. 
 
    James looked up to see Mindi trying to mouth something, but he wasn’t able to make it out. He must have stared at her too hard, because Luke turned and looked at her just as she was getting ready to try again. 
 
    “Mindi, quit giving him help. I’m just curious. He has nothing to be embarrassed about. If I had tried to watch a movie I had never seen before right after you kissed me the first time, I wouldn’t have remembered any of it either. Sometimes, I still feel that way.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    On the way to her apartment, he had reverted back to not talking. Lisa thought it might have had something to do with Luke’s little movie quiz. She didn’t try to pull him out of his deep thoughts. She figured she had given him enough to think about, and he deserved a moment to himself. Unfortunately, she knew he was going to over think it. He always did. 
 
    When he pulled up to her apartment building, she thought about asking him if he wanted to come in for a while. Any other time, she wouldn’t have hesitated. She just wasn’t sure what the best thing was right now. She was afraid he might need some space. So, instead of inviting him in, before he sat her down on the ground, she just kissed him on the cheek. She missed the look on his face when she turned and walked into her apartment. 
 
    He had been hoping she would ask him to come in. Now, his doubts had doubled. If she had asked him in, he might have got a chance to find out what was going on in her head. He was really hoping to get another chance to kiss her. 
 
    Now he was afraid she was regretting that kiss, and he was afraid he’d never get the guts to ask her why she had kissed him. He was afraid to hope she really was in love with him. Despite how many times Luke and her older brothers had told him she was. It just seemed too much to hope for. 
 
    Of course, she had gotten pretty vicious with Bridget. What might seem pretty mild for most people, was something entirely different for Lisa. She had been furious over her actually touching him. Maybe there was more to this than he was letting himself believe. He just couldn’t be sure. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 – Thursday, July 12 
 
      
 
    Luke had been determined to get him to go to dinner with him to the Townsend’s. He wanted to see Lisa bad enough, he had let him talk him into it. Now, standing in the kitchen, he was starting to feel like it had been a bad idea. He was thinking about that kiss, and he was starting to have trouble breathing. All he could do was stand there and stare at her, and she hadn’t even turned to look at him yet. 
 
    He started to turn and walk back through the door, but Luke clamped a hand down on his arm. At that exact moment, if it had been just about anyone else, he would have happily ripped their arm off and handed it back to them. 
 
    As it was, he just looked down at him, and snarled, “Let go of me.” It sounded more like a growl than anything, and he wasn’t sure Luke had even understood. He certainly didn’t let go of him. 
 
    “Don’t run, Man. Trust me.” 
 
    Luke knew how freaked out James was, but Mindi had told him Lisa was going crazy wanting to see him. Apparently, James had been avoiding her for the last week, and no matter what the guy might try to say, he needed to see Lisa. He had been a complete bear all week. He was too used to seeing her almost every day. Luke couldn’t remember them ever going more than one day without spending time together. Even with just one day without seeing her, James could get grumpier than his usual cheery self. 
 
    They had spoken barely above a whisper, but Lisa had still heard them. When she turned around, she didn’t even act like she noticed Luke. The only one she was concerned with was James. She just stood there, staring at him at first. He couldn’t tell what she was thinking. He now found himself wishing he could read minds. Her mind at least. 
 
    When she finally spoke, she sounded like her heart was broken. “Are you still mad at me?” 
 
    Now he felt like a real heel. He had never been angry. Confused. Shocked. Scared. Yes. But never angry. 
 
    “I wasn’t mad.” 
 
    “Really? You haven’t spoken to me in a week, except for the day I cornered you and made you talk to me. I never dreamed I would upset you so bad. I’ve missed you.” 
 
    James realized they were starting to draw an audience. “I’m sorry. Maybe we should talk about this later.” 
 
    “No. I’m afraid later won’t come.” 
 
    “Lisa, this needs to stay between us.” 
 
    “Why don’t you two go outside and talk?” Jamie walked over and took the plates out of Lisa’s hands and gently shoved her toward the back door. 
 
    She knew her daughter had been going a little stir-crazy wondering what was going on in James’ head. She didn’t know what had happened to cause their discord, but she knew her daughter loved the man so much, that any disagreement was going to cause her physical pain. 
 
    James knew Jamie was right, but he was a little nervous about being alone with her. What if she kissed him again? Last time she had caught him off guard. This time, knowing what she felt like in his arms, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to let her go. Somebody might get the shock of a lifetime if they came looking for them. James knew for a fact, the grass in the backyard was really soft. There wasn’t anything to stop him from going at it right there if he got carried away. It didn’t change the fact that, no matter what, he was going to have to talk to her. He was just going to have to keep his hands to himself. That decided, he turned and followed her outside. 
 
    When he got out there, he found her standing against the porch rail. He decided he could sit on the porch swing. That was far enough away, if she stayed where she was, he’d be able to behave himself. At least he hoped he would. 
 
    The second he sat down, she walked over, and stood between his knees, and put her hands on his shoulders. Before she had kissed him, this wouldn’t have been a problem. Now, it was all he could do not to crush her to him, and kiss her until she begged for mercy. 
 
    “If you’re not angry with me, then what’s wrong?” She still sounded like her heart was broke, and it caused him to blurt out the first thing that popped into his head. 
 
    “Why did you kiss me?” It had come out before he was sure he was ready to know the answer. 
 
    “Because I wanted to,” she answered, biting her bottom lip. “I’m wanting to right now.” 
 
    That hadn’t been the answer he wanted, but it wasn’t the one he had feared. It also meant that what he wanted was still possible. He was back to thinking about tossing her down in the grass and having his way with her. He was starting to understand why Luke sounded so frustrated all the time lately. 
 
    He sat there for a few minutes, watching her chew on her bottom lip. “Okay, I’m going back in.” When he tried to stand up, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. She was feeling a little desperate, trying to find a way to show him how much she wanted and needed him. How much she truly loved him. She didn’t think she was ready to just tell him yet. 
 
    A growl rumbled from deep inside of his chest, and he brought his arms up, holding her tight against him. He ran one hand the length of her back and gripped her bottom, fighting the urge to pick her up and carry her out in the yard. That grass was looking more inviting by the second. 
 
    He brought his hand back up and brushed it across her cheek, then moved it back and wove his fingers through her hair, holding her head in place so he could nibble on her lips. He could feel her starting to tremble in his arms, and she was clutching at him like she was desperate to hang on. He was feeling a little desperate, too. When he licked her bottom lip where he had just been nibbling, she moaned, holding him tighter. He knew his control was close to breaking. 
 
    He was wanting to touch every part of her. He took his hand out of her hair, and ran it back down her back and over her hip, struggling to fight the urge to pick her up again. When he started to slide it back up, it came up under her shirt, causing her to moan again from the feel of his callouses dragging against her soft skin. 
 
    When he heard her moan, he jumped up and sat her away from him. “I’m going back in. Before I do something I really shouldn’t.” 
 
    She was too stunned to try and stop him this time. She stood there for a few minutes, letting the fire in her veins cool. That had been both amazing and scary. If she was guessing right, he had admitted, without using the exact words, he wanted to do more. Maybe even make love to her. 
 
    She was sure if she walked in there right now, everybody would be able to tell what she was thinking. She stood there for a few minutes, fanning herself with her hand. She was going to have to be careful, or they were going to get ‘the cart before the horse,’ as the old saying goes. 
 
    When she finally managed to walk back in, everyone was already seated, or getting seated. She noticed the chair they had left for her, was next to James. She couldn’t help herself. It made her grin. She was remembering the night Luke had used close proximity to make Mindi crazy. She wasn’t sure she had the guts to try that. Oh, if only she did. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    Everybody else had already gotten seated and were eating when Zane finally walked in. He had called his mom to tell her he would probably be late getting there. After Tracy’s shoot out at the garage, he knew he was going to be busy for a while. 
 
    Luke let him get sat down, and a plate of food in front of him before he asked if they had found her. 
 
    “No. So far we’ve got nothing. I went to talk to her parents again. To see if they could tell me anything. They said they hadn’t seen her since all of this started.” 
 
    “What are you two talking about?” Jamie asked with a note of concern. 
 
    “Tracy,” Zane answered her, giving her a confused look. 
 
    “I got that much. Did something else happen?” 
 
    “You haven’t told her?” Zane asked, glancing over at Luke and Mindi, who both now wore identical looks of guilt. 
 
    “From those looks, I take that as a no.” 
 
    “Told me what? Someone better start talking,” Jamie said, starting to sound irritated. 
 
    “Tracy went crazy, and started firing off rounds in the garage earlier today,” Zane said, raising an eyebrow at Luke and Mindi. “Luke threw Mindi down and dropped on top of her. I had to duck out of sight to keep from being hit. She was still firing off rounds as she ran across the road. Thankfully she’s a really horrible shot.” 
 
    “You two didn’t think I needed to know about this?” 
 
    “Honestly, it’s taken up the whole afternoon. It never occurred to me you and Carl might not have heard, and I just wanted to forget about it for a while. This is the one place I can suspend the reality that is Tracy,” Luke said, sounding contrite. 
 
    “Maybe you should stay here till they catch her.” 
 
    “No. That’s not a good idea,” he said, looking over at a red faced Mindi. 
 
    “I don’t know, Luke. The one risk might be worth avoiding the other one. There are ways I can help you avoid the other,” Jamie said, knowing exactly what Luke’s concern was. If she had, had any doubt, when Mindi got even redder, it would have put those doubts to rest. 
 
    “Jamie, I’ll be fine. I’m sure she’s going to go into hiding. At least for a while.” 
 
    “It sounds like I’m going to be doing a lot of praying for a while.” 
 
    “Did her parents have any idea where she might have gone to hide?” Luke asked, trying to redirect the conversation. 
 
    “No. It’s not like she ever had a lot of really close friends. She’s always been a little crazy, it’s just lately she’s taken a turn for the worse. We tried looking for the car she was in. No one’s seen it since she peeled off in it. We did discover it’s stolen though. Something else to add to her ever-growing list of transgressions.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    A little while later, after dinner, while they were cleaning up, Mindi cornered Lisa. “What happened when you two went outside? James and you were both really quiet during dinner. You neither one said hardly two words the whole time.” 
 
    “Let’s just say, we didn’t resolve anything.” Lisa said, her voice drifting away as she started to stare off into space. 
 
    Mindi snapped her fingers in front of her face. “Hey, no time for day dreaming. If you didn’t resolve anything, what happened?” 
 
    Lisa snapped back to the present, and gave her sister a puzzled look. Just as she started to answer, Jenny walked over. “He asked me why I had kissed him.” 
 
    “Wow. You kissed James. Are you taking your cues from Mindi now?” Jenny stood there with a look of amazement on her face. Mindi showing aggression was one thing, but it was really out of character for Lisa. She was just by nature far quieter and passive. 
 
    Lisa just ignored Jenny, and kept going. “I told him it was because I wanted to.” She took a deep breath, and said, “Then I told him I was wanting to again.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. You are definitely taking your cues from Mindi.” Jenny was having a hard time not laughing. This time Lisa gave her a dirty look. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I can’t help it. It’s so unlike you to be so aggressive. Of course, it might be the answer to your problems. I don’t think he’s ever going to take the first step. If you wait on him, you’ll always be friends and nothing more, no matter how much in love you two are,” Jenny said, still grinning. 
 
    “Just ignore her. She won’t shut up. I think something has finally cracked in her head.” Mindi gave Lisa a big grin. “I think it’s working so closely with Mark every day, and denying how much she wants him. All that turning him down. Despite how much in love the two of them are.” It was Jenny’s turn to wear a sour look. 
 
    Lisa grinned back at Mindi, and started again. “After I said what I did, he tried to get up and come back inside. I think I panicked. I’m not sure.” Lisa looked over at Jenny, and waited. Their oldest sister had become quiet and sulky. She was just standing there staring at the floor. 
 
    “What do you mean, you think you panicked?” Mindi asked, sounding confused. “Either you did, or you didn’t. I wouldn’t think it would be that hard to tell.” 
 
    “I flung my arms around him, and kissed him again.” Her face flushed, and she started to zone out again. “It might have just been my need to kiss him coming out.” 
 
    “Earth to Lisa.” Mindi was snapping her fingers again. When Lisa looked back at her, she asked, “What else?” 
 
    “I felt like he was trying to commit the feel of me to memory. His hands were all over me. Everywhere at once. When he slid his hand up the back of my shirt, though, he jumped up and moved away.” 
 
    “Is that when he came back in?” Mindi asked, trying hard not to grin too big. 
 
    “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “He looked a little dazed and guilty at the same time.” 
 
    “Before he came in, he said something that made me think he came in because he was afraid of going too far.” That far off look came back to her eyes again. 
 
    “What did he say?” Lisa stood there for a few minutes without answering. Mindi was getting ready to snap her fingers again just before she turned and answered. 
 
    “He said he was coming back in before he done something he really shouldn’t. What do you think that meant?” Lisa asked, sounding dazed, chewing on her bottom lip. 
 
    Mindi stared at her sister, wondering if she sounded this dazed when talking about Luke. “It sounds like he was two seconds away from going too far. You might need to seriously consider telling him how you feel, and talk about all this when there are other people around. Luke and I might have been a long time in coming, but you and James are worse. You should have been together a long time ago. You should be married with two or three kids already. All the time you’ve spent alone together, it’s a wonder you haven’t already slipped up.” 
 
    Lisa just stared off into space, still wearing a dazed look. Mindi thought about snapping her fingers again, but decided to let it go for the time being. She looked over at Jenny instead. 
 
    Jenny had remained strangely quiet for long enough, and now Mindi was starting to get concerned. “Hey Jenny, are you okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Jenny sounded really small and fragile all the sudden. “Sometimes I think maybe I should give in. I’m just making myself miserable always turning him down. If that’s what protecting my heart feels like, I’m starting to think it’s not worth it.” 
 
    “We’ve told you that. What’s brought this on?” 
 
    “Maybe watching you get somewhere with Luke. I know you’re not engaged yet, but you will be. That man’s not going to let go of you. Ever!” Jenny looked like she was in physical pain. “Now Lisa’s kissing James. Maybe it’s worth the risk after all.” 
 
    “Are you going to finally say yes?” Mindi asked, not sure she was believing her ears. Mindi knew how terrified Jenny was of relationships and why. 
 
    “I don’t know.” When she looked back up at her sister, Mindi could see the tears in her eyes. “I’m not sure I’m ready.” 
 
    “Jenny, if you wait till you’re ready, you’re never going to do it. I know you.” Mindi turned and placed her hands on either side if Jenny’s face so she could look her in the eyes. “You’ll talk yourself out of it. Stop thinking so hard. Just do it.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Mindi could see the fear in her eyes. But she could tell she really was thinking about it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 – Tuesday, July 17 
 
      
 
    Lisa knocked on the door and waited for James to answer. She hadn’t seen him in five days now, and was going a little insane. She was used to seeing him almost every day. She was beginning to feel like she had driven him away. That wasn’t what she had wanted. She knew Mindi was right. They were going to have to talk about this. And she was probably right about them needing to talk with others around, but she didn’t figure she would ever get him to come to her mom and dad’s until they worked things out. 
 
    She had been trying to call him all day. She had tried every five minutes after she got home. She was wanting him to come over and have dinner with her at her apartment. He had obviously been ignoring her calls. It was now eight o’clock, and she wasn’t going to wait any longer. He was just going to have to face her. No matter what the consequences were. 
 
    When he finally answered the door, she didn’t wait for him to invite her in, or try to run her off, which she was half afraid he was going to try to do. She really didn’t want to wait to find out. She just pushed past him to walk to the kitchen. 
 
    He looked like he hadn’t been sleeping or eating well. It was obvious he was as miserable without her as she was without him. Which just made this mess all the more confusing. She thought the answer would have been fairly simple. But he couldn’t seem to help over think everything. Sometimes, he really was too smart for his own good. 
 
    She found a burnt grill cheese on the table when she entered the kitchen. It looked like he had been trying to eat it, but wasn’t having much success. “James, why didn’t you at least order out. That would have been better than trying to choke down burnt food. You know how helpless you are in the kitchen.” 
 
    She walked over to the counter and sat the grocery bags down. “Of course, the best thing would have been to just come over and eat with me, instead of ignoring my calls. Since you’re being stubborn, I decided to come to you.” 
 
    He’d walked in behind her and was now leaning against the wall. He was just staring at her, and seemed determined not to answer. His eyes were half closed, like he was trying to hide something from her, and she couldn’t tell what he was thinking. It made her a little nervous, but she was going to stick this out no matter what. 
 
    “Okay. Don’t talk to me. You know I can carry on the conversation all by myself. I’d much rather you join in, but I’ll do what I have to.” 
 
    He had to look down at the floor, because despite himself, he had started grinning. Boy, she can be a real corker sometimes, he thought, shaking his head. 
 
    She picked up the plate with the burnt grill cheese that looked more like a charcoal briquette, and dumped the contents in the trash. “I’m going to cook you a decent dinner. You might as well sit down, because if you go to the living room, I’m going to follow you. Then when you get in there and sit down, I’m going to drop myself in your lap again, and do what I did the last time I sat in your lap,” she said, looking him in the eyes. She heard his sharp intake of breath, and almost gave in and kissed him then. 
 
    Her plan was to not push too hard, so he’d start warming back up to her, but it was getting hard to stick to that plan. She was really wanting to kiss him. 
 
    She didn’t realize he didn’t need to get any more warmed up to her. If he got any warmer, he could probably sit the place on fire. If she’d had any idea what he was thinking right then, she might actually have tried to run. 
 
    It was taking all the strength in his being not to grab her and haul her off to bed. She was all he was hungry for. That was why he had been avoiding her. He was trying to keep some space between them, hoping the fantasies would cool off. They weren’t getting any cooler. If anything, they were getting wilder. It was like her kissing him had unlocked some dormant part of his brain. And now she was here. 
 
    He pulled out a chair and sat down, and stared at the table. It seemed, now he wasn’t going to look at her. 
 
    Well now, if he keeps that up, I might just have to kiss him anyway. 
 
    “You might as well look at me. I’m not going to go away.” She started pulling stuff out of the grocery bags she had brought in with her. She sat the chicken in the sink and went to turn the oven on to pre-heat. “I’m not going to lose my best friend.” While she had her back still to him, she took a deep breath and forged on, “But I’m not going to promise not to kiss you again.” 
 
    She had been so intent on what she was saying, she hadn’t heard him get up and walk across the room. He had turned her around before she even knew he was there. His touch was whisper soft as he ran his hands up her arms and cupped the back of her head. She was trapped in his eyes, and couldn’t look away. She heard him whisper, “This isn’t going to work,” just before he bent his head and kissed her. 
 
    Her mind was trying to grasp at what he had just said, but he was making it impossible for her to think. His lips were too hot, and they were doing things to her that felt unreal. She had to grab his waist and hold herself up. Her knees were getting weaker by the second. 
 
    It was one thing to kiss him. Another thing totally to be kissed by him. Her world was spinning out of control and she couldn’t catch her breath. 
 
    When he let go of her and stepped back, she had to grab the counter and hold herself up. “You probably should go. You’ve started something, and I don’t think I’ll be able to stop myself from finishing it.” 
 
    “Good. And I’m not leaving.” She gave him a belligerent stare. “I know what I want and I’m not walking away.” She was hoping he would take that as a hint to what she was wanting, but she heard him groan before he walked out of the room. She wasn’t sure what that meant. She didn’t realize he was thinking there was no way she could be in love with him and wanting to marry him. 
 
    She debated following him or going ahead and fixing his dinner. She decided she had pushed hard enough for now. So, she started busing herself preparing the fried chicken and baked potatoes. Once she had the potatoes in the oven and the chicken started, she washed her hands and started working on the salad. 
 
    After the hour was up for the baked potatoes, everything else was ready and she went looking for him. She found him in his bedroom, laying on the bed, asleep with his arm laid over his face, shading his eyes. 
 
    She hesitated only a second, and realized she wasn’t done pushing after all. There was a part of her that knew she shouldn’t do what she was thinking about, but a stronger part of her wanted to way too much, and just took over. She kicked her flip flops off, so she didn’t wake him when she crossed the room, and she was standing beside the bed before she fully realized she had made a decision. 
 
    She had put her right knee on the edge of the bed and swung her left leg over him, and was straddling him before he even knew she was in the room, but his reaction was instant. So instant in fact, she had to struggle to keep breathing. 
 
    He sat up, and caused her to shift, bringing her into more precise contact with his body where her hips were straddling his. They both groaned at the same time. 
 
    He was almost growling. “What are you doing? Why are you in bed with me?” 
 
    She couldn’t answer. She just stared at him. She had gone all but limp. The look on her face must have done something to him, because he flipped her over on her back, causing her to gasp, and rose up over her, supporting himself on one arm. He brought her legs up beside his waist with her knees bent and her feet flat on the bed, and pressed her more firmly into the mattress with his body, the feel of him causing her to moan as her eyes rolled back in her head and closed. 
 
    When he brought his mouth down over her parted lips, she could hear a growl rumble deep in his chest. As soon as his hand came up under her shirt and unhooked her bra, she knew she had pushed too far. She had no idea how to stop him, and she wasn’t even sure she wanted to. 
 
    When his hand moved around her body, her back arched, pushing her tender flesh into it. When his calloused fingers rubbed against her sensitive peak, she moaned and bit at his lip. She knew it was too late. It was out of her hands. Their dinner was totally forgotten. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 – Wednesday, July 18 
 
      
 
    Lisa woke the next morning to find herself alone. She looked over at the clock, and panicked. It was already eight. “Crap. I’m late for work.” 
 
    She threw the covers back and jumped up and started searching for her clothes. She’d have to go home and change before she could go to the hospital. She was sure they wouldn’t approve of her shorts and tank top at the ER reception desk. 
 
    She couldn’t find her underwear, but she didn’t have time to keep looking, so she just threw her shorts on with the rest of her clothes and grabbed her flip flops off the floor and ran for the door. She grabbed her purse off the end table on her way out the door. 
 
    She made it to work by eight twenty. She was only twenty minutes late. That wasn’t too bad. Because she wasn’t in the habit of being late she got off with a warning. 
 
    When four o’clock rolled around, she was so glad to get out of there, there wasn’t words to express how she felt. It had taken all her energy to stay focused on her work all day. She kept remembering last night. Several times one of the other girls had asked her if she was feeling okay. They said she looked flushed. 
 
    She had managed to find someone to come in an hour early for her. She needed to talk to James, but she didn’t feel like it was a good idea for them to be alone. She didn’t think they needed to be doing that anymore until they got this worked out. She’d have to go to the garage and talk to him. Luke would be there, but she should still be able to talk to him privately. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    When she walked into the garage James had his back to her. He was caught by surprise when Luke asked, “Hey, Lisa, you think you can pull the thorn out of his paw? He’s been a complete bear all day.” He had been taking a drink out of a foam cup when he heard her name. He crushed the cup out of reflex, raining soda down all over his work boots. 
 
    “All I can do is try, but I’m the one that put the thorn there to start with.” 
 
    “I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at myself.” He didn’t even turn his head to look at her. He was afraid if he did, she’d see just how much he wanted a repeat of last night. It had been the most amazing experience of his life, but she had just come in there to wake him up, and he had lost complete control. He had taken something from her that wasn’t his to take. 
 
    “Why?” she asked, sounding confused. 
 
    “I’m the one that did it.” She could hear the irritation, thick in his voice. 
 
    “The way I remember it, I was there, too. I’m the one that crawled in bed with you. It seems like to me, it would be more my fault than yours. I should have realized there was a chance of it happening. I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    He slammed the lid shut on the toolbox he had been digging around in. “Don’t try to shoulder part of the blame. This is my fault.” 
 
    “If you’re going to be that way about it, then it’s my fault, entirely. You had warned me I needed to leave. Then, instead of leaving, I found you and ...,” she hesitated, getting embarrassed. 
 
    “Come on. Say it.” She sucked in hard. He had turned around to look at her. His eyes were on fire. More with passion, than anger. “It’s too late to be embarrassed about it now. Once the eggs are broken all you can do is scramble them.” 
 
    “Fine. I followed you to your bedroom and crawled up and straddled you while you were asleep. I caught you with your guard down. You had to process all that emotion and desire the moment you woke up. You lost the battle. It wasn’t fair for me to put you in that position. I didn’t think my decision through,” she said, turning pink from a combination of embarrassment and remembered passion. “I knew how passionate your kisses were. I should never have crawled in bed with you. Maybe, deep down, I was looking for it to happen.” 
 
    “What did you do, James?” Luke asked, sounding astonished. When their voices had started rising, they had got his full attention, and now he seemed unable to turn away, despite feeling like they really needed privacy for this conversation. 
 
    James threw the wrench he had in his hand across the garage, and bounced it off the wall. “You weren’t there to beat the door down.” 
 
    Luke’s mouth dropped open, then after a few seconds, snapped shut. “What are you going to do now?” 
 
    “Hey. Excuse me. I’m still here. Can you two try to remember that?” Lisa asked, irritation in her voice. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    When Lisa walked into her mom and dad’s house, she was immediately intercepted by Mindi and Jenny. Luke must have told Mindi about the conversation she’d had with James. Before she even made it all the way through the batwing doors to the kitchen they had turned her around and walked her back out to the living room. 
 
    “What happened?” they asked together, with expressions crossed between concern and amazement. 
 
    “I know we tell Mom and Dad everything, but I’m not ready for them to know this.” Mindi could tell Lisa was about to cry, and wrapped her arm around her shoulder, and gave her a comforting squeeze. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s go outside,” Jenny suggested. 
 
    “Why don’t we take a walk? We can walk up the driveway to the road, and farther if we need to,” Mindi suggested, hooking her arm through Lisa’s. 
 
    They walked back outside and started up the driveway. Mindi waited till they got a little way away from the house before she said anything. “From what Luke told me, you two had sex last night.” 
 
    Lisa went scarlet. “Wow! Why so blunt?” 
 
    “Sorry. Luke’s tendency to say it like it is, is starting to rub off on me,” Mindi said, shrugging her shoulders with an apologetic expression. “He’s just more practiced at it, so it doesn’t come off quite so crass. He’s better at choosing his words. Anyway, did it happen or not?” 
 
    Lisa looked up at the sky, knowing she was going to have to tell them. She just wasn’t sure she was ready to. “Yeah, it happened. Boy did it happen,” she said, starting to glow red all over again. 
 
    She had spoken so quietly, Mindi had to ask her to repeat herself. Lisa looked her in the eyes and nodded. She was unable to say it aloud again. 
 
    “Well, was it any good?” Jenny asked with a grin. Lisa just got even redder and closed her eyes, unable to speak. 
 
    “Judging by the look on your face, I would say it was.” 
 
    Lisa tried to speak, but the words got stuck in her throat, and she got, unbelievably, redder. She was remembering the way it had felt to be in his arms all night. When she finally managed to force the words past her lips, it came out rough and jagged. “Jenny, if you want me to be able to talk about this, you can’t ask me those kinds of questions.” Jenny caught her meaning, and had a hard time stifling a laugh. 
 
    That frustrated Lisa, and caused her voice to come back strong. “You know, Jenny, I had an advantage. I am in love with him.” 
 
    “Okay? What’s that supposed to mean?” Lisa just gave her another frustrated look and shook her head. 
 
    “What she’s trying to say, Jenny, is if you ever want the same kind of experience, you need to tell Mark yes, because he is the only one you are ever going to be in love with. You know, the Townsend curse. Or blessing, depending on your perspective. He is your only one.” 
 
    Jenny just gave Mindi a dirty look, but when she looked at Lisa, she could tell that was exactly what Lisa was saying. 
 
    “Fine. Can we get back to the program already in progress here?” 
 
    Mindi just looked at Jenny like she was crazy, and then turned back to Lisa. “I guess his reaction afterwards wasn’t too great?” 
 
    “No. He was angry at himself. I wish he was angry at me. That I can fix,” Lisa said sounding desperate. “But he’s blaming himself. Even though it’s more my fault than his.” Lisa looked up at the sky and breathed a sigh. “Considering what I did, you would think he’d blame me.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Mindi asked in a soothing tone, still trying to comfort her sister. 
 
    “I went over to check on him, and cook him dinner,” Lisa said with her head bent, starting at the very beginning of the evening. 
 
    “Okay. That really screams, do me baby,” Jenny said with a laugh, causing Lisa to give her another dirty look. 
 
    “This is something new she does. You remember the other night? Just talk around her.” Mindi looked around Lisa to glare at Jenny. “I suspect she hasn’t said yes to Mark yet, like she really wants. At this point, even she should realize the man is truly in love with her. No man in his right mind is going to pursue the same woman for three years if he’s not in love with her. She really needs to think about what you just said about the advantage of being in love.” 
 
    “Mindi, not now. We have more immediate issues to discuss,” Jenny said, trying to divert the attention back away from herself. “Go ahead, Lisa. I’ll try to behave myself, but I make no promises,” she said, holding up her hands. 
 
    “Well, he kissed me, and then told me I had started something he didn’t think he’d be able to stop himself from finishing.” 
 
    “Well, that should have given you a hint,” Jenny blurted out, unable to help herself. Lisa gave her sister another dirty look, and trudged on. 
 
    “He told me I needed to leave. I guess I was thinking more on the big picture than the immediate, and I told him I wasn’t leaving.” 
 
    “Yeah. It was your fault,” Jenny said, this time being sarcastic. 
 
    This time when Lisa looked over at her, she asked, “Do you ever shut up? You need to let me finish the whole story before you go appointing blame. Trust me, I’m more at fault here than he is. 
 
    “No. I really don’t shut up, but I’ll try for your sake. Go ahead, finish your story,” Jenny said, looking serious for a change. 
 
    “He disappeared, and I finished cooking. It took about an hour. When I went looking for him, he was asleep on his bed.” Lisa’s cheeks were starting to turn red again, and she was feeling a need to fan herself that had nothing to do with the July heat. 
 
    “Oh, boy. Your fault.” This time, there was no sarcasm. 
 
    “It gets worse. I couldn’t seem to help myself, but I crawled in bed with him and straddled him. That’s when he woke up, and boy did he wake up. Like instantly. All of him.” Lisa’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head, leaving very little doubt in Mindi’s and Jenny’s mind what she had meant. 
 
    This time Lisa looked over at Jenny, waiting for an off-color remark. “Sorry. I’ve got nothing this time. You’ve actually left me speechless. I have no idea why the man would think it’s all his fault.” 
 
    “He asked me what I was doing and why I was in bed with him, but I was sort of stunned. Before I could come up with a response, he had me under him, and I really didn’t want to stop him. I remember the comment you made to Jenny about feeling like Luke was trying to devour you. I can relate to that.” 
 
    “How many times?” Jenny asked with a smirk, back to her usual self. 
 
    “What?” Lisa was shocked by the question, and just looked at Jenny like she was crazy. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Jenny said giving her a look that said, don’t try to pull my leg. “You don’t look like you’ve had much sleep. So, don’t tell me it was only once.” 
 
    “What is it with these questions of yours?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Maybe I’m looking for a vicarious thrill. I can’t seem to stop myself,” Jenny said, shrugging her shoulders. “It may be related to the stress of constantly turning Mark down. So, how many times?” 
 
    Lisa looked up at the sky once again, and mumbled, “Three. He finally let me go to sleep sometime around three this morning. That’s why I was late for work. He didn’t wake me before he left. I woke up right at eight.” 
 
    “So, it sounds like he waited till this morning to be mad at you,” Jenny said with a smirk. 
 
    “He’s not mad at me. He’s mad at himself.” 
 
    “Whatever. He still waited till this morning.” 
 
    “It’s not his fault I wouldn’t get up and put my clothes on and leave. I stayed there. I couldn’t make myself go. I felt like if I left, it would all become a dream.” Lisa got a far off look in her eyes. “He woke me up after the first time to eat. He had brought the chicken and the salad to the bedroom. I think he was refueling. Because the second we were done eating, we started in again. He said he had been fantasizing ever since I kissed him the first time. That’s why he had been avoiding me. He said he didn’t think he could stop himself.” 
 
    “Sounds like he was right about that. Apparently, you couldn’t stop yourself either,” Jenny said, smirking again. “So, are you not ashamed of yourself?” 
 
    “It’s not that simple.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jenny asked, giving her a puzzled look. 
 
    “I’m afraid he’s never going to want to talk to me again.” Lisa sounded like she was about to cry. 
 
    “Hey, buck up there. It’ll all come out right in the wash.” Jenny put her arm around her sister and hugged her close. 
 
    “God, I hope so. It would be impossible to go back to the way things were. I’m terrified I’m going to lose him.” 
 
    “Hey, it’ll be alright,” Mindi said with a smile, just wanting to make her sister feel better. “He loves you. You just need to tell him how you feel.” 
 
    “Hey, can you explain something to me? What did James mean when he told Luke he wasn’t there to beat the door down?” 
 
    Now it was Mindi’s turn to blush. “There was this one day that we got really close to going too far. I think James could tell by the look on Luke’s face, that if I followed him, and I did, he had no intentions of trying to stop. It was the same day Mom sent him up to wake me up and he found out I sleep naked.” Mindi heard Jenny stifle a laugh and gave her a dirty look. “He gave us a few minutes, then followed me, and proceeded to bang on the door, loudly. I thought he was trying to knock the thing down. I think he would have, if Luke hadn’t unlocked it.” 
 
    Lisa just shook her head, unable to stop herself from grinning. “I’m sore. Can we go back to the house?” 
 
    “You know why you’re sore, don’t you?” 
 
    Lisa just rolled her eyes. “Jenny, don’t start.” 
 
    The three sisters made it back to the house in time to help their mother start cooking dinner. Their conversation temporally forgotten, they pitched in and dinner was well on the way to being done before anyone else walked in to help. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    Luke was still planning on staying with them until Tracy was caught. So, when he walked in the door, no one was surprised to see him. But when James walked in behind him, Lisa dropped the bowl she had in her hand. Thankfully, it didn’t have the salad in it yet, but it shattered on the hard tile floor. Jamie looked up at her daughter, then over at James with a puzzled look on her face. When she looked back at Lisa, she furrowed her eyebrows at her. “Are you okay?” 
 
    All she could manage was to croak out, “Peachy.” That only caused her mom to eye her harder. 
 
    She didn’t ask anymore though, which left Lisa with the suspicion she would have to explain later. “Would one of you two, please, get the broom and sweep up this glass before one of the smaller children come in here and get cut?” she asked, looking at James and Luke. “Thankfully, that bowl was from the local department store for nine ninety-nine. I would have been far more upset if it had been one of my grandmother’s bowls Mom gave me when Carl and I was married.” 
 
    “I’ll get it.” James seemed nervous, and didn’t appear to want to stand idle while Jamie scrutinized his facial expressions, so he went and got the broom and dust pan from the broom closet. 
 
    Lisa was still standing in the same exact spot she had been in when she dropped the bowl. He started to ask her if she could move until he looked down at her feet. She was barefoot and didn’t want to take a chance in cutting her feet to ribbons. 
 
    Without thinking, he walked the rest of the way over to her, crunching glass under his work boots and leaned down and picked her up. She gasped and started shaking from the contact. He could see it in her eyes. She was remembering last night. The rush of the memories almost caused him to drop her. He had to work hard at holding on to her to walk across the room. 
 
    He dropped her legs, thinking to put her down gently. When she slid down his body, he wished he had thought things through a little better. Now, he was shaking. When he let go of her and turned back to sweep up the glass, everyone was staring at them like they were expecting something spectacular to happen. He decided to do his best to ignore them and get the job done. 
 
    By the time he got the glass swept up and dumped in the trash, everyone had started talking again, and had gone back to preparing dinner. He done his best to relax and join in, but every time he looked up, his eyes would be drawn to Lisa and she would be staring at him. He knew he needed to talk to her, but he wasn’t sure what he wanted to say yet. He had let Luke talk him into coming to dinner. He was starting to think it might have been too soon, but he really didn’t want to lose her. Even if all they ever were, were friends. He just didn’t know for sure he would ever be able to go back to the way things were before. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    Later, after they had finished eating dinner, when Lisa got up to get the chocolate cake for dessert, she stepped on something sharp and yelled, “Ow!” She stood there with her foot raised up off the tile, dripping blood. “James, I think you missed a piece of glass.” 
 
    Her voice came out in a much higher pitch than normal, and she was gripping the counter so hard, her fingers were turning white. Whatever it was, it was now embedded in the arch of her left foot. 
 
    James jumped out of his chair, and went over to kneel at her feet. She let him take her foot in his hand, mesmerized by the contrast in their skin. She found herself wondering what their child’s skin would be like if she were pregnant. She had to physically shake herself to snap out of the dream world she had just created in her head. She wanted to have children with the man, but she wanted to be married first. 
 
    He was looking at the bottom of her foot. “Yeah, there’s a piece of glass in there. I don’t think you’ll need stitches if we can get it out without making it worse.” 
 
    “Well, she’s dripping blood, and if she tries to walk on it, she might push it farther in. Do you think you can help her get to the bathroom?” Jamie asked, handing him a towel. “Here, wrap this around it. Gently. Don’t apply any pressure.” 
 
    He took the towel and wrapped it around her foot. When he stood back up, he looked her in the eyes, and took a deep breath. He leaned over and picked her up, trying not to think about last night. If Jamie noticed the way they were staring at each other, she didn’t give any indication of it. 
 
    “James, please take her to my bathroom, so she can sit on the edge of the tub. It’ll save us from getting blood everywhere.” 
 
    He left the kitchen and started down the hall. She had her arms wrapped around his neck, and had her forehead resting against the side of his head. So, when she spoke barely above a whisper, he could feel her breath in his ear. “You know, we have to talk about last night.” 
 
    When he reached Carl and Jamie’s room, Lisa had to lean down and open the door. He avoided answering until he had sat her down on the edge of the tub, making sure to sit her where her left foot rested inside the bathtub. “Yeah, we do. But this isn’t the right time. Your mom is going to be in here any minute.” 
 
    “James, are you going to try to avoid me? Just so you know, I’m not going to stay away from you. If we don’t talk about this, it could take us by surprise again.” 
 
    “Is that a promise, Tiger?” The second it was out of his mouth she could tell he wished he could take it back. It revealed way too much. 
 
    Rather than trying to say something to negate what he had just said, he sat down on the other end of the tub, and pulled her injured foot into his lap. “I’m sorry I missed this piece of glass.” 
 
    “It’s hardly your fault. I’m the one that dropped the bowl in the first place,” she said, sounding a little exasperated. “Is this something new? Are you going to take the blame for everything?” 
 
    “I will when it’s my fault,” he said, looking her in the eyes. She could see the anger and the passion warring with each other in their depths. The man could set her blood on fire with a look. They were going to have to be careful. It wouldn’t take much for them to be back in bed together. 
 
    She just shook her head at him. 
 
    “It was my fault you dropped the bowl.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t. It’s not like you knocked it out of my hands,” she said, sounding really irritated. “You can’t take the blame for everything.” 
 
    “But after what I did last night, I...” 
 
    “James, I told you...” 
 
    Just then Jamie came through the door. She took one look at them, and seriously thought about walking right back out of the bathroom. She could tell their conversation had been pretty serious. There had been tension between them since she had kissed him. She knew something else had happened. Lisa normally wasn’t that clumsy. This was far more serious than a kiss. 
 
    She decided she’d pull the glass out, then escape the bathroom, and let James finish the rest. Maybe they would be able to get back to their conversation. 
 
    Jamie had gotten pretty good at performing minor surgery with sixteen kids to take care of. She left Lisa’s foot resting on James’ knee, and managed to remove the glass without any trouble. She placed the first aid supplies on the tub step beside James and turned toward the door. “I’m going to go clean the blood up in the kitchen. Do you mind helping her with that?” She walked out of the door without giving him a chance to reply. 
 
    James sat staring after her for a few minutes. He felt like he had just been set up. When he looked back at Lisa, it was to ask, “Did you tell her about last night?” 
 
    “No. I’m sure, if I had, she wouldn’t have left us in here alone.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that. She seems to know something is going on. Your mother is a very intuitive person. Especially where you and your brothers and sisters are concerned. Luke’s the only one I know who can read people faster than her, and sometimes he scares me.” 
 
    “I still don’t think she would have left us in here alone together.” 
 
    “She probably doesn’t figure there’s any reason, as they say, to close the barn door after the cows are already out. And besides, everybody is just down the hall. She probably doesn’t think we would risk it,” he said, his tone indicating he wasn’t so sure about that. He was already thinking about risking it. 
 
    “You’ve got a point. She does know us all really well, and she seems to always know what’s going on before we tell her.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell her?” 
 
    “I don’t know. If you’re right, I may not have to.” 
 
    James bent his head and started cleaning the wound. His touch was gentle enough, he didn’t cause her any unnecessary pain. He was in the process of putting the bandage on when she said, “It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    He looked at her, fire in his eyes. “Yes, it was. I should have asked you to leave my room. I should have picked you up and sat you down in the floor.” He finished with the bandage, and sat her foot down, so she had one leg on either side of the edge of the tub. 
 
    “James, stop. I’m the one that went in there. I’m the one that crawled in bed with you.” All the sudden she was way too warm. She had started thinking about what he had done when he woke up and found her in bed with him. She could tell by the look on his face, he knew exactly what she was thinking, and he was thinking it too. 
 
    “Yeah. And what I did when I discovered you there with me,” he said, reaching out and grabbing the front of her t-shirt, and pulling her toward him, and leaning down so their noses almost touched, “was rolled you under me, and stopped thinking. I practically ripped your clothes off. This morning, you couldn’t find your underwear, could you?” 
 
    “No. How did you know?” she asked with a confused look on her face. 
 
    “I had to throw them away. I ripped them last night. I didn’t want you to find them.” 
 
    “Do you really think it bothers me that you wanted me so bad, you couldn’t get my clothes off fast enough? I can assure you, it doesn’t.” 
 
    When she said that, it caused his eyes to burn even brighter. She wasn’t reacting at all like he had expected. “If we don’t get out of here now, I’m going to stop thinking again.” 
 
    She didn’t mean to say it. It just slipped out. It came out on a breathy sigh. “Please, stop thinking.” 
 
    She caught him off guard. That wasn’t what he had expected her to say. He had been expecting anger or shock. He hadn’t expected her to all but ask him to kiss her. Maybe even make love to her again. 
 
    He grabbed her and yanked her up on his lap, causing her to straddle his hips. He wrapped his arms around her and lost himself in the kiss. 
 
    Even after what she had said, he was still half expecting her to try and push him away. So, when she wrapped her arms around him, and he could feel her trying to pull him closer, his control slipped completely. 
 
    He was trying to get her shirt off her without letting go of her. He was needing to feel her skin against his again. She was the only one in his world right then. Nothing else mattered. 
 
    That’s why it took them a few seconds to realize they had company. Luke had to clear his throat three times to get their attention. 
 
    Lisa turned pink, and buried her face in his neck. James sat there, staring at the ceiling, with his arms wrapped tight around her. He couldn’t believe it. He had been about to do it again. In Carl and Jamie’s bathroom, no less. 
 
    Luke almost chuckled at the look on James’ face. It was part shame and part irritation. The reason for the shame was only slightly more obvious than the reason for the irritation. He was almost certain, that if James had less control, and he wasn’t the man’s best friend, he would have punched him right in the nose. 
 
    “Sorry. I was just trying to save you from someone else catching you, shall we say, more involved.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 – Thursday, July 19 
 
      
 
    James had his head down, working on rebuilding a carburetor, and his mind was somewhere else entirely. It was a good thing this particular chore was second nature to him. He was only half paying attention to what he was doing. He was thinking about the night Lisa had spent in his bed. He was remembering how it felt when he woke up and she was still asleep in his arms, and how she snuggled into him trying to get closer when he leaned down and kissed her forehead. He wanted more than anything to be able to wake up with her beside him every morning. If he could only be sure she wanted the same thing he did, he’d ask her to marry him tomorrow. 
 
    With all that was on his mind, it was understandable that he was a bit distracted when Bridget called his name after stepping into the garage. When her voice finally penetrated his reverie, he just gave her a dirty look, and went back to what he was doing. He wasn’t really in the frame of mind to deal with her. 
 
    “Hi, James. I was wondering if I could catch you alone. With Luke worried about keeping Tracy away from Mindi until they catch her, I thought there might be a good chance of it,” she said, walking up beside him. 
 
    He didn’t even turn back to look at her. He knew he wouldn’t be able to keep from rolling his eyes at her. Lately, he found it very difficult to mind his manners around the annoying woman. He was getting really tired of having to turn her down. “What do you want Bridget?” The annoyance was so thick in his voice, a five-year-old would have caught on. “Like I don’t already know. Just like you already know my answer is a big, fat no.” 
 
    “James, why do we always have to play this game? I think you really need to get laid. I can help you with that.” 
 
    “The answer is still no,” James said with disgust in his voice. “So, why do we have to play this game? Most people would have caught on by now.” 
 
    “What is it about the Townsend women that sucks all you guys in so bad? They’re not that great. My own brother is panting after Hannah so hard, it’s disgusting. He said something about not realizing just how tiny she was until recently. He started going on about the things he could do with her. Like I really wanted to know,” she said, flipping her brown hair back behind her shoulder, sounding bored. 
 
    That caused James some alarm. Enough so, that he fully intended to talk to Zane later. Jeremy Hart was a real dangerous sort. His ex-girlfriend had told Jeff Campbell that when she broke up with him, he had attacked her. She hadn’t gone into detail, but Jeff suspected he had raped her. There was nothing they could do about him, because she had been too scared to press charges. Hannah was so tiny, if he caught her out alone, he could really hurt her bad. 
 
    “The Townsend women, as you put it, are very intelligent, charming and beautiful women. The don’t chase men for purely sexual reasons. And they respect themselves and others. Any more questions?” 
 
    “That sounds really boring,” Bridget said, mimicking a yawn. 
 
    “Maybe to you, but then what should someone expect. I don’t think you have much respect for yourself.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she snapped, sounding offended, and maybe a little hurt. “I’m sure that’s not my brother’s reason for wanting Hannah. I assure his reasoning is far more sexual in nature,” she said, curling up her nose in disgust. 
 
    “I’d be sure to warn your brother to stay away from Hannah, if I were you. Zane and Phillip will break him in half. Not to mention Luke and myself.” 
 
    She just snorted. “I’m sure that won’t stop him. Unlike a lot of the other guys in this town, he’s not afraid of all of you,” she smirked, flipping her hair back. 
 
    He finally turned around and looked at her. The anger in his eyes caused her to take a step back. “You might ought to warn your parents they’ll need to start making funeral arrangements then.” He stood staring her in the eyes for a few more seconds, waiting for the threat to fully sink in, then turned his back on her again. It took her a few seconds. She wasn’t used to such an aggressive tone from him. Much less an outright threat. He was normally very good natured. Even when he had to deal with her and her constantly coming on to him. 
 
    Once again, she just snorted, but this time it was only halfhearted. She was trying to seem braver than she was really feeling. “Whatever. My brother can take care of himself. That’s not why I came in here.” 
 
    “I know why you came in here. We’ve already covered that. Now, get out.” 
 
    “She’s never going to marry you.” 
 
    He slammed his hand down on the work table, and turned around to face her again. “You have no way of knowing that. No one does but her. I’ve not actually asked her yet. And even if she doesn’t, I still don’t want you.” He took a deep breath, and blurted out the one thing he might live to regret. “She happens to be crazy in bed.” He watched the shock cross her face, then turned around and went back to what he was doing. 
 
    “I don’t believe you. Little Miss Perfect would never sleep with a man without being married. Maybe that’s part of the fascination with the Townsend women. Their reluctance to give it up before they’re married. They present a challenge,” she said with barely controlled laughter. “Besides, if she did, there’s no way she would ever be crazy at it. She’s way too quiet. So, tell me another one.” 
 
    “She may be quiet around you, but she’s not me.” 
 
    “Whatever. Even if she really did have sex with you, I’m sure I can meet your needs better than she ever could. You just need to give me a chance.” She was trying to be seductive, and as always, it just ended up repulsing him. 
 
    “You couldn’t even come close,” he said, not even bothering to turn and look at her. 
 
    “I still don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Whatever,” he said, turning back around to glare at her. “I don’t care what you do, or don’t believe. Go away.” He had finally ticked her off enough that she turned and huffed out of the garage. 
 
    He stood there hoping, as he watched her walk back to her car, she really didn’t believe him, but she had given him something else to think about. She was definitely wrong about Lisa’s quiet demeanor having any bearing on how she was in bed, but she was right about one thing. Lisa would never have intentionally ended up sleeping with him. What did the fact that she had mean? 
 
    Great. Now he had more to feel guilty about. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 -Friday, July 20 
 
      
 
    Being summoned by Carl or Jamie to come to dinner or a barbecue wouldn’t normally bother him. But all he could think this time when Carl came to tell him to be there tonight, was he wished he could say no. He really didn’t think he could face Lisa yet. Not after what he had said to Bridget yesterday. He was afraid the guilt would show on his face. But if he said he couldn’t come, he was going to have to be able to offer a reason. He didn’t think Carl would like his answer. Not his true answer anyway, and he would never be able to come up with a believable lie. Lying to Carl and Jamie was like lying to his own parents. He’d never be able to do it. 
 
    This wasn’t supposed to be a big barbecue. It was for Luke and Mindi. They couldn’t go anywhere right now because of Tracy. As it was, Zane said they both still had to stay in the house. They weren’t even allowed in the backyard. The barbecue had to be brought in to them. Carl and Jamie were hoping it would relieve some of the tedium to have other people over. Everyone else had agreed to eat in the kitchen with them so they wouldn’t be left out of the time with family. 
 
    James was wondering how Luke was taking being given orders to keep his head down. If the orders were coming from anyone else, he didn’t figure he would bother to listen, but everybody listened when Zane got serious. 
 
    He knew he would end up talking to Lisa, and he’d end up kissing her. If they were caught alone long enough, he wasn’t sure he would be able to stop himself from doing more. His need for her was way too strong, and growing stronger every day. He still hadn’t learned to control it yet. He couldn’t seem to keep his hands off her long enough to find out what it was she wanted. Technically he knew her well enough to know she had to want the same thing he did, but his fear was so strong, it was mentally choking him. 
 
    He sat in his truck for a few more minutes, just staring out the windshield. When he could come up with no obvious solution to his problem, he got out of the truck and made his way to the door. He knocked and waited to be let in. Sure enough. When the door opened, it was Lisa. 
 
    “Hey, Tiger. How are you?” 
 
    “Wondering how you are.” She didn’t hesitate even a second. She grabbed him by his shirt collar and yanked his head down. The kiss wasn’t long, but it was very effective at scrambling his thoughts. Enough so, that he said the first thing that popped into his head. 
 
    “Why do you keep doing that?” He sounded nervous. Like there was a lot riding on her answer. 
 
    “Because I want to.” She still had a hold of his collar, and her mouth was less than an inch away from his. He could feel her breath on his face, and he was caught in her eyes. “It would break my heart to do so, but I’ll stop, if you honestly want me to.” 
 
    He couldn’t help himself. He grabbed her, picking her up off the floor, and kissed her so thoroughly, there was no way she would ever question how he felt about her kissing him. 
 
    Her head was spinning, and she had to grab hold of him to steady herself when he sat her back down. He was still holding her when his name came out on a sigh. She just managed to stop herself from telling him how much she loved him. She didn’t think he was quite ready to hear that. 
 
    They had decided to watch a movie once they were all done eating. They had all pitched in together and got all the cleanup done, and were putting everything away from the dishwasher when Luke walked over to Lisa. 
 
    “Hey, I really want to talk to James for a few minutes. Whenever everyone else wanders off to the game room, do you think you could go ahead and go with them, so I can have a few minutes with him?” 
 
    “Sure. It sounds serious.” 
 
    Luke just nodded his head at her. 
 
    When everyone started to leave the kitchen, Luke stopped James with a hand on his shoulder. Once everyone else was gone, James turned to look at him. “Yeah. Did you need something?” he asked, looking concerned. 
 
    “I just wanted to talk to you before we went in to watch the movie with everyone else.” 
 
    “Does it have something to do with Tracy?” 
 
    “No. I wanted to know how you were doing. With this mess with Tracy going on, I haven’t had a chance to talk to you in the last few days.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Come on, James, you know me better than that. You know what I want to know.” 
 
    “I’m trying to work myself up to it, but it’s still hard for me to believe it.” 
 
    “James, you know Lisa well enough to know she would never have gotten in that bed with you if she wasn’t in love with you. You’ve been carrying that ring around in your pocket for five years now. Ask her to marry you already. She’s going to say yes. I would think you could see that now.” 
 
    “You don’t know that for sure.” 
 
    “Really? That’s what you’re going to go with? Just because she’s a private person, doesn’t mean I can’t read her. Ask her to marry you. You’re going crazy wanting to. I can see it.” 
 
    “And it would kill me if she said no. I’d just have to dig a hole and crawl in it,” James said, turning to walk out of the room. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 – Saturday, July 21 
 
      
 
    It had been sometime in the early morning when James had finally fallen asleep. Memories of Lisa had kept him awake. The night they had spent together, playing in his head like a sultry black and white movie. When he had gotten to sleep, the memories all started replaying in his dreams. He had, had the worst night of sleep of his life. It was Saturday morning. All he wanted to do was sleep in. 
 
    However, now there was someone banging on his front door. It sounded like they were trying to knock the blasted thing down. Whoever it was, they had better have a good reason for being here this early on a Saturday morning. 
 
    When he opened the door, he had to step back to avoid being hit right in the nose by Carl when he started to bang on the door again. 
 
    “Sorry. I really wasn’t trying to hit you. I’ve been out here for ten minutes. I was getting concerned,” he said, letting his hand drop down to his side. 
 
    “I was still asleep.” 
 
    “Sorry. Lisa told me you usually get up early. Even on Saturday and Sunday.”  
 
    “Normally I do, but I had a rough night last night. I didn’t sleep well.” He was finally starting to wake up fully, and concern hit him like a Mac truck, right in the chest. “Did something happen to Luke or Mindi?” 
 
    Carl saw the fear in his eyes, and started spluttering. “No, no. Uh. James, I’m so sorry. Uh. No. I feel like an idiot. No. No one’s hurt.” 
 
    James stepped back from the door, and waved him in. “Okay. That’s a relief. However, I’m guessing you’re here for a reason.” 
 
    “Yes. I need to talk to you.” 
 
    James almost became alarmed again, until he reminded himself Carl had just said no one was hurt. But it left him wondering what was up. Carl sounded so serious. 
 
    “I’m a horrible cook, as I’m sure Lisa has told you, but I can make a mean pot of coffee.” 
 
    “No. That’s not necessary. I ate before I left the house. We can just sit in here and talk.” 
 
    “Okay. Please, have a seat,” James said, motioning for the older man to sit down. Whatever it was, it sounded serious, and it was making James nervous. He was starting to wonder if Lisa had told Carl and Jamie about their one night. He was wondering if he was going to demand he marry his daughter. Or Heaven help him, demand he stay away from her. What? Is it the eighteen-hundreds now? I’m losing it. It must be lack of sleep. 
 
    Carl waited for the big guy to take a seat across from him. He stared at him for a few seconds. This was a conversation he would never have dreamed he needed to have. He decided to jump in with both feet. He took a deep breath. “Luke and I were talking last night. After everyone else had left from the barbecue. He told me something very interesting, and somewhat frustrating.” 
 
    James had to fight to stay seated. He was getting more nervous by the second. “Yeah? What did he tell you?” 
 
    “That you’re afraid that Jamie and I wouldn’t accept you as a son-in-law. He said you seem to feel like your being a black man might affect how we would take you asking her to marry you.” 
 
    He groaned and some of the tension left him. That hadn’t been what he was expecting, but it was only slightly better. Now, he was afraid that Carl and Jamie might have been offended. “He wasn’t supposed to tell you about that.” 
 
    “I’m glad he did. He did it out of concern for both you and Lisa. James, when we say you are family, we mean it. The fact that you are a black man is no more than that. You’re one of the best people I know. You’re honest. Hard working. You’ve always been good, to and for our daughter. That’s the stuff that matters. Not your skin color.” 
 
    James raised his head and looked Carl in the eyes. “Now I feel like I need to apologize.” 
 
    “Apologize? Why?” Carl asked, sounding almost puzzled. 
 
    “For thinking that you and Jamie could be so... Oh, I don’t know. I can’t find the right word. Racist. Unchristian.” 
 
    “Shall we just call it stupid?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. What do you mean?” James asked, giving the older man a confused look. 
 
    Carl just grinned at the big guy. “Well, racism is stupid, is it not? That’s really not a strong enough word, but I’m not sure there is a strong enough one.” 
 
    James nodded his head. “Yes. Yes, it is. There really is no logical reason to believe one’s race is better than another’s. Everybody starts out with the same kind of potential. What a person chooses to do with it is what makes the difference.” 
 
    “On top of everything I’ve already said, you’re one of the smartest people I know. You keep Luke from messing his books up at the garage. You do all the electrical stuff on the cars. You’re pretty good with the mechanical stuff too. I know he says there is still some stuff you haven’t done yet. I know he’s taught you a little at a time over the years. You also never fail to be able to help the kids with their school work when the rest of us are stuck. No matter what subject it is. I’ve never seen anyone else with a memory like yours. Your biggest problem is you’re always over thinking everything. I’ve heard Lisa say more than once, she thinks you turn everything into a physics problem in your head.” 
 
    “She’s said that to me a few times,” he said, grinning to himself. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I figured there was a reason you had these fears.” 
 
    “Yes. I guess there is,” James said, staring down at the floor. 
 
    “Would you mind telling me about it?” James could tell by Carl’s tone he really wanted to understand what had caused his fear of not being accepted. 
 
    “There were only two individuals who ever said anything, but they did it daily while I was growing up. One of them was Greg Becket. He was always trying to get Lisa to, I’ll use the words date him, but that’s not really what he wants.” 
 
    “Who was the other one?” 
 
    “You may find humor in this,” James said, unable to stop himself from laughing. “It was Tracy Lewis. She was worse than Greg. I think Greg did it more out of jealousy. Lisa always spent most of her time with me. He’s always had a thing for her, and she could barely stand him. He was always so vulgar. Even as far back as fifth and sixth grade.” 
 
    “I take it you feel Tracy really thinks she’s better than you?” 
 
    “Yes, but who does Tracy not feel that way about?” 
 
    “Luke, maybe? But good point. She does seem to have a superiority complex.” 
 
    “Between them, and Bridget Hart always treating me like a piece of meat, I guess I just got confused.” 
 
    Now it was Carl with the confused look again. “She treats you like a piece of meat?” 
 
    “Yeah. She’s always trying to get me to sleep with her. I feel like she thinks I’m a sex toy, or something. It’s annoying. Sorry, but there is no other way to put this. She wants to know if a black man’s tool really is bigger than a white man’s. Those were her words. Not mine.” 
 
    “That can’t be easy to deal with,” Carl said, trying not to laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. It’s funny, but I’m getting to the point where it’s difficult to keep being polite.” 
 
    Carl just gave the big guy a serious look. “James, I know your parents taught you to be polite, but at some point, you’re going to have to be blunter with her. If she’s been doing this for a while, she’s not going to listen any other way. The Harts have a tendency to be pig headed about what they want.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    James looked back up at Carl, thinking about his conversation with Bridget Thursday. “Carl, you need to be aware of something. I was going to talk to Zane, but he’s been so busy trying to catch Tracy, I haven’t had the chance. I might as well tell you. Bridget came by the garage Thursday, and she said something that has me a little worried. Apparently, Jeremy has recently developed a thing for Hannah. And it has something to do with her being so tiny. I’m sure it’s not going to take you long to figure out what that means.” When James seen the concern and anger flare in his eyes, he knew he didn’t need to tell him anything else. 
 
    “I thought you all needed to know. I pretty much told her, he would have to go through all of us to get to her. That doesn’t mean he won’t try.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Zane about it. You may need to help him get the point across. If I go after the guy, I’m taking my hunting rifle.” James could tell by the look on the man’s face, he meant every word of it. The man was a good Christian, but you didn’t mess with the man’s baby girls. 
 
    James just grinned and shook his head. ‘I’m glad you consider me family.” 
 
    “I know you would never intentionally hurt my daughter. If Jeremy doesn’t get what he wants, he wouldn’t hesitate to rape her or beat the crap out of her.” All of the sudden Carl grinned, “Of course, I don’t figure he’s ever tried to grab a tornado by the tail either. I’d almost bet, Hannah would be a lot more than he was prepared for.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that we all refer to her has a miniature tornado, but she’s so tiny and the thought of her having to take him on all by herself gives me chills.” He wasn’t exaggerating. The chills going up his spin were so bad it was almost making him shake. 
 
    “I think we better change the subject before you and I go head hunting. We need to let Zane deal with this a little more calmly.” 
 
    “Yeah. Good idea,” James said, trying to shake the thoughts out of his head. 
 
    “Well. Are you more reassured of your place in our family?” 
 
    “Yeah. I truly am. I know now, I should never have let them get to me.” 
 
    “James, you were a child,” Carl said with a thoughtful expression. After a second or two he asked, “Did you ever talk to your teachers or parents about it?” 
 
    “No. I guess I believed them.” 
 
    “I guess your parents told you how they ended up adopting you?” 
 
    “Yes. My parents got killed in that car accident right in the middle of town. My dad was the first one on the scene. They felt it was God’s way of giving them a child they would never be able to have by themselves, and giving me parents that would love me.” 
 
    “Yes, for them, you were a gift from God. Jamie and I believe you were a gift to our family as well. Especially our daughter. We’d be thrilled if you were to marry Lisa. Never question that.” 
 
    “But I don’t know if she’s in love with me.” He didn’t bother to try and deny how he felt for her. He knew Carl would see right through that. 
 
    “James, I think, deep down, you know she’s in love with you.” Carl was thinking about what his wife had said about suspecting they had spent the night together. He knew if James could stop thinking about everything else, and just consider the significance of that one night, he would get it. “You’re just too scared to trust your own instincts.” 
 
    That caused James’ head to snap up. He sat there looking the man in the eye. He was hit with that feeling again. Somehow, he was certain Carl knew what had happened. It left him wondering how Carl and Jamie always knew what was going on with their children. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 – Thursday, August 30 
 
      
 
    Lisa sat in the floor of her bathroom crying. She had been sick for the last couple of weeks, and hadn’t been able to work much. She finally had faced the facts, and taken a pregnancy test. As much as she wanted children, this was not how she had intended to do it. She didn’t want James to feel trapped, but there was no way to keep this from him. Not that she would try anyway. 
 
    She was experiencing a swirl of different emotions right now. She wanted this baby more than she could ever hope to explain. James was the only man she was ever going to love and she wanted to have children with him. The timing was just all off. She didn’t want him to ask her to marry him because of the baby, but she knew James well. The second he found out about the baby, he was going to want to get married. She needed to know a hundred percent that he loved her and wanted to marry her for no other reason than he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. This just made everything so much harder. 
 
    “God, he needs to stop over thinking everything and listen to his heart. I need him now, more than ever. I know if he could just stop thinking so hard, he’d realize I really do love him.” 
 
    She sat there for a little while longer, the tears streaming down her cheeks. She was going to have to have the faith that God would see them through this. Right now, that was feeling like the most impossible thing for her. She wanted to be married before the baby was born, but what if it took him too long to get it? What if he never got it? 
 
    Maybe she should just tell him how she really felt. Maybe he would start to see after a while. She was just too afraid he’d believe she was just trying to give him what he wanted. And she knew James. That would never make him happy. It wouldn’t make her happy either. She needed him to know she really loved him. That she was marrying him to be with him, and nothing else. 
 
    When she finally managed to push herself up off the floor, she made her way slowly down the hall to the kitchen. She found her phone lying on the kitchen table, and called her sister. “Hey, are you busy right now? I really need someone to talk to.” 
 
    “I could use a break from wedding planning. Do I need to come to you, or do you want to come here?” Lisa could hear the concern in her sister’s voice even over the phone, and ended up smiling despite herself. 
 
    “I’ll come to you. I really need to talk to Mom, too.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later Lisa walked in her mom and dad’s house. She walked to the kitchen and practically fell in a chair. She still felt numb from the shock. Mindi must have heard her come in, because she walked in behind her not a minute later. 
 
    She walked around to the other side of the table and looked down at her sister. “Okay, Lisa, what’s going on?” Mindi asked, trying to keep her tone light, but failing miserably. She could tell something serious was going on. Lisa looked like she was in a state of shock. 
 
    Lisa looked up at her sister, with a lost look on her face, and mouthed the words, “I’m pregnant.” She hadn’t been able to make any sound come out, so Mindi had to ask her to repeat herself. She tried again, managing to squeak just a little above a whisper. “I’m pregnant.” 
 
    Mindi walked back around to where Lisa sat and pulled the chair beside her out and dropped in it, and just stared at her. “Wow. Are you going to tell Mom?” 
 
    “Yes. Oh, this is going to really upset her and Dad. Who am I kidding? I’m upset.” She dropped her head back on the table. “I want the baby. I just wanted to be married to the man first.” 
 
    “Do you want me to get Mom?” Mindi asked, rubbing Lisa’s shoulder, not sure how to comfort her. 
 
    Just then Jamie came through the door from the living room. “What do you want me for?” When she heard her mom walk in Lisa’s head came back up again. Jamie took one look at her daughter, and added, “I’m here to help.” 
 
    Lisa groaned and dropped her head back down on her arms on the table. She tried to speak, but once again no sound came out. Finally, Mindi got tired of waiting and Lisa heard her say, “She’s pregnant.” 
 
    At first, she didn’t hear anything from her mom, and she was starting to wonder what she was thinking. When she finally looked up at her, Jamie just said, “I knew there was something more going on than there was still tension from you having taken him unawares. That day you cut your foot open, I had figured this was what had happened.” Jamie pulled a chair out and sat down. “You’re not normally that clumsy, and I could tell when I found you in the bathroom, your conversation was very serious.” 
 
    Lisa was so surprised her mom didn’t even bother to ask whose baby it was, she finally managed to crack a smile. She titled her head sideways, and looked her mother in the eyes. “Wow, you added that up fast.” 
 
    “Oh, please, the only ones more obvious than you and James, was Luke and Mindi.” 
 
    “He asked me if I had told you yet. When I told him no, he said he thought you had figured it out. I could tell by the look on his face, he thought you were acting strange.” 
 
    “Well, you’re always telling us he’s brilliant,” Jamie said, unable to help the laugh that passed her lips. “Your dad and I always wondered why you two never dated for real.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. He’s still barely talking to me.” Lisa was starting to cry again. 
 
    “Have you told him this yet?” Jamie asked, getting up to walk around to wrap her arms around her daughter. 
 
    Lisa shook her head. “No. I just took the test thirty minutes ago.” 
 
    “Okay. My guess, this is why he’s been avoiding coming to dinner with you. I’ll invite him myself. I know you don’t want him to feel trapped, but you’re going to have to tell him.” 
 
    “I know. I’m not looking forward to it though. You know how he feels about children, and a father’s responsibility. He’s going to make a complete one eighty because I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “Well, you want to marry him. Why does that bother you?” Mindi asked, not sure she was following right. 
 
    “I don’t want him to marry me because I’m pregnant. Would you want that to be the reason Luke was marrying you?” she asked, giving Mindi a knowing look. 
 
    Mindi just shook her head and whispered, “No.” 
 
    “I’m not doing that.” Lisa turned her head, and looked up at her mother to look her in the eyes. “No offence, Mom, but that’s the only reason I’m upset about being pregnant. I want this baby.” 
 
    “I’m not offended. I do wish you had waited till you were married, but we all make mistakes from time to time.” Jamie dropped her arms from around Lisa and turned toward the swinging doors. “I’m going to go to the garage and tell him to come to dinner in person. He’ll be less likely to try and get out of it that way. Do you two think you could start dinner? There’s roasts in the fridge. You probably should go ahead and start them.” 
 
    Lisa just nodded her head. 
 
    “Baby Girl, everything is going to be fine. This will work out. All of us, except for you, know he’s in love with you.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    When Luke made it to dinner that night, James was with him. Apparently, being summoned by Jamie was what he had needed to get him there. He looked really nervous. It made Lisa think of the phrase, long tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs. He acted like he wanted to avoid talking to her. That just made her that much more determined to talk to him. 
 
    “Hey, James. How are you? I’ve missed you.” She saw pain flash in his eyes just for a second before he managed to control it. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve missed you too.” Despite all the effort he had put into avoiding her, he sounded like he meant it. 
 
    “Really? Then, would you please, stop avoiding me?” There was that flash of pain again, but he didn’t answer. She didn’t understand. He knew if they had kept going like they had been he was going to make a complete fool of himself. He still couldn’t believe she loved him like he loved her. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    They were halfway done getting everything ready to sit down and eat when Zane walked in. He just walked over and pulled Mindi into his arms. When he looked down at her, he had a strange look on his face. 
 
    “How are you doing, Sis? Still having those bad dreams?” 
 
    “They’re getting better. What’s going on? You’re acting strange.” 
 
    “I’ve been dealing with Tracy Lewis’ case all day. They finally decided to commit her to a mental hospital. I learned a lot of new and interesting facts today. Scary facts.” 
 
    “What facts?” 
 
    “We knew her obsession was with you, not really Luke. Now I know what was fueling that obsession.” 
 
    “We already know that, too. She hated me because I would stand up for the other kids when she would pick on them.” 
 
    “Actually, that wasn’t it at all. She’s in love with you. When you stood up to her, she decided you hated her and thought you were better than her.” 
 
    “She was in love with me?” she asked, sounding shocked. Zane still had his arms around her, and felt her shudder. 
 
    “No. She is in love with you. Or as much as she can be with how sick she really is.” 
 
    “I’m confused. I didn’t realize she was a lesbian. She’s always dated men.” 
 
    “Apparently, she dated men to keep it a secret. She probably didn’t think she would be accepted here if it got out. As narrow minded as a lot of people can be in this town, they might have tried to run her out on a rail. She was probably right to hide it.” 
 
    “It sounds like, if she had gone ahead and moved to Kansas City like she told her parents she said she was going to, she might have been happier there,” Luke said, giving Mindi a look of concern. “People would most likely be a lot more accepting in an area like that.” 
 
    “Maybe. We’ll probably never know. She’s most likely going to be locked up for a very long time. Just not in a prison.” 
 
    “Is fear of not being accepted what made her so mean?” 
 
    “Maybe part of it. The doctor said she really does have a chemical imbalance, but she really is racist. Well, he used the term white supremacist. Now that they have her medicated, she doesn’t understand why she had a thing for Luke. She called him a dirty Indian and said you need to realize you’re better than he is.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s a complete turnaround,” she said, finally pulling out of Zane’s arms to walk over to Luke. She just wrapped her arms around his waist and buried her face against his neck. 
 
    “She decided back in high school you needed to pay for thinking you were better than her. She realized you were in love with him then. He was never more than a means to an end for her. To get back at you.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Mindi groaned, hugging Luke tighter. 
 
    “We’re actually lucky she hadn’t tried anything before now. Like when he was on a date with her.” 
 
    When Luke felt Mindi start to shake, he tightened his arms around her. “Zane, I think that’s enough. It’s over now, and were both still here and in one piece. I don’t want her over thinking it.” 
 
    “I know. This is going to get out though, and I thought it would be better if she heard it from me.” 
 
    “He’s right, Luke. I needed to know.” 
 
    “I know. Just don’t start thinking it’s your fault somehow. It’s not.” 
 
    “I know it’s not. It’s just now, I’m kind of feeling sorry for her. Well, except for the white supremacist views she has. That part is still inexcusable.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    The table was finally set, and everyone was taking their seats. When Mindi came across the kitchen with the pot roast, Lisa was hit with a wave of nausea, and she had to jump back up and make a run for the bathroom. She had been in the bathroom for a couple of minutes when her mom followed her. “Sweetie, are you okay?” 
 
    She still had her head bent over the toilet when she mumbled, “I’ve been better.” 
 
    She could hear her mom running water in the sink. She wasn’t surprised when her mom walked over to her and sat down on the edge of the bathtub to hand her a wash cloth. “Her sweetheart. Wipe your face. It will help a little bit.” 
 
    She sat back and took the wash cloth and held it over her face. “I’ve not been able to take the smell of meat lately. Cooked or raw either one. I’ve been running back and forth to the bathroom all afternoon. I don’t know how I’m supposed to eat dinner with everyone.” 
 
    “Then don’t try.” 
 
    “I’ve really missed eating bacon cheeseburgers the last few weeks, but beef and pork are the worst.” 
 
    “I’ll make you a plate with the other stuff, and you can go out and sit on the back porch.” 
 
    “Okay. Will you give me some peanut butter too, please?” 
 
    “Sure. Is that your choice of protein?” She couldn’t help but grin down at her daughters bent head. 
 
    “Well, I can at least hold it down, and it tastes really good right now. I’ve ate a lot of it lately. That and boiled eggs. I had been suspecting I was pregnant for a couple of weeks. I just couldn’t bring myself to take a test until today. It was part fear I was, and part fear I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll go fix you a plate. Take your time.” Jamie got back up and headed for the door, still grinning. It wasn’t the way she wanted a grand baby, but she knew they’d get this worked out. She knew they both loved each other enough to work through the tough parts. 
 
    “Thanks,” Lisa said, sounding weak to her own ears. 
 
    A few minutes later when she made it back to the kitchen, her mom was over at the counter, spooning out peanut butter on her plate. She took the plate and a glass of milk her mom had poured her and walked out the back door without looking back at the table. She didn’t have to look at James to know he was staring at her. His eyes had been following her from the moment she walked back into the kitchen. She knew he had figured out what was going on and he would follow her outside. 
 
    She went over and sat down on the swing and placed her glass of milk on the rail. It only took James about a minute to follow her. 
 
    At first, he didn’t say anything. He just stood there staring at her. When he finally spoke, he sounded a mix between hurt and angry. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    She gave him a dirty look. She didn’t have to ask him what he meant. “I just took a test this afternoon. That’s why Mom came to issue an invitation. You were avoiding me. I didn’t say anything the minute you walked in the door, because I wanted to tell you in private.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I never even thought about it. I was too busy beating myself up.” 
 
    He knelt down in front of her. His mind was having trouble fully wrapping around it. She was really pregnant with his baby. He knew he should be more upset, but right now, he was just so excited there were no words to accurately express how he felt. He had dreamed of them having children together more times than he could count. That was the only excuse he could offer for why he asked what he did, the way he asked it. 
 
    “When do you want to get married?” 
 
    “I knew this was going to happen,” she said giving him a dirty look. “I’m not going to marry you just because I’m pregnant. That’s no reason to get married.” 
 
    “This is my baby, too.” He stood up with an angry huff. “I will take care of our baby.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I wouldn’t let you be involved with the baby. I said I wouldn’t marry you because of the baby.” She stood up, glaring up at him. She had gotten so close she was almost looking straight up at the roof of the porch. At only five-foot six-inches in her bare feet, she was nine inches shorter than his six three. “If you want me to marry you, you’re going to have to come up with a better reason.” 
 
    She never saw it coming. He picked her up, and brought her face level with his. He held her against his body with one arm, and used his other hand to hold her head still. 
 
    When his mouth claimed hers, she went limp, and started to shake. She managed to snake her arms up around his neck, and grab the back of his head with her hands. She was afraid he was going to stop and put her back down. She hadn’t gotten nearly enough of this before he started avoiding her. 
 
    He pulled back on her ponytail and ran a line of kisses over her chin and down her neck. She groaned and tried to bring his mouth back up to her lips. He wouldn’t let her. He seemed determined to stay on his set path. By the time he made it to the top button of her top, she was panting, and her world was spinning out of control. 
 
    “How about the fire that erupts between us whenever we touch? Is that a good enough reason? That’s why I was avoiding you. I knew I’d have no hope of keeping my hands off you. Not after that one glorious night you spent in my bed. In my arms. You like to cuddle in your sleep. I’m guessing you didn’t know that. When I got up to leave for work, you tried to pull me back in bed with you. The memories have been making me crazy. You don’t know how many times I’ve almost given in and came over to your apartment in the middle of the night to crawl in bed with you.” 
 
    “James, please.” She couldn’t think of anything else to say. 
 
    “Marry me.” 
 
    “Not until you get it right.” She was still struggling to breath, and it came out as a whisper. 
 
    “How right does it have to get? This feels pretty right to me,” he said, nearly growling out of frustration. 
 
    “Please, put me down. There is only one reason I will marry you.” She was about to cry, and he could hear it in her voice. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll back off for now. But don’t think this is over.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 – Thursday, September 6 
 
      
 
    “Lisa, if you’re going to be stubborn about not marrying James until he tells you he loves you, without being prompted, you need to move back in with your dad and I. I don’t like you living alone right now.” 
 
    “Well, Mom, do you think I’m wrong? Should I just marry him, without knowing for sure he truly loves me and wants to marry me?” She burst into tears and sat down, too shaky to hold herself up. “Jenny’s just across the hall. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Please, humor me. Listen to yourself. This is not fine. I know Jenny would help you in an instant, but she’s not home all the time.” Jamie sat down and took her daughter’s hands in hers. “And no, I don’t think you should marry him without knowing he truly loves you. It’s just that we all know he does love you.” 
 
    Lisa just looked at her mom, tears still shining in her eyes. “Please, Lisa. I’m worried about you, and I think James would sleep better at night if he knew you were over here with your dad and I. You have no idea how worried he is about you right now. He’s afraid you’re going to get too weak, as well.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” Lisa knew she was beat, but she was still trying to hold out. She was afraid she was going need the apartment after the baby was born. 
 
    “Lisa, you’re an emotional wreck, and you spend more time throwing up than you do holding food down. If you say no, I’ll just have Luke and James move your stuff anyway.” 
 
    “Okay, Mom. I don’t have the energy to argue with you. I knew I was going to lose this one the second it started.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll talk to Luke and James tonight about moving your stuff this weekend. You need to get some stuff for tonight and tomorrow night. You and Mindi can go here in a little bit.” 
 
    “Mom, I can go by myself. Mindi doesn’t have to go with me. She’s got enough to do without having to babysit me on top of all of it.” 
 
    “No. Either she goes with you, or I go with you.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Lisa. I don’t mind going with you,” Mindi said, fighting to hold back a grin. Lisa looked like she’d just ate a sour lemon. 
 
    “I guess I don’t have a say in this.” 
 
    “No. I’m afraid you’re going to get too weak. You can’t hold enough down.” 
 
    “Mom, I’m not the first woman to go through morning sickness.” 
 
    “This isn’t all morning sickness, and you know it.” 
 
    “Okay, but they don’t need to move everything. I’m going to keep the apartment.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. By the time this baby is born, you’ll be married. At the very least, you’ll be engaged.” 
 
    “I wish I felt as certain about that,” she said, starting to cry again, only re-enforcing her mom’s point. 
 
    “Lisa, he’s going to get it. Everything’s going to work out.” 
 
    “I know you’re normally right about these things. I’m just going to have to have faith you’re right this time, too. It’s just really scary. He’s the only one I’m ever going to love that way. I want to raise this baby with him as a family.” 
 
    That evening at dinner, when Jamie asked Luke and James to move Lisa’s stuff they both agreed to start moving things the next evening after work. Lisa noticed James look up at her mother and mouth the words thank you. It made her suspicious. “What was that about?” she asked, looking up at him. 
 
    “What was what about?” He tried to look innocent, but didn’t even come close. 
 
    Lisa rolled her eyes. “Don’t play dumb with me. You know full well what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” he said, still not looking all that innocent. 
 
    “James,” she growled, “you’re not a very good liar. Oh, forget it. I’ll just ask Mom.” She turned to see Jamie staring at James as if to ask, now what. 
 
    “Mom, tell me,” she said, her voice rising with irritation. 
 
    “Okay. It was his idea at first,” she said, throwing James an apologetic look. “But I do agree with him. You don’t need to be alone right now.” 
 
    Lisa turned to James and punched him right in the gut. She heard a whoosh of air come out, but other than that, he didn’t seem to notice, and now her hand hurt. 
 
    She gave him a dirty look and started rubbing her knuckles. When he noticed, he took her smaller hand in his very large one and brought it to his mouth. When his lips brushed her skin, she felt a surge of electricity run from her fingers all the way to her toes. 
 
    “Tiger, I’m just worried about you. And yeah, I know I was being sneaky, but I knew you wouldn’t have listened to me. I knew your mom would have a better chance of talking you into staying with them. Of course, if you want, we could go ahead and get married. Then you could move in with me.” 
 
    She gave him a look of irritation, and tried to pull her hand free from his, but he just turned it over despite her struggles. When he placed a kiss in the palm of her hand she nearly dropped to the floor. She had to step forward and lean her head against his chest. 
 
    “James, stop, please. I can only take so much.” 
 
    “Have we got there yet?” When she looked up at his handsome face, she seen the desire flare to life in his eyes. “Maybe I should ask you to marry me now.” 
 
    “You’re not fighting fair,” she said, unable to pull her eyes away from his. 
 
    “I never said I would.” He just stood there grinning down at her. He really liked the way she couldn’t hide her reaction to him. “I want to get married now. I want to be there to take care of you.” 
 
    While her and James had been busy talking, everybody else had managed to finish getting dinner ready, and when she turned to see what else needed to be done, it was to discover the table was already set, and everybody was already taking their seats. 
 
    They had left the chicken over on the stove. Everyone had agreed to go to the stove to get theirs so that the smell wouldn’t waft around the table as bad. They were trying to make it possible for Lisa to eat dinner with everyone at the table. 
 
    Jamie had also baked it, instead of frying it, so the smell wouldn’t be so nauseating. So far, she wasn’t having any trouble with the smell. Beef and pork were always worse. She had also boiled her eggs to replace the chicken this time. 
 
    When everyone had their chicken on their plates and had come back to sit down, Lisa had a moment when she was afraid she was going to have to run to the bathroom, but it only lasted a second. And the smell faded away enough she was able to remain in her seat. 
 
    James took the seat beside her and picked up her hand and kissed the back of it. “How are you doing? If you need, I’ll sit on the back porch with you.” 
 
    “No. I think I’m going to be okay.” 
 
    “How are you doing, James? Have you given yourself an ulcer worrying about her and the baby yet?” Zane asked, smirking at him. 
 
    “Ha, ha,” James said. “I’m not that bad. I’m doing just fine, thank you.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope it stays that way. You’ve got about seven more months to go.” 
 
    “Let’s not talk about it. I’m going to have to do this one day at a time. Of course, if she would go ahead and marry me, I would feel better. I’d be with her at night. As it is, I’m worried when the time comes, I’m not going to be with her when she goes into labor, and if it wasn’t for the morning sickness, I’d feel a lot more comfortable. I don’t like the thought of her getting so weak.” 
 
    “Oh, gee. Thanks, Zane. Now you’ve got him over thinking things. James, I’m going to be fine. Morning sickness is part of pregnancy and we don’t need to worry about when I’m going to go into labor. That’s way off yet.” 
 
    “Sorry. It wasn’t my intention to make your anxiety worse. I’m sure her morning sickness will stop in a month or so,” Zane said, trying to correct his mistake. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. It’s just making me a little nervous.” 
 
    “I’ll be glad when it passes,” she Lisa, scrunching up her nose. “I hope it don’t last the whole pregnancy. I’d really like to be able to eat a steak sometime in the near future.” 
 
    Carl looked up the table at his daughter. “Baby Girl, I promise, as soon as you can eat meat again, I’ll grill all of us a steak. I don’t care how cold it is. We may just have to eat it in the house.” 
 
    A round of cheers and applause went around the table. “Lisa, you should have a baby more often. Dad usually won’t grill steaks,” Zane said, with an innocent expression. He knew his sister would definitely be married before she got pregnant again, and he was trying to goad her. 
 
    “Two things first. I’d like a whole year after this pregnancy, before I get pregnant again,” she said, giving her brother a dirty look. “Then, I also need to be married before I have another one.” Lisa looked over at James. All the sudden he sounded like he was choking. And just so he didn’t misunderstand, she added as an afterthought. “After that, I’ll have as many as James wants to have.” 
 
    “Are you going to marry me now?” James asked, sounding confused. He looked like he might jump up, grab her and drive to Vegas overnight if she said yes. 
 
    “I’ll marry you. Just as soon as you figure out what you’re missing.” 
 
    “What if I don’t figure it out?” he asked, the fear coming back into his eyes. 
 
    “You’ll figure it out. Just stop racking your brains and go with your instincts.” She turned and looked him straight in the eyes. “Follow your heart,” she said laying her hand on his chest. She heard his breath catch. The look on his face made her think he may have just got it. But when he shook himself and looked back at the table, she knew he still wasn’t ready to trust what those instincts were telling him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 – Saturday, September 8 
 
      
 
    Carl and Jamie had decided to take advantage of the lingering warm weather while they could, and have another barbecue. When James got there, they had asked him if he could go with Lisa to pick up a few things they hadn’t realized they were out of. 
 
    Lisa had asked him if he could go grab ketchup and mustard while she went the other way to get buns and cheese. Now he was walking toward the dairy section, and he could hear her voice raised in irritation. 
 
    “I have no interest in you like that. You already know that. Leave me alone, you creep. Why do you always have to be so vulgar?” 
 
    “If you’re afraid the baby’s a problem for me, just give it to James once it gets here. I can forgive you the slip up. I mean we all sink beneath our own level from time to time.” James could hear the sneer in his voice without looking at his face. 
 
    He had to work hard to resist the temptation to run through the store. He knew that voice. He’d given Lisa problems all the way through high school. 
 
    James managed to make it around the corner in time to hear her tell him, “I’m not giving my child away. How dare you even suggest it.” James could hear the obvious outrage in her voice, and it made him grin. “I want James’ baby, you idiot. I loved this baby the second I knew I was pregnant. James and I belong together. What kind of a moron do you have to be to suggest such a thing?” 
 
    James stepped up beside her and tossed the condiments in the cart just as she was coming to the end of her outburst. He had to work to resist the temptation to reach out and grab the guy around the throat. 
 
    “Oh, come off it, Lisa. The whole town knows you’re refusing to marry him,” Greg said, not bothering to hide his laugh. 
 
    “I’m not refusing to marry him,” she said, not sure why she was wasting her time trying to explain something so complicated to someone so simple minded. “I will marry him. I’m just not going to marry him till he figures out what I really want from him. And he will figure it out. I know he will.” 
 
    “Are you sure he’s smart enough?” the guy asked with a sneer once again. 
 
    A man in a cowboy hat, that had come around the corner at the other end of the aisle about the same time James did, had been standing there quietly listening to the exchange. He came closer, so he could look the guy in the eyes. “You know he’s a lot smarter than you ever thought about being, Greg Becket. My guess, that’s part of the reason you’ve always been so jealous of him. That and the fact that Lisa has always spent all her time with him. She doesn’t even give you the time of day.” 
 
    “Tyler Wentworth, I’m surprised you even have the guts to show your face around here after what you did,” Greg sneered. 
 
    “I guess that means you can actually read. Obviously, you seen the newspapers. I wonder if you’ve seen the more recent ones. You know, the ones were my name was cleared.” 
 
    “I don’t care if they did clear your name. I believe you did it.” 
 
    “Whatever. You’re just a small man, with an even smaller mind. I’m betting you still live in your mom’s basement. How is your mom by the way? Still disappointed in you?” 
 
    “Don’t you dare talk about my mom,” Greg puffed up like a little banty rooster. 
 
    “What are you going to do about it?” Tyler asked with a laugh, not really trying to sound menacing. 
 
    “Don’t threaten me,” Greg said, taking a step back. 
 
    “I didn’t threaten you, and you know I respect your mother. I feel sorry for her, having to deal with your stupid stunts all the time.” 
 
    “Yeah, he isn’t any different than what he was eight years ago when you started riding the rodeo circuit. He’s been in more scrapes than you’ve rode broncos, I would imagine,” James added with a smirk. 
 
    “Who are you to talk? You’re the biggest idiot in this town.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to him like that. He’s so much smarter than you, it makes it seem like you have the intelligence of a slug. You’re the town idiot.” 
 
    “You can’t seriously want him over me.” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you, I don’t want anything to do with you like that? I mean there’s slow, and then there’s no hope.” 
 
    “Greg, if she hasn’t made herself clear enough for you, I’d be happy to clear things up the rest of the way.” James just gave the guy an evil grin as he cracked his knuckles. 
 
    “I’m not scared of you. You’re just a waste of space.” James could hear the fear in the smaller man’s voice. Greg knew the only way to really make James angry was to mess with Lisa. 
 
    “Good. You won’t run.” 
 
    Joe Harris and Chris Miller came around the end of the aisle just as James took a step toward the creep. He could tell Chris had heard the exchange. He had a huge grin on his face, and he was struggling not to laugh. 
 
    “You might need to keep an eye on her while she’s pregnant. She’s a lot feistier with all those hormones,” Chris said, still trying not to laugh. James would have laughed if he wasn’t so furious at the little creep for harassing her. He never liked seeing her upset, but it was worse with her being pregnant. 
 
    “James, get a handle on it,” Joe said, authority ringing in his voice. 
 
    James stepped back and relaxed his stance. He had spent almost as much time at Joe’s house growing up as he had the Townsend’s. His son Mark was one of the gang. He had a lot of respect for the man and didn’t want to give him reason to kick him out of his store. He nodded his head at him and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Yeah, Joe. Why don’t you call the cops on this scum?” For the third time, Greg sneered, and looked at James like he thought he had won some grand fight. Greg didn’t know Joe very well. 
 
    “The only person I’m calling the cops on, is you,” Joe said, pointing at Greg. “You need to leave.” 
 
    “Hey, you have no reason to kick me out,” Greg said, sounding insulted. 
 
    “I’m guessing I heard parts of your conversation that James didn’t,” Joe said with disgust in his voice. “Or you would already be bleeding. But I stopped long enough to call Zane and get Chris. I will not stand for you sexually assaulting my customer and friend,” Joe said, glaring at Greg. 
 
    “I wasn’t sexually assaulting her. I was just trying to let her know she could do better than some stupid black guy,” Greg said, leering at Lisa. 
 
    James just barely managed to resist the temptation to wrap his hands around the guy’s neck. He didn’t like him looking at her that way. That’s why he was a little distracted when Lisa started to step toward the creep. But when she started toward him with fury in her eyes, Joe called James’ attention to her. “James, grab Lisa before she goes after him. You don’t want her to get hurt.” 
 
    Joe had said the magic words. James reached out and took her hand and pulled her into his arms. There was no way he would take a chance of the creep hurting her. 
 
    “Yeah, you were sexually assaulting her. That’s why I came down this aisle. I made it to the other end about the same time James came around the corner. I heard the parts James obviously didn’t hear, as well.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything to her, you dirty liar, except try to show her she can do better than James.” 
 
    James could only restrain Lisa physically. He couldn’t stop her shooting her mouth off. Like Chris had said, it had to be the pregnancy hormones. 
 
    He noticed when his arms came around her without her fighting him, Greg’s face had screwed up for just a split second with fury and jealousy, and now, with her practically screaming bloody murder at him in defense of James, it was getting worse. He was nothing short of furious. It caused James to pull her closer to him. He didn’t want the creep anywhere near her. He figured with all the help he would have, the guy wouldn’t even be able to get close to her, but he wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    “You little piece of crap. James is worth a hundred of you,” Lisa said, shooting daggers at him with her eyes. “His black skin is nothing more than a physical trait. It’s just like my having brown hair and green eyes. And besides,” she said, a grin spreading across her face as she looked up at James, “I think he’s beautiful. But your ignorance and hate go to the bone. It makes you ugly,” she said, looking back at Greg, disgust ringing with every word. 
 
    “If I hear you use such racist comments again, I’ll ban you from the store. This is your only warning. I’d think twice about what I said if I were you. Unless you want to drive clear to Onyx Valley to get your groceries from now on,” Joe said, just barely managing not to snarl. “I don’t figure your mother would be too happy with you. She’s the one that pays for the gas that goes in that car you drive, not to mention the groceries you buy.” 
 
    Just then, they all realized Zane had stepped around the corner and had been standing there for a few seconds. He came up behind Greg, and slapped him really hard on the back of his shoulder, causing the guy to have to take a step forward. “From the way my sister is ranting, you must have insulted James. That was a bad idea.” 
 
    “You heard that?” Greg asked, seeming confused. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve been here for most of this conversation.” 
 
    “Can he really ban me from the store?” 
 
    “Yeah. He can refuse service to anyone he wants.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” Greg whined, sulking, looking down at the floor. 
 
    “Sure, it’s fair,” Zane chuckled, looking over at Lisa, who still looked very angry. “You’re lucky James has a hold of her. Otherwise, she would probably have scratched your eyes out.” 
 
    “Why is she so protective of him? He’s nothing,” he said, sneering yet again. 
 
    “You just don’t get it, do you?” Zane asked, shaking his head. 
 
    “She could do better,” he said, looking smug. Lisa wanted to smack him across the face, and knock that self-satisfied look off his face. 
 
    “Maybe. But you’re not better.” Zane managed to get rid of the smug look he wore. And he didn’t even have to resort to violence. Sometimes her brother’s smart mouth attitude could be a real blessing. 
 
    “You would prefer she be with a black guy?” James could tell the idiot was starting to get angry again, and without thinking, moved Lisa behind him, stepping between her and Greg. 
 
    “Oh, James is black? I never noticed that.” Zane’s voice was dripping with sarcasm as he rolled his eyes. 
 
    James couldn’t help himself. He started laughing. When he looked over at Chris, he found he wasn’t the only one laughing. Tyler was so close to losing it, he had turned and walked several feet away. Greg was no match for Zane. 
 
    “What? Are you stupid?” Greg had apparently missed the sarcasm. James couldn’t see how. It had been more than obvious. This just caused James, Tyler and Chris to all laugh harder. 
 
    “No, I’m not stupid. I’m color blind. My whole family is. Haven’t you noticed?” Zane asked, shaking his head. 
 
    “I didn’t know color blindness applied to skin. I thought it was just green and red.” Greg seriously looked confused. 
 
    At first Zane just stood there with a stunned look on his face, and that was saying something. It wasn’t easy to leave him speechless. Even for a few seconds. The guy had the quickest wit of anyone James had ever known. The only one that came close, was Jenny. 
 
    “Does anybody know what language this guy speaks? I can’t seem to help but speak over his head. I don’t think I can dumb it down enough.” When he finally turned back to Greg it was to say, “You really are stupid. What I was saying, is that I’m not a racist pig.” Zane sounded like he was starting to get tired of the conversation. 
 
    “I’m not racist.” Greg said, really sounding clueless. 
 
    “Greg, what planet are you from, anyway?” Tyler asked, sounding awe struck. “Even you should realize how racist you sound.” 
 
    “I’m not racist,” he snarled back, sounding like an offended Chihuahua. 
 
    “Really? Why don’t you look up the definition for the word in the dictionary? Of course, reading might be a problem for you.” Zane was unable to stop himself from smirking at the guy, and this just started James and Chris laughing all over again. “I’m starting to suspect you didn’t read a newspaper about Tyler, but maybe you heard it on the live news. It probably interrupted your TV binge watching.” 
 
    “You can’t talk to me that way. You’re a public servant. I have rights.” 
 
    “Do you see a uniform?” Zane said, waving his hand in front of his old high school football t-shirt and turning his back on him. “I’m done talking to you anyway. It’s giving me a headache.” Zane looked at Joe. “I’m guessing he’s the reason you called.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know what was going on, but I heard your sister yelling. She said, and I quote, ‘Get your hands off me. How dare you touch me that way? I’m telling James.’ Then I heard him say, ‘Come on, Baby, I know you want me,’” Joe said, sounding disgusted again. “There was some more, but you get the idea.” 
 
    Zane turned back to James. From the look on his face, he’d guess he hadn’t heard all of that. He looked like he could happily commit murder. Zane decided to address Greg instead. “I’m not on duty right now, so this is your one chance. Leave.” The guy turned and almost ran form the building. Apparently, he had enough sense not to take Zane and James on at the same time. 
 
    “Well, that was fun. Now if you all don’t mind, I’m headed to a barbecue. I was still on my way when you called. That’s how I made it so fast.” 
 
    “Is your dad grilling?” 
 
    “Yeah. Phil and I will probably help. Want to come? I’m sure there will be enough to add one more.” 
 
    “I’d love to. I was in here looking for something for supper when I heard Lisa. Are you sure your parents won’t mind?” Tyler asked as he turned to follow Zane from the store. 
 
    “Of course not. I’m sure they’ll be glad to see you. How long have you been back in town?” 
 
    “Just a little over a week. I pulled into my parent’s driveway at five thirty in the morning on August 31. I don’t think my dad could decide whether to be happy to see me, or aggravated I’d shown up so early.” 
 
    “He’s a rancher. I’m sure the early morning wasn’t that big of a deal.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Tyler agreed in a dry tone. “He ended up putting me to work.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    When James and Lisa got back to the house and told Carl and Jamie what had happened, Carl looked over at James with a concerned look. “You’re not going to relapse, are you? Do we need to have that conversation again?” 
 
    James just laughed. “No, I’m fine. Besides, Lisa said I’m beautiful,” he said with a big cheesy grin on his handsome face. 
 
    Zane groaned. “Sounds like someone needs to get their eyes checked.” 
 
    Lisa punched him in the gut. He just looked at her and grinned while she stood there rubbing her knuckles. 
 
    “Hey, Mom, is Amanda here yet?” 
 
    “Yes, Zane, she’s here.” She had tried to say something else, but he had taken off too quickly. She looked up at Carl, and without a word, he followed his son. 
 
    Two seconds later her concern for her son was replaced with another issue. Three of her younger sons were chasing their sister, Tonya, with what looked like a dead snake. It was probably the snake Carl and Zane had killed a few hours ago. 
 
    The problem was, they had started making laps through the kitchen, then running out the front door. On their second trip through, Jamie managed to grab Tony by the arm and Gabe by an ear. James just stepped over in front of Nathan. When the little boy glared up at him, James thought his glare was because he’d stopped him from going back outside. Tonya managed to make it back out the door, so Lisa stepped outside and hollered at her. 
 
    When the two came back in the door, Jamie just looked at Tonya and pointed at the couch where the other three were already sitting. 
 
    She looked at Tonya. “Why were you running through the house?” 
 
    “They were chasing me with a snake.” 
 
    “One, the snake is dead, and two, that doesn’t answer my question. You could have run from them outside.” 
 
    “I was looking for you and Dad.” 
 
    “You ran right past me, and probably your dad, because he was headed to the back yard, on your first trip. So, try again.” 
 
    After that, Tonya didn’t seem to have anything else to say, so Jamie turned to Gabe, who was still holding the dead snake. “Take that thing outside and throw it out in the trees somewhere. Then get back in here.” 
 
    By the time Gabe got to the door, James already had it open for him. The little boy made a mad dash for the trees, flung the snake through the air, and turned and ran back toward the house. In less than a minute he was back on the couch. 
 
    “Okay you three, why was you chasing your sister with a dead snake?” 
 
    “Because it was funny.” 
 
    Nathan looked so serious, Jamie almost lost the tight hold she had on the laugh she had been holding back for the last few minutes. The fact that James sounded like he was strangling didn’t help. Without looking she pointed her finger at him, “Don’t laugh.” 
 
    “Okay you four, if I catch you running through the house again, I’m going to make you do all the dishes by hand tonight. No dishwasher. With the number of people here tonight, that ought to take a while. Think about that. Now out.” 
 
    They all jumped up and scattered in different directions. James was still working hard not to lose control of his laughter and missed the second glare Lisa’s younger brother, Nathan, threw him on the way out the door. Once they all four had cleared the doors, unable to hold it in any longer, he started laughing so hard he was doubled over. 
 
    “You’re not much help you know. How am I supposed to keep a straight face when your snorting? In a few years, you’re going to be trying to get on to yours and I’m going to make sure and make it hard on you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, he said, trying to laugh and talk at the same time. “Do you remember when Zane chased Jenny through the house with an opossum he had caught. You’ve been through this before.” 
 
    She just looked at him with a puzzled expression. “How do you remember that? Maybe I’ve just blocked it out.” 
 
    James just laughed harder. “You don’t remember Zane startling it in the backyard? When it started playing dead, he decided to pick it up and chase Jenny with it. They ended up running through the house. It freaked you out. You told him to take it back outside and let it go before it bit him.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I’m starting to remember now. I’ve blocked out most of Zane’s shenanigans over the years. Thanks for reminding me.” Jamie’s sarcasm only made him laugh harder. 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough humor at my expense. I have to go check on Zane,” Jamie said, turning toward the swinging doors that lead through to the kitchen. 
 
    “Why, Mom? What’s going on?” Lisa asked, the concern showing in her voice. “Is Amanda okay?” 
 
    “She has a black eye. She wouldn’t talk to your dad and I about it. Maybe she’ll talk to him. He can usually get stuff out of her when the rest of us can’t. You know how he is about her. I wonder how much longer it’s going to take before he realizes he’s in love with her.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    When Zane had gotten outside and found Amanda, the top of his head almost blew off. His dad tried to restrain him, but it was a useless effort. Zane just yanked his arm free of his dad’s grasp. 
 
    “What happened? Did Austin hit you?” he asked, his voice rising in anger. “Is this why I haven’t heard from you the last three weeks?” 
 
    “He was drunk, Zane. Drop it, please,” she said, trying not to plead. She didn’t understand why she always got one side of Zane, and everybody else always got another. He was about the funniest person she knew, but she always got the cop, not the comic. 
 
    “I don’t care if he was drunk. I’m going to kill him.” Zane turned, and started toward the side gate. When she tried to lay her hand on his arm to stop him, he just kept going. 
 
    She started after him, praying no one had noticed his outburst. Once she had made it through the gate, she hollered at him. “Zane, stop.” 
 
    “How long have you been dating this guy?” Now that they were standing and facing each other, she could see how furious he was. 
 
    “Three months,” she answered, confusion in her voice. 
 
    Zane stood and stared at her a few minutes. If she stuck to her usual patterns, she would only be with him for another three of four months. Maybe he could deal with this without killing the guy. 
 
    “Is this the first time he has hit you?” He was practically snarling at her, but he couldn’t stop himself. He never could help the over protective feeling he felt with her. He knew if things didn’t change soon, he was in danger of committing murder. 
 
    “Yes.” She stood there, still wearing a blank look. 
 
    “Fine. I won’t go after him. But you had better keep in contact with me. Do you still have my number in your phone?” 
 
    “No. I think Austin must have deleted it,” she said, feeling a little nervous. She was afraid she was going to set him off again. “I know I didn’t delete it.” 
 
    He just held his hand out. “Give me your phone,” he said, trying not to snarl. It wasn’t her he wanted to bust in the head. “Make sure he doesn’t get it again. Keep it on you at all times.” 
 
    Once she had dug it out of her pocket and handed it to him, he punched his cell number in and saved it. “If you go more than a week without calling me, I’m coming after you. Seven days. No more.” 
 
    He leaned down, almost touching his nose to hers. “And I’m not making any promises not to hurt him if I have to come and get you. Keep that in mind,” he said, starting to snarl again. He stepped back and turned toward his jeep. 
 
    “Zane, don’t run off. Please.” 
 
    He didn’t know what it was, but once she uttered that word, he had to give her what she asked for. It wouldn’t bother him so much if she was in love with him too. Being in love with her was turning out to be more pain than pleasure. When he turned around, he just glared at her, and stormed back through the gate. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 – Thursday, September 27 
 
      
 
    “So, Sis, how are you and James doing? Is he getting any closer?” Jenny asked with a smirk. 
 
    “I don’t know about him getting any closer, but he kisses me a lot.” 
 
    “Is that a bad thing,” Jenny asked, trying not to laugh. 
 
    Lisa just rolled her eyes at her sister. “No. It’s not a bad thing. It does make me crazy though. When he kisses me, I don’t think he uses any restraint.” 
 
    “The concept of restraint is probably too new to him. It’s something Luke and I are still working on,” Mindi said with a grin. 
 
    “If he wasn’t restraining himself, my guess is, you’d have already been in bed together, again.” 
 
    Lisa blushed scarlet and turned a glare on Jenny. “I think he’s trying to kiss me into submission. I’m afraid if he keeps it up, he’s going to succeed.” 
 
    Jenny just chuckled and grinned. “Would that be so bad?” 
 
    “If he doesn’t get it soon, I may start pulling my hair out.” 
 
    “Okay? Why do you feel the need to do yourself a violence?” Now Jenny was turning red in the face from the effort not to laugh. 
 
    “Well, you’ve kissed Mark before. It’s been a while, but you should remember how it feels.” 
 
    “Please. Let’s not talk about Mark. Can’t deal with it right now.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to, if you’re going to understand what I’m trying to tell you.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll try.” This time Lisa gave Jenny a curious look, because now she sounded frustrated too. 
 
    “Now, think how you would feel if every time he got the chance, he kissed you silly.” 
 
    Jenny got this far off look in her eyes, and when she started to talk, she sounded like she was in a daze. “We were in the office this morning going over some stuff for next week’s sale items. He told me, if we hadn’t been at work, he would have kissed me. Do you want to know what I said?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lisa and Mindi answered at the same time. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I told him I wished we weren’t at work. It was like my brain and my mouth had become disconnected from each other.” Jenny had this far off look in her eyes that made Lisa wonder if she was remembering that first kiss almost four years ago.  
 
    “How did he react to that?” 
 
    “I think if Jane hadn’t walked into the office at that point, he would have kissed me anyway. He sure looked like he was thinking about it.” 
 
    “Wow. What do you want to bet he shows up for dinner tonight?” 
 
    “I don’t want to think about that right now,” Jenny said, shaking her head. “Just because I admitted I wanted him to kiss me, doesn’t mean I’m not still terrified.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll drop it. Anyway, no matter how bad you can imagine it, it’s worse for me.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
    “I love the man. That’s obvious, and that’s the reason I want to marry him. I want to spend the rest of my life with him. I want to have more babies with him.” 
 
    “This is building to something, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I want to resume the physical part of our relationship. Badly.” 
 
    “Oh, you want to have sex again.” Now Jenny was really having trouble not laughing. “Wow! Who knew? My sister was a...” 
 
    Lisa cut her off mid-sentence. “Shut up, Jenny. Just wait. If you ever get the guts to say yes to Mark, and you two get married, you’ll understand.” 
 
    “It must have really been good. You were baring your teeth there for a second,” Jenny said, waving a finger in front of her sister’s mouth. 
 
    “Jenny, it’s more complicated than that. Wait until Luke and Mindi get back from their honeymoon. Then she can try to explain it to you. That’s the closest you can get to another person.” 
 
    Lisa lifted her hand to stop Jenny’s next comment. “I’m not talking about physically. I’m talking about... emotional. There’s a soul deep connection. That’s the connection I’m missing. Not that I’m saying the physical part wasn’t great, too. Boy was it great.” 
 
    Just then Jamie came through the swinging doors with a puzzled but delighted look on her face. “Guess what girls.” She was talking to all of them, but she was looking at Jenny. “We’re going to have an unexpected guest for dinner tonight. Someone who hasn’t been to one of our Thursday night dinners in a while.” 
 
    “I told you, Jenny.” 
 
    “She hasn’t said it’s him,” Jenny said, all the sudden, sounding nervous. 
 
    Lisa looked over at her mom. “It’s Mark, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah. How did you know?” Jamie asked, giving Lisa a quizzical look. 
 
    “Well, Jenny, do you want to tell her, or should I?” 
 
    “This morning he... I told... we were...” Jenny blew out a puff of air, and tried again. “He said if we weren’t at work, he would kiss me. I told him I wished we weren’t at work.” Jenny turned bright red, and left the kitchen through the back door. 
 
    “Wow. I guess we know why he’s coming to dinner. Of course, I figured it had something to do with her. Do you think they’ll ever manage to get it worked out?” 
 
    “I know she wants to. She’s told us she wants to tell him yes one of these times when he asks her out. I don’t think she’s got her courage up, just yet. But it sounds like the part that wants to be with him is taking over. Don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    Jamie and her sisters decided it would be best to leave Jenny to herself for a while. They figured she could use the time to mentally prepare herself for Mark’s arrival. They were all still working on getting dinner on the table when James and Luke walked in. It wasn’t a full five minutes later when Mark walked in behind them, filling the doorway. 
 
    He was the tallest of them all, and almost as wide across the shoulders as James. He had been friends with the older Townsends and Luke and James since early childhood. His father, Joe Harris, owned the local grocery store. He, himself now owned the only hardware store in town where Jenny worked as his personal assistant. 
 
    “Hey, they hadn’t told us you were coming to dinner tonight. Of course, we’ve only been here a few minutes ourselves,” Luke said, looking up at Mark with a grin. “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Yeah.” he answered, sounding a little absent minded. “Where’s Jenny? I saw her car.” 
 
    Jamie just pointed at the back door. “She ran out there after I told her you were coming tonight. Just a word of advice. Move slowly. You know how fragile she can be. Don’t scare her off.” 
 
    “I know.” That was all he said before he headed out the back door. 
 
    Luke and James, both at the same time asked, “What’s going on?” 
 
    Jamie started to shake her head, but Mindi stepped in. “Come on, Mom. It’s Luke and James. They’ll understand. Luke probably has some idea of what’s going on anyway.” 
 
    Jamie took a deep breath, but decided Mindi was right. “She’s been in love with him for a while now. She just keeps turning him down out of fear of being hurt.” 
 
    “He’s crazy in love with her. She has nothing to fear,” Luke said, for once truly not understanding what was going on with another human being. “I really didn’t know why she kept turning him down. All I knew was, it’s been making him crazy.” 
 
    “She’s trying, Luke. She told Lisa and I she wants to stop turning him down, but it’s going to take some time.” 
 
    Lisa had walked over to James and now stood with her arms wrapped around his waist. “She told us this morning they were working on some sale stuff, and he told her if they weren’t at work he would kiss her. Do you want to know what her response was?” 
 
    “I guess,” Luke said, wondering if Jenny would really want him to know this. 
 
    “Before she could stop herself, she told him she wished they weren’t at work. Well now, they’re not at work,” Lisa said, pointing at the back door. 
 
    Luke walked over to the window and peeked out the curtain. He quickly dropped it back in place and walked back across the kitchen not wanting to invade their privacy more than he already had. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re not at work. He’s the only one that would need to pick her up like that to kiss her.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    Dinner was over, and everyone had left the kitchen except for Lisa, Jenny, Mindi and their mom. They were still working on cleaning up. Jamie was trying to stay busy, so the other two could talk to Jenny. She had been jumpy all through dinner, and hadn’t said a word since she had walked in the back door. They were all wondering what had happened, aside from the obvious. 
 
    “Jenny, what happened?” Lisa asked, wrapping her arm around her where she sat at the table, staring off into space. 
 
    Jenny just looked up at her sister with a lost little girl look, and shook her head. She still wasn’t acting like she was ready to talk. 
 
    “Did he ask you out again?” 
 
    “No.” This time she had managed to speak, but Lisa had to lean in to hear her. “He said he was done asking me out. He said he...” 
 
    “Come on, Jenny. What’s going on?” 
 
    Jenny’s voice dropped to just above a whisper. “He said he was going to just keep kissing me every time he saw me, until...” She got up and turned to walk over to the dishwasher, and started putting the plates in it. 
 
    Lisa and Mindi both followed her across the kitchen. “Until what, Jenny?” Lisa asked, turning her sister back to face them. 
 
    Jenny took a deep breath, and tried to speak. She honestly looked like she might pass out. It took two more tries, but she finally managed to whisper, “Until I beg him to make love to me.” 
 
    “Oh, boy.” Jamie had overheard her, despite how quiet she had gotten. 
 
    “He said, once I got to that point...” she had to pause to swallow and try again. “He was going to ask me to marry him.” 
 
    “He’s resorting to some serious pushing,” Jamie said, a look of awe on her face. “How’s this going to work at the store?” she asked, shaking her head and walking off, deciding she had heard more than she had wanted to already. 
 
    “Not at work. But that’s my only safe zone. Those were his words, exactly. I don’t think I can... How am I... I’m not going to... This is too much.” 
 
    Jenny walked back over to the table and fell into a chair. She looked like she was in a daze. “I’m terrified, but there’s no way I’m going to be able to resist him. He has kissed me twice, and both times I just melted. This time,” she said, waving her hand toward the porch, “if he hadn’t stopped, I don’t think we would have. Not until someone come looking for us. Seriously, how long do you think it’s going to take? Maybe I should just go in there, and surrender now.” 
 
    “That’s not really a bad idea,” Mindi said with a grin. “It is what you want to do. Jenny, you know he’s not going to hurt you. He truly knows you. He’s in love with the real you. Not just the body.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Lisa added. “You two were really close until you realized you were in love with him and started avoiding him. That’s why he stopped coming on Thursday nights. It was too painful for him.” 
 
    “I can’t. I’m not ready,” Jenny said with an absolute terrified look on her face. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s going to matter if you’re ready or not. It sounds like he’s done waiting, and is taking extreme measures to get what he wants. And what he wants, is you.” 
 
    Despite her flushed cheeks and terrified expression, that made her grin. Mindi was right. What she really wanted to do, was walk down the hall, and just surrender. Too bad she wasn’t strong enough. 
 
    “We always say the Townsends are good at getting what they want. I think that man could teach us a thing or two,” Jamie said, as she walked back over to the table, unable to keep herself out of the conversation no matter how hard she tried. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    It was getting late and the guys were getting ready to leave. They were all standing out in the living room talking, when Mark looked over at Jamie. “Do you mind if I come for dinner next Thursday? I know I haven’t made it a habit to come for the last few years. I’d like to change that if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Jamie, knowing full well what Mark was up to, just looked at him and grinned. “Come whenever you like. You can come anytime we’re all doing something together. You don’t have to restrict yourself to Thursday nights. And you don’t have to call and ask. I’ll even make sure and call and let you know myself.” Still speaking to Mark, she turned her head to look at Jenny with her next words. “You’re always welcome.” 
 
    Jenny hearing that, turned and walked down the hall to the game room. She wasn’t angry at her mother. She was just needing some space all the sudden. She knew he was going to take every opportunity he could, and apparently her mom was going to help him. 
 
    Mark waited till she closed the door of the game room behind her to follow her. Once he was out of sight, Luke chuckled. “He told us what he was up to. Do you think that’s wise, letting them go in there alone? He doesn’t intend to take it too far, but he’s been going crazy for the last three and a half years.” 
 
    “How is it the saying goes? Drastic situations, call for drastic measures. She’s not really happy right now, and she’s not really going to be until they’re together. Besides, I don’t think they’re really in any danger of going too far with us just down the hall.” 
 
    “Jamie, that door does lock,” Luke said, giving her a skeptical look. 
 
    “Luke, I’m trying to let him do this his way,” she said, shaking her head, not wanting to think about it too hard. “Nothing else has worked.” 
 
    “Okay, I trust your judgment.” He turned and looked at Mindi, letting the subject drop. “I’m going to get out of here. Are you going to walk to the truck with me?” 
 
    “Do you really have to ask?” she asked, grinning at him. She turned to the door and opened it, and they both slipped out after he said goodbye to the others in the room. 
 
    “Well, this is where I say goodnight. I’m going to give you two some privacy. I’ll see you later, James.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Mom,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “See you in the morning, Mom.” 
 
    Once her mom was down the hall and out of sight, Lisa turned to look back at James, and grinned. “What are you thinking? I can see the wheels turning.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not so sure his method is such a bad idea. The only problem I would have, is I know, I wouldn’t stop.” 
 
    “James, don’t.” 
 
    “I said I know I wouldn’t be able to stop,” he said with an overly innocent look. 
 
    “But I can see it,” she said, backing up a step. “You’re still thinking about it.” 
 
    “The tactic has merit,” he said with a grin, as he countered her step back, with his own step forward. 
 
    “James, we’ve...” 
 
    She cut off mid-sentence when his arms come around her waist and he bent his head and pressed his lips to hers. She just wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back. She had a vague notion, maybe he was going to kiss her till she was begging for more. By the time he lifted his head she was panting. 
 
    When she turned her head, she noticed Mark was standing there. He looked a little uncomfortable. He was staring at the floor, humming to himself. 
 
    “Sorry, Mark. Would you like to leave?” she asked, turning pink. 
 
    “I wasn’t saying anything.” 
 
    “I didn’t say you were,” she said, trying to stifle a laugh. “Good night you two. I’m going to go check on my sister.” 
 
    When she turned to walk down the hall, she heard James ask Mark, “How’s it going?” 
 
    “I might have overestimated my self-control.” 
 
    She heard James chuckle. “Hang in there. It’ll be worth all the cold showers in your near future.” 
 
    When she walked in the game room, she found Jenny sitting on the couch, with her head laid over on the arm. She looked fragile enough to break in a light breeze. “Jenny, are you okay?” 
 
    “That man is going to make me crazy.” She sat up and looked her sister in the eyes. “I was trying to rip his clothes off.” 
 
    “It looks like he was trying to get yours off you as well.” 
 
    Just then Mindi walked in the door. “Trying to get what off... Never mind. I can see.” 
 
    Jenny finally looked down at herself, and saw what they were talking about, causing her a wave of embarrassment. Her blouse was unbuttoned all the way to her waist. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m going to beg him. I think I’m going to be more likely to just try and take.” Jenny still sounded dazed, and Lisa couldn’t stop herself from laughing. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mindi asked, only a little confused. 
 
    “I may be terrified the rest of the time, but the second he starts kissing me, I become very brave.” Jenny shook her head, rethinking her statement. “Maybe it’s not courage. Maybe I just become mindless. That seems like the more likely of the two.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 – Saturday, October 20 
 
      
 
    Lisa had finally gotten over her morning sickness enough she could stand the smell of meat once again, and hold her food down if she took certain precautions. She always had to start her mornings with a few saltines, then give her stomach a little time to settle. After that, she was good to go as long as she made sure her meat was cooked well and nothing was too greasy. This morning she had woke up feeling amazingly well, and craving bacon. 
 
    “Hey, Mom,” she walked into the kitchen with a cheery expression. “What’s for breakfast this morning? I’d really love some bacon.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed you’ve been doing better lately, but are you sure you’re up to bacon this morning?” Jamie asked with concern. “Have you even been out of bed thirty minutes yet?” 
 
    “Yes, Mom. I’ve already had my saltines, as well,” she said, sticking her bottom lip out. 
 
    “Lisa, I don’t want you getting sick. You’ve been doing really well this last week. Bacon is really greasy,” she said, shaking her head. “If something’s going to make you sick, it’s bacon.” 
 
    “All we have to do is make sure we drain the grease of really well. That’s something you’ve always done anyway,” she said, giving her mother a pleading look. “Please, you know bacons my favorite breakfast meat.” 
 
    “I know, Lisa, but even drained well, it could still be too much for your stomach.” 
 
    “Aren’t you the one that said if I’m craving something, I’d most likely be able to hold it down?” Lisa asked, giving her a big grin. 
 
    “Alright, you’ve got me with that one,” Jamie said, putting the container of oatmeal she had just gotten down back up. “Bacon it is. If you can hold bacon down for breakfast, we better tell your father you’re ready for that steak he promised all of us.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” she answered back with an even bigger grin. 
 
    “After breakfast, can you and some of the younger kids clean the kitchen? I’ll go ahead and run to the store and get the meat for tonight.” 
 
    “Sure, Mom.” 
 
    “It’s good you’re feeling so good this morning. You’ve got company coming after breakfast.” 
 
    “Company? Who’s coming?” 
 
    “Makayla Smith. Oh, no. Sorry, it’s Johnson now.” 
 
    “Makayla? Are her and Ryan just in for a visit? The last I heard they were still living in Texas.” 
 
    “I don’t know the details. She just said she wanted to see you.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    Lisa was in the kitchen, just finishing clean up with Tony and Nathan. Nathan had got roped into helping her because he had spouted off about her not being married to James yet. Even after his mother had just told him two seconds earlier it wasn’t any of his business. He had threatened to kick James in the shins the next time he saw him. Tony got in trouble for horsing around at the table. Tony was the youngest of the Townsend boys and tended to think he needed to show off for the rest of them. Even for Nathan and Gabe. She often wondered if being one of such a large family of kids made some of the younger ones feel like they were just lost in the chaos. 
 
    “Hey, Nathan, go answer the door, please,” Lisa said, closing the dishwasher. 
 
    “Why do I have to? Make Tony do it,” he said, giving her a stubborn look, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    “What’s the attitude all about? All I asked was for you to answer the door,” Lisa said, mirroring her brother. “Your acting like I asked you to walk to the store and back, carrying ten pounds of flour in one hand, and a bag of potatoes in the other.” 
 
    “Well, all I asked was for you to marry James, not the devil,” he answered, giving her a smug look. “You’re not doing what I asked.” 
 
    “Mom has already told you, that is none of your business,” Lisa frowned. “You need to let it go.” 
 
    “I think it is my business,” he pouted. 
 
    “Why?” She gave him a puzzled look, shaking her head. “I’m not your responsibility.” 
 
    “You’re still my sister.” 
 
    Tony, realizing they weren’t going to quit arguing anytime soon, turned to go answer the door, leaving them both unaware he had even left the room. 
 
    “Well, even with that logic, I hardly think those two requests are of equal importance. They certainly don’t carry the same consequences if they were the wrong decision.” 
 
    “You don’t know that. You don’t know who’s on the other side of the door,” he sneered. 
 
    “I have a pretty good idea, and even if I’m wrong, I hardly think it’s the boogeyman at the door.” 
 
    “I promise, I’m not the boogeyman,” a voice said from across the room. “And Tony’s already let me in.” 
 
    “Makayla,” Lisa said, turning to greet her friend. “How are you? I haven’t seen you since the wedding. You and Ryan left for Texas so soon afterwards, I didn’t even really get a chance to say goodbye.” She gave her friend a hard look. She was starting to feel concerned. Makayla didn’t look happy. 
 
    “Wedding? Is that what that was? Somebody should have told the groom,” she said with a little hurt mixed in with the sarcasm. 
 
    “Is something going on with you and Ryan?” Lisa asked, leading her over to the table. 
 
    “Yeah, he cheated on me,” she whimpered, right before bursting into tears. 
 
    “Oh my, that just don’t sound right. I would have never thought that was even possible with Ryan.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have either, before,” she said with a sniffle. 
 
    “Are you sure? Did you walk in on them?” Lisa asked with caution. 
 
    “No, but I found enough proof,” she said, squaring her shoulders back. 
 
    “Did you confront him about it?” 
 
    “No. I left and filed for divorce when I first got up here.” 
 
    “When was that? I hadn’t heard you were in town.” 
 
    “I’ve been here seen Wednesday.” 
 
    “You’re telling me he doesn’t even know yet?” 
 
    “I’m sure he will before the end of this coming week. My lawyer said he would have someone drive down there and deliver the papers personally.” 
 
    “Is Sanders your lawyer?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s the only divorce lawyer in this town.” 
 
    “Well, there’s Jeb Henry.” 
 
    “That’s true, but Jeb usually handles the cases involving child custody,” she added. “I forgot how small this town was. I’m never leaving Sapphire Springs again.” 
 
    “Good,” Lisa said cryptically. She was glad Makayla didn’t want to leave home again, but she also knew that Matt Sanders would make sure Ryan knew of the divorce before Monday, if he didn’t already know. He’d do his job, but he would have called Ryan and told him what was going on as a heads up. 
 
    “You should have told him where you were going. You know he’s going to worry.” 
 
    “Why would I care? He cheated on me. I doubt it will take him long to figure it out though. Where else would I go?” 
 
    “Good point,” Lisa said, chewing her bottom lip. She had only brought it up to see if she had calmed down enough to realize Ryan would figure out where she was. Her guess was, in probably less than a week, they were going to have a very angry man up here looking for his wayward wife. There was no way she was going to believe he was cheating on Makayla without proof. Then she still might not without a written confession from the man himself. 
 
    Makayla had, had a lot of disappointments in her life, and she seemed to always be looking around the corner for the next one. Ryan was used to it, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to be furious about this. 
 
    “Besides, the address will be on the papers. That should definitely give him a glue.” 
 
    “You do realize he’s going to come after you, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know how he is, but it’s not going to do him any good. I won’t put up with being cheated on.” 
 
    “You should give him a chance to explain. You could be reading the evidence wrong.” 
 
    She just snorted, giving Lisa an as if look. “I’m starting to think there’s just something wrong with me. Like I’m living under a bad sign You’re lucky, you’ve got James. He won’t cheat on you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” Lisa said with a shake of her head. 
 
    “I heard about the baby. Aren’t you married?” she asked, giving Lisa a perplexed look. 
 
    “No, but I was referring to the other part of that statement. The part about living under a bad sign.” 
 
    “Her and James should be married, but they won’t let me kick him in the shins,” Nathan stated giving Lisa a dirty look. 
 
    “I see he’s gotten even more opinionated since the last time I saw him,” Makayla said with a laugh. 
 
    “Don’t encourage him. I assure you, he doesn’t need any. Nathan, go on and go play games with the others.” 
 
    “No, I’d rather stay in here. You need to marry James.” 
 
    “Do I need to let Mom know you’re still harassing me about marrying James when she gets back from the store?” 
 
    “Fine,” he snapped, turning to leave. At the last second before exiting through the batwing doors, he turned back and stuck his tongue out at her. 
 
    “What’s with him?” 
 
    “Hunter told him what sex was before he was ready. Well, he didn’t give him details. He just told him it’s how you make babies.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s always been a bit intense, but I think this has made him a little worse. There’s no telling what he’s going to be like when he’s an adult.” 
 
    “So, why aren’t you and James married?” 
 
    “No, you first. I’ll tell you after you tell me what you meant by a bad sign.” 
 
    “You know what I’m talking about. My life has been one bad situation or disaster after another. First my parent’s divorce. Then Mom got killed in that accident. Then I broke my leg and shattered my dancing dreams. Casey killed himself over that drug trial. He told me two days before he did it, he wasn’t going to prison for any reason. I should have realized then what he was planning. I’ve learned to always expect things to go wrong. I should never have married Ryan. He would probably be faithful to any other woman but me.” 
 
    “Makayla, how many times have we told you to stop looking for bad things to happen. The world is not against you. Yeah, you’ve had more than your share of tragedy. I’d say you’re due for something good to happen.” 
 
    “Whatever. I’ve told you, now you have to tell me.” 
 
    Lisa cringed, not sure how to start. “Obviously, we had sex,” she said with a blush. “Great, now I sound like Mindi.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard Mindi sound like that.” 
 
    “Luke’s rubbing off on her.” 
 
    “Luke doesn’t sound like that either.” 
 
    “Mindi’s version of Luke’s plain spoken-ness sounds like that.” 
 
    “Oh, now I’m starting to catch on,” Makayla said with a nod. “Continue, please.” 
 
    “It’s only happened once, so far. But if he doesn’t stop, there’s a big chance it’ll happen again before we get this worked out.” 
 
    “Really?” Makayla asked with a mischievous grin. “What’s he need to stop?” 
 
    “He kisses me all the time.” 
 
    “How is that bad?” 
 
    Lisa just gave her a slightly annoyed look, and continued without answering. “He just hasn’t told me he loves me, and I won’t marry him until he does.” 
 
    “Hey, no worries. Surely, he’ll figure it out now. You’ll me married in no time.” 
 
    “I sure hope so.” 
 
    “That’s why I wanted to see you. To congratulate you on the baby, and ask why I hadn’t been invited to the wedding. Since there hasn’t been a wedding yet, maybe I can help plan it.” 
 
    “Sounds great. Hey, Dad’s going to barbecue tonight.” 
 
    “Tonight? It’s October. It’ like forty degrees out there now.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re going to have to eat in the kitchen. Do you want to come back?” 
 
    “No. I’m not ready to deal with all the questions yet. No offence, but you know Zane won’t be able to keep himself from asking, even if everybody else can.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Maybe next time?” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds good.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    Since Lisa was finally over getting sick at the smell of meat, their dad was out back, getting ready to grill steaks for everyone like he had promised. He had been babying Lisa almost as much as James had since they had found out she was pregnant. He had jumped at the chance to make her happy. He wanted grandchildren. A lot. However, the concern for his daughter was really starting to wear on him. He would be almost as happy as Lisa when James finally accepted the truth that she loved him as much as he did her. It was like he wanted it so bad, he couldn’t believe it was really possible. 
 
    That was what was really going on. He didn’t need to figure anything out. The man’s head had to accept what his heart already knew. James’ biggest hurdle was always the way he over thought everything. 
 
    Carl had seen it on his face several times over the last few days. Lisa would say something to try and lead him in the right direction, and he’d almost tell her he loved her. Then the fear would kick in and he’d start thinking again. There was a couple of times he got so scared, Carl thought he was going to puke. 
 
    There was one thing that was for sure, though. This baby was going to be the world’s most loved baby. It was about the only thing anyone talked about. Between Luke and Mindi’s wedding and the baby, they barely found time to talk about anything else. And that included most of the smaller children. They were all just as excited about the baby as the adults. Except for maybe Nathan. That was only because he was angry at James, and his mom wouldn’t let him kick him in the shins. 
 
    Mindi was so excited, she had been trying to talk Luke into trying to get pregnant as soon as they were married. She was starting to wear him down. He wanted children just as much as she did. He just wanted to wait a couple of years before they started having them. He wanted them to have some time to themselves. And he was also worried about her trying to finish college. Carl was starting to suspect it was a lost cause though. It was almost as hard for Luke to tell Mindi no, as it was for Zane to stop ribbing his brothers and sisters. Nearly impossible. 
 
    Carl was lighting the second grill when Mindi came outside to see him. “Hi Daddy.” 
 
    “Hey, Baby Girl. How are you doing today?” 
 
    “I’m great, actually,” Mindi said with that grin of hers. She’d obviously got her way on something else. 
 
    “Oh, really? What has Luke consented to this time?” Carl would feel sorry for the guy, if it wasn’t for the fact that he knew the only thing that made Luke happy, was making Mindi happy. 
 
    “He said we could have as many children as I want. It’s totally up to me,” she said, leaning over to give her dad a kiss on the cheek. “He just wants at least two. He didn’t like being an only child, and he doesn’t want to put a child through that.” 
 
    “Oh, boy. Does he know what he’s letting himself in for? I’m wondering if he knows that’s how your mom and I ended up with sixteen of you,” her dad said with mock pain, as he grabbed his chest. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Mindi said, laughing. “I think so. But it’s a moot point. I don’t want sixteen kids. Three or four will be a full enough house for me.” After a second thought, Mindi added, “Aren’t you the one that is always saying, you can never have too many babies around?” 
 
    “Okay. You’ve caught me. I wanted as many as she was willing to have. But just so you know, she would still be having them if her doctor hadn’t told her he thought we needed to quit.” 
 
    “At the most, we may have six. I’m not sure yet. It’s kind of a we’ll see as we go kind of thing.” 
 
    When he looked at her, he seen that grin cross her face again. “Whatever makes you happy, Baby Girl.” 
 
    “Yeah. I still have to talk him into starting immediately.” 
 
    “Oh, Baby Girl, you are something else,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Mom was wondering if there was anything special you wanted to go with the steaks.” 
 
    “I don’t care. Have her ask Lisa. This is for her. She should get to pick.” 
 
    “Okay.” Mindi turned, and headed back to the house. Luke was coming out the back door by the time she reached the steps. He stopped her long enough to give her a kiss to make her toes curl. 
 
    “Hmmm. I’ll be glad when January gets here.” Luke just chuckled and walked out to where her dad still stood at the grill. 
 
    When Mindi got back in the house, she found Lisa and Zane at the kitchen counter wrapping potatoes to bake. 
 
    “Come on, Lisa. The man is going nuts trying to figure it out. Why is it so important that we don’t tell him? Why is it necessary for him to figure it out on his own?” 
 
    “I need to hear him say the words. And he can’t be prompted. I will not trap him with marriage.” 
 
    “He loves you, Lisa. We all know this. He wants to be trapped by you,” Zane said, raising his voice. 
 
    “There’s the one part of me that knows this, but there’s a more fragile part that has to hear it.” 
 
    “Well, why don’t you try telling him how you feel?” Zane asked, raising an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Don’t do the eyebrow thing at me. His doubts are larger than mine,” Lisa said, her frustration causing her voice to rise. “I’m afraid, if I tell him, it won’t be enough. He has to realize it on his own. Like an epiphany or something. You know how he is. He over thinks everything.” 
 
    “If you tell him how you feel, it might open his eyes.” 
 
    “But what if it doesn’t?” 
 
    “You keep trying,” Zane said, leaning over, and getting in her face.  
 
    “I’m not going to marry him without knowing for certain that he wants to marry me as much as I want to marry him. That’s the end of it Zane. No more.” 
 
    “Lisa...” 
 
    “No. Drop it.” 
 
    “You’re being stubborn,” Zane said, dropping his fist down on the counter, and causing the whole thing to shake. “This could have been settled already. Mindi, tell her.” 
 
    “Sorry, Zane. I just don’t know what the best answer is. I think that’s part of Lisa’s problem, too. She’s kind of feeling around in the dark.” Just then Phillip walked in through the batwing doors, and Zane immediately turned to their oldest brother, believing he would surely get help from him. 
 
    “No, Zane. Lisa’s right. If it were you or I, it would help for us to be told. But James is different. He has spent too much time convincing himself that she would never love him that way. He’ll just tell himself she’s telling him what he wants to hear.” 
 
    “You could be wrong.” 
 
    “Maybe, but ask yourself this. Who has spent the most time with him in the last few years, and would be in the best position to know him the best?” Phillip asked with that rational tone of his. 
 
    Zane had finally got tired of arguing and turned and walked out to the backyard with Luke and Carl. 
 
    Phillip watched Zane walk through the door with a serious look on his handsome face. “Lisa, I don’t think this is the end of this. You might need to keep an eye on him. You know how he can be when he gets it in his head he’s right about something.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. He walked out of here too easy for my peace of mind too,” Lisa said, still staring at the door. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    “Hey Mark, I’m glad you came tonight. I like it when you buy the steaks.” Zane had that mischievous glint in his eye, letting everyone know he was up to his usual. 
 
    Mark told Jamie, since he wasn’t present when Carl had promised to grill steaks for everybody, he would be happy to supply them. He really didn’t want to miss out on a good grilled steak, and it gave him another chance to kiss Jenny. 
 
    “Yeah, everybody needs a good T-bone now and again, but I’ve got to wonder what you’re leading up to,” he said, a cautious look in his dark blue eyes. 
 
    “This has to be the most expensive date you’ve ever had.” Zane couldn’t do innocent, no matter how hard he tried. 
 
    Mark rolled his eyes, and just barely stopped the laugh that wanted to burst out. “Zane, you’re going to have her going for blood” 
 
    Jenny nearly choked, but resisted the temptation to smack Zane in the back of the head. Her dad must have read the look on her face, because he warned Zane, “You’re sitting a little too close to her right now. And she has a steak knife.” 
 
    Ever since Mark had started trying to kiss her silly, the whole family had started talking about her feelings for him much more openly. She still wasn’t completely sure how she felt about that fact. In some ways, it had helped her deal with her fears, and in others, it had made them more pronounced. Zane’s constant ribbing didn’t help. 
 
    Zane seemed determined to get her to commit some kind of violence on his person, because even after his dad’s warning, he tried again. While talking to Mark, Zane turned to look at Jenny. “Have you kissed her yet tonight? You need to make sure you get your money’s worth. That should take at least thirty minutes.” 
 
    Mark just shook his head, and looked over at Zane. “That was really low man. Do you have enough money in the bank to pay for your funeral expenses when she kills you? If not, we might need to start taking up a collection now. Because when she’s had enough of your word play, my money is on her.” 
 
    Jenny couldn’t help it. She ended up laughing so hard, she snorted. That just caused her to laugh harder and snort more. By then everybody else at the table had started laughing too. 
 
    “Oh? He’s funny and I’m not?” Zane said, teasing her. “I wonder if that’s more to do with your feelings for him, then to do with you really thinking he’s funny.” 
 
    “Actually, I just appreciate his aim better,” she said with a twinkle in her eyes. 
 
    Zane decided to give up on Jenny for a while, and turned his attention toward James, and ended up proving Lisa and Phillip right. 
 
    “So, James, have you been thinking about what it is Lisa wants from you?” Zane was trying to sound like he was just making conversation, but Lisa wasn’t fooled. When she looked at Phillip, she could tell he was thinking the same thing. 
 
    “What kind of question is that, Zane? You know darn well I have.” James was sounding frustrated, and he gave Zane a dirty look. “It’s all I’ve been thinking about.” 
 
    “Have you stopped to think, that’s your problem? You’re thinking too hard?” 
 
    So far Zane hadn’t said anything too alarming. She had said nearly the same thing several times. But she knew Zane. Like Mark had said, this was leading up to something. 
 
    “Yeah, Zane. People keep telling me that.” James looked at Zane with a puzzled look. “I’m starting to think my brain is put in backwards.” 
 
    “No. It’s not. Well, maybe. You do tend to think differently than the rest of us. But it’s because your IQ is on average fifteen to twenty points higher than everybody else’s. But that’s not your problem. Maybe, this will help.” 
 
    Zane jumped when Lisa kicked him right in the shin, but he was too determined to be easily deterred. “What is it most women are looking for when they’re aiming to get married? The good ones, anyway.” Zane just looked at his sister with an unrepentant expression. 
 
    There was that expression Carl had noticed several times before. He was thinking about telling her. “What’s going through your head right now, James?” 
 
    Carl was hoping he would just answer without thinking, but his fears had kicked back in already. He just shook his head and mumbled, “Nothing.” 
 
    If he didn’t stop thinking like that, he was going to make himself crazy. The more he thought about the possibility of her wanting him to say he loved her, the closer he came to it slipping out. He’d tell her in a second, if he could be sure that was what she wanted. He just had no way of knowing for sure. When she was in his arms, it felt like there was no way she could need anything else. But the second he let her go, the fears came racing back at him. If he had hair on his head, he’d probably be pulling it out right now. 
 
    Carl was starting to believe the only way he was going to get it, was to be pushed hard enough he went off on a rant like he was known to do when he got stressed. Carl now found himself thankful the situation was definitely stressful. Of all the things to be thankful for. He suspected the two of them would never have made it this far if Lisa hadn’t gotten pregnant. 
 
    “Hey, Zane, Makayla Johnson came by to see me today,” Lisa spoke up, wanting to change the subject. 
 
    “Really? Was Ryan with her? Are they moving back?” he asked before shoving a bite of steak in his mouth. 
 
    “No, Ryan wasn’t with her. He’s still in Texas. He may or may not know where she is already,” Lisa said a little cryptically. 
 
    Zane dropped his chin an inch, raised an eyebrow at her, and asked very slowly, “Why wouldn’t he know where his wife was at?” 
 
    “She left him. She seems to think he was cheating on her.” 
 
    “No way. Not possible,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “I know that. She never told me what her proof was, but she didn’t confront him either. You know Ryan better than I do. You know he’ll be up here as soon as he gets the divorce papers.” 
 
    “Divorce papers?” 
 
    “Yeah, she filed with Sanders when she got to Sapphire Springs yesterday.” 
 
    “Matt will probably call him before he gets the papers, but I’m going to call him as soon as dinner is over.” 
 
    “I thought you might feel that way,” she said with a look proclaiming her work here was done. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    When Lisa noticed she was the only one in the kitchen except for Mark and Jenny, she decided to leave the two to finish up. 
 
    She waited till Jenny had her back to her and the doors to the living room. The second she got her chance, she walked past Mark and squeezed his hand. She never looked up at him, or she would have seen the grin that crossed his face. He knew what she was doing. She was giving him some time alone with Jenny. He would have to thank her later. 
 
    Lisa wandered down the hall to the game room. When she walked into the room, she found James and Zane playing ping pong, and Mindi and Luke watching an old black and white movie that she was vaguely familiar with, but couldn’t think of the title of right then. 
 
    When Luke heard her come in the door, he looked up at her. “Did you leave Mark and Jenny alone in the kitchen?” 
 
    “Yes. I figure he can use a little help from us.” Lisa just grinned. “You know. The kind where we just get out of his way.” 
 
    Luke just chuckled. “You’re so thoughtful.” 
 
    Lisa sat down beside him and snuggled into his side. “Hey, she wants to kiss him. She wants to marry him. She’s just terrified. I don’t think Zane’s ribbing helps though. Do you think if we all held him down and sat on him, we could get him to stop doing it?” 
 
    She heard Zane chuckle. “Yeah right. Go ahead and try. We haven’t had a good family scuffle in a few years. Sounds like fun.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think we need to wait till she gains a few more pounds. She’s still so light, a good stiff wind could blow her away,” Luke said, poking Lisa in the ribs, and causing her to jump. 
 
    “Very funny, Luke,” she said, giving him a dirty look. “I’m not skinny.” 
 
    “No, you’re healthy. You’re just built smaller. You still don’t weigh enough to hold that ornery thing down.” 
 
    “I’d be willing to let her try,” Zane said with a smirk. 
 
    “Sorry to put a damper on your plans, but Lisa won’t be scuffling with anyone.” James sounded so serious, you would have thought they were talking about her joining professional wrestling. 
 
    Luke just laughed. “There’s the over protective daddy coming out.” 
 
    “Just wait till Mindi’s pregnant, and see how you react. You don’t just have one person to worry about and protect. You have two. It’s twice as stressful.” 
 
    Luke decided to leave James alone. “So, are you going to start showing anytime soon?” 
 
    “Give me another month or so, and you should be able to tell by looking at me. I can already tell when I look in the mirror before I put my clothes on.” 
 
    “Tiger, don’t talk about being naked. Please.” Now James sounded like he was in physical pain. 
 
    Lisa looked up at James, where he had walked over and now stood leaning on the back of the couch behind her. “Sorry, Baby.” 
 
    “Oh, you guys are making me sick to my stomach. I’ve got to leave.” Zane just shook his head and walked out the door. 
 
    “Okay, I think it’s time for me to leave too.” Luke stood up and pulled Mindi to her feet, and without a warning, picked her up and threw her over his shoulder. 
 
    “Luke, what are you doing?” Mindi asked, laughing. 
 
    “Going home.” His tone was so serious James gave his back a hard look. 
 
    He stood there watching him walk out the door with Mindi still thrown over his shoulder. He just shook his head and laughed. “Do you think he’ll leave her here?” 
 
    “I don’t know. At any rate, I think he’s ready for the wedding to be over with.” She just grinned, and shook her head. 
 
    “Yeah, I can sympathize.” He stood there looking down at her once again, the frustration obvious in his voice. 
 
    “James, come here and sit down,” she said, patting the couch beside her. 
 
    Once James had sat down, Lisa got up and sat down in his lap. He sucked in a sharp breath, and wrapped his arms around her. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He didn’t give her a chance to answer. He pulled her in close and brought his mouth down to hers. After a little bit, his mouth traveled up her cheek to her ear. “Marry me, please. You’re making me crazy. All I want is to be able to wake up every morning with you in my arms.” 
 
    “James, I will marry you. Just as soon as you...” 
 
    “I know. Trust me, I know.” He laid his forehead against hers, and took a deep breath. “I think I better go. I’m tempted to throw you over my shoulder and carry you off, but I know if I give into that urge, I won’t leave you here. I will definitely take you home with me.” 
 
    A few minutes after James left, Lisa was still sitting in the game room. She hadn’t found the energy to get up and turn everything off and go to bed yet. She was still sitting there in a daze when Mindi walked in with a grin on her face. 
 
    Lisa looked up at her sister and shook her head. “I know that look. What’s Luke consented to now?” 
 
    “It wasn’t an outright consent. It was more of a compromise. He asked me to give him six months before we start working on having a baby. I’m okay with that.” Mindi settled down in the couch beside Lisa and laid her head back. “I have James to thank for it though. What he said about my being pregnant is what done it.” 
 
    “You need to give him a big kiss tomorrow.” 
 
    Mindi just laughed. “I’ll make sure and do that.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 – Wednesday, November 21 
 
      
 
    A bunch of them had been watching an old Cary Grant movie. By the time the movie had come to an end, Zane, James and Lisa were the only ones left in the game room, and Lisa was asleep on James’ chest. 
 
    James looked over at Zane with a thoughtful expression on his face. “Hey, have you heard from Amanda lately?” James’ voice was thick with concern. James knew how protective Zane had always been of Amanda. He remembered Zane nearly putting a guy in the hospital while they were still in high school. The guy had tried taking liberties with her she didn’t want to give him. 
 
    Of course, Jamie had explained why Zane had made himself her self-appointed protector in one simple statement. James was wondering if Zane had figured it out yet. 
 
    The poor man had been absolutely miserable knowing there was a chance she was being hit. His sense of humor had dropped off quite a bit. He would make a joke, or rib someone every once in a while, but nothing like normal. Most of the time he walked around with a scowl on his face. His scowl was starting to be reflect its self in Jamie’s face. She had been doing a lot of hard praying of late. 
 
    “Yeah, she calls me every Friday at five fifteen.” James could hear the frustration in his voice. “She waits till I’m off work. Last Friday she waited a little too long, and I had actually made it all the way out of town before she called.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “There’s not a whole lot I can do. Not until she decides to do something herself.” James watched as Zane’s hand alternated between a fist and relaxed. He got the notion the guy was imagining smashing Austin’s face to bits. 
 
    “Has he hit her lately?” James wasn’t sure he should ask, but he couldn’t seem to stop his mouth from forming the words. 
 
    “Not according to her,” Zane bit out through his teeth. 
 
    James gave him a puzzled look. “Why do you sound like you don’t believe her?” 
 
    He watched as Zane’s jaw clenched before he answered. “There was one conversation I had with her, where she sounded really nervous. Like she thought I could tell she was lying over the phone.” 
 
    “He may have been standing there when she was talking to you,” James shrugged. “That would have made her nervous, and she would have been more likely to lie either way.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought of that,” Zane grimaced. 
 
    “Have you thought about just going and checking on her?” James figured if Zane realized how he truly felt about her, he’d just go after her in a heartbeat, and bring her back. He wouldn’t be anywhere close to as uncertain about what needed to be done as he was. 
 
    “Maybe. But what if I go and I was mistaken, but I cause them to fight.” Zane clenched his fist, fighting to control his temper. “Then he hits her. I’ve never felt so uncertain in all my life.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I do know your gut is normally right.” James thought for a moment staring up at the ceiling. “You know Zane, you’re starting to sound like me. You may be thinking too hard.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe so.” Zane stood, putting an end to the conversation. He looked down at James and Lisa. “Are you going to wake her up?” he asked, nodding his head in her direction. “It’s almost eleven thirty. Everybody else has gone to bed.” 
 
    “Not yet,” he said, unwilling to let go of her. “I hate to wake her while she’s sleeping so good. She’s looked really tired lately.” 
 
    “Is that the only reason you don’t want to wake her?” 
 
    “Obviously, I just want to hold her. Would you do me a small favor?” 
 
    Zane just grinned, and shook his head. “What do you need?” 
 
    “Would you change the movie?” 
 
    “Sure. What do you want me to put in?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Something fast paced, or I’ll probably fall asleep,” he said, proving his point by yawning. 
 
    Zane pulled out the first thing that met the one requirement that James had. “Okay, fast paced police action and bombs on public transportation. Does that work?” 
 
    “Yeah. That sounds great.” 
 
    Zane changed the DVD out, and handed James the remote. “See you later, Man.” He walked out of the game room, still shaking his head. 
 
    James waited till the door closed behind him, then shifted to where his legs were up on the couch and Lisa’s lower body was resting between them. When he shifted her upper body to rest more comfortably against him, she stretched and snuggled into his chest. When she whispered in her sleep, he froze. He was certain she had just said, ‘I love you.’ 
 
    Just because she was snuggled into him, didn’t mean she meant him. She could have been dreaming about the baby. It wouldn’t do for him to get his hopes up. If he let himself think she meant him, he’d be confessing how much he loved her, and needed her. If she didn’t mean him, it could really mess things up. 
 
    He wasn’t going to think about it. If he did, he’d make himself crazy. He picked the remote up and started the movie. He rested his hand on her belly where it had started to round and shifted down in the pillows and blankets piled behind him. Hannah, one of Lisa’s younger sisters, had brought them in earlier when she thought she would be sleeping on the couch. 
 
    Once the movie started, his mind drifted back to Zane and Amanda. He could only imagine how miserable he’d feel if he had to worry about Lisa being in danger of being hit. 
 
    Of course, Zane hadn’t even realized yet why he was so miserable. If Lisa was in danger like that, that would be the one time he would have no problem deciding what to do. Zane would probably have to arrest him by the time he was done. 
 
    Unlike Zane, he wouldn’t pay a whole lot of attention to the law right then. He could see why Zane’s hands were tied, though. Being a cop, he would have to do his best to obey the law he had sworn to up hold. 
 
    A little while later, she started mumbling in her sleep again. He paused the movie, so he could hear her better, and waited. A few seconds later she started talking again. It was a little slurred, but he could tell what she was saying. 
 
    “James, please marry me. I need you.” 
 
    This time, he knew for sure she was talking about him. Well, he couldn’t doubt she wanted to marry him. She was speaking from her subconscious. 
 
    He was wondering, if when he told her about the dream, what she would have to say. He didn’t figure it would change anything. She wasn’t saying she didn’t want to marry him. Just that she wouldn’t until he figured out what exactly it was she wanted from him. 
 
    If only he could be sure she just wanted him to tell her he loved her. It was just that, he loved her so much, that if he told her, and it scared her off, it would destroy him from the inside out. Her and the baby was all he wanted from life. Boy, his life had gotten really complicated ever since that first kiss. 
 
    This time when she started talking, his heart started racing. Her speech was still slurred, but there was no question what she had said. This time when she said it, it was the one thing he had been wanting to hear more than anything in the world. 
 
    “James, I love you. Desperately.” 
 
    He looked down at her, and cupped her cheek in his hand. It was all he could do, not to kiss her awake. He ended up whispering, “I love you, too.” 
 
    Now, he just had to find the courage to tell her while she was awake. That was still going to take some work for him. He had been telling himself for so long, that there was no way she could feel that way for him, for it to be easy for him. He had a lot to work past. 
 
    He knew right now, he was going to have to stop thinking about it, or he’d have himself tied in knots. He clicked the play button on the remote, and went back to watching the movie. Before long, he had drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 – Thursday, November 22 -Thanksgiving Day 
 
      
 
    James felt someone nudge his shoulder and he lifted his hand, trying to swat them away. They were being really persistent, and despite how much he really didn’t want to wake up, his eyes finally opened. 
 
    “Hey, James. Are you awake now?” 
 
    He looked up to find Carl looking down at him. “Oh, crap. I fell asleep,” he said, sounding really irritated at himself. 
 
    “Yeah, you did.” Carl couldn’t help but chuckle. “It’s seven in the morning. Do you want me to try and wake Lisa up? You probably need to get up and stretch. And other things. I’m betting she slept better than you did.” 
 
    “Yeah, I need to get up. Nature calls.” 
 
    “Lisa,” Carl reached over and shook her gently. “Baby Girl, you need to wake up. James needs to get up and use the bathroom.” 
 
    Lisa stirred a little bit, and then snuggled back into James. Just then, James felt a flutter against his hand where it still rested on her belly. It was the first time he had felt the baby move. It had been so light he wasn’t sure he hadn’t imagined it. It still had been enough to make him gasp from the wonder. She must have heard him, her eyes opened for a split second then closed back. She still refused to wake up. 
 
    “Sorry, I think she may be too comfortable. She can be difficult to wake up at times.” 
 
    James shifted her to a sitting position and sat up with her. Once again, her eyes fluttered, but she still refused to wake up. James was wondering if he kissed her, if she’d wake up. That wasn’t something he was sure he’d be comfortable trying with her dad standing there. 
 
    “Okay, James, I’m going to have to leave it to you to wake her up. I’ve got to go help Jamie. We’ve got to get the turkeys in the ovens.” James watched Carl turn and walk from the room. 
 
    He looked at the woman sleeping against him. He ran his hand up her back, and wove his fingers through her hair at the back of her head. He wondered for a few seconds if he shouldn’t do this. It was kind of like attacking while her defenses were down, but he was getting desperate. All he wanted was to be married already. 
 
    I do need to wake her up after all, he thought to himself, as he lowered his mouth to hers. She came awake slowly, her mouth starting to move with his. She started twisting, trying to pull him closer. He pulled back, just to where their lips were a breath apart. “Marry me.” 
 
    She groaned, and pulled his head back down. Her tongue snaked out, and brushed across his bottom lip. A growl rumbled from deep in his chest. He had to fight to keep himself in control. He pulled back once more, and said again, “Marry me.” 
 
    She groaned again, and this time when she yanked his head down to make their mouths meet, she got a little rougher. Like she was telling him to just shut up and kiss her already. He couldn’t fight her anymore. This time the groan came from him as he deepened the kiss. 
 
    “Wow, she’s awake now.” Carl stood with his head stuck in the door. James’ head snapped up, and he groaned, but he couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped when he noticed how pink Lisa’s cheeks had become. 
 
    “Sorry. I was just checking to see if you had gotten her awake. And to see if your parents were coming over to spend Thanksgiving with us.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re coming. They figured it would be more fun to be here, instead of at home waiting on me. They said they would be here around noon.” As an afterthought, James added, “Jamie might ought to call Mom. I know she was planning on bringing some stuff with her to help out.” 
 
    “Okay, that sounds great,” he said with a grin. He liked the idea of James’ parents coming to Thanksgiving dinner with them. He was hoping it would have a positive effect on James. Help him see how much he truly was a part of their family. 
 
    He leaned farther in and looked at his daughter. “Lisa, if you’re feeling up to it, your mom would probably like your help. And if you don’t mind, could you go wake up Mindi?” 
 
    “Sure. I just need to use the restroom first. Then I’ll go wake her up, and I’ll be right back down.” Lisa said, bouncing up off the couch. She felt extremely well rested, and that had been the most pleasant way to wake up ever. She was going to have a really good day. 
 
    Carl just shook his head at her grinning. “Thanks, Baby Girl,” he said, letting the door swing closed behind him. 
 
    Lisa turned to James. “Good morning, Handsome. That was a dirty trick you tried to pull,” she said with a grin. “But it was a really nice way to wake up.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, standing up. “But a guy has to take all the advantages he can.” He raised his hand and brushed his thumb across her cheek. “You know you asked me to marry you in your sleep. You said you needed me.” 
 
    “James, you know I want to marry you. And of course, I need you. That’s never been in question.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. But you asked me to marry you in your sleep. And just so you know, my answer is yes.” 
 
    “James, that doesn’t count, and you know it,” she said, shaking her head at him. 
 
    “Why not?” he asked, grinning at her. “You can only speak from the heart when you’re asleep.” 
 
    “I know that, but it doesn’t change the fact, you’re leaving something out.” 
 
    “I just thought I’d try,” he said, pulling her into his arms. “So, you like being kissed awake?” 
 
    “Yes. I really like being kissed awake,” she said, unable to stop herself from smiling. “That’s definitely the most pleasant way I’ve ever been woke up.” 
 
    “Well, I will definitely have to remember that, now won’t I?” He leaned his head down and kissed her softly on her parted lips. He wanted to tell her he loved her, but he still had enough doubts, he couldn’t get the words past his throat. He stood there looking her in the eyes, and ended up saying instead, “Now, if I could just figure out what you want.” 
 
    “James, stop thinking so hard. I...” She stopped herself just in time. She wanted to tell him so badly, sometimes, she questioned her own decision. Maybe she should tell him how much she loved him. Maybe he would believe her. Most nights she cried herself to sleep, praying for an answer. 
 
    She took a deep breath, and tried again. “It’s really easy, James. You’re one of the smartest people I know. That may be the problem. Like I’ve said before, I think you turn everything into a physics problem in your head.” 
 
    He had heard the slip. He was wondering if she had almost told him she loved him. That made him wonder why she hadn’t told him she loved him. If that was what she wanted, why wouldn’t she tell him first. Maybe she was as nervous as he was. That just gave him more doubts, and questions. 
 
    “I’m sorry it’s taking so long,” he said, his voice heavy with frustration. “I’ll figure it out. I promise.” 
 
    “I know you will,” she said, pushing him back down on the couch, and stepping between his knees. She leaned down and kissed him. By the time she lifted her head, they were both gasping for air. 
 
    She stepped back and took a deep breath. “I’ve got to wake up my sister,” she said, once again stepping between his knees. This time she leaned in and kissed him on the head, not wanting to tempt herself too far. “Are you going to shave your head today? It’s kind of stubbly.” 
 
    “I’d like to, but I’d have to go home for a shower. I really, probably ought to.” 
 
    “You probably have clean clothes here. You guys always do. Ask mom. I’m sure she’d let you take a shower here, and Dad would lend you a razor. Or two,” she said as she rubbed her hand over his chin. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later James walked into the kitchen. When Jamie heard the doors swing closed, she turned and looked at him. “You look pretty rough,” she said, eyeing him with concern. “Did you not sleep well?” 
 
    He rubbed one big hand across his face, then looked her in the eyes. “I slept on the couch in your game room. Lisa was asleep in my arms, and I was reluctant to wake her up. I ended up falling asleep myself.” He paused for a second, wondering what she was thinking. “I’m sorry. That was not my intentions.” 
 
    “It’s okay James,” she said with a grin, patting him on the shoulder. “You’re alright. You’ve fallen asleep like that before, and that explains why you haven’t shaved yet.” 
 
    “You’re the second one to mention my needing to shave. Do I look funny with hair or something?” he asked, trying hard not to laugh. 
 
    “We’re just not use to it. You always shave,” Jamie said with an answering grin. 
 
    “Speaking of that, do I have any clean clothes here. Lisa said I might. I’d really like to take a shower without going home, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Yes. Over the dryer in the laundry room. You can use mine and Carl’s bathroom,” Jamie said, turning back to the chore of getting breakfast cooked and Thanksgiving dinner started. “You can borrow a couple of Carl’s razors. There in the cabinet with the towels.” 
 
    “Thanks.” James turned and headed toward the laundry room. By the time he reentered the kitchen, Lisa had made it back down. “You look a lot more awake than I feel, Tiger.” 
 
    “I slept really well, thank you very much,” she said giving him a big grin. “That’s the best I’ve slept in a long time.” 
 
    He just grinned at her. “You’re welcome. Now I’m going to go take a shower.” 
 
    “Yeah, that should help you wake up a little bit.” She couldn’t seem to wipe the big cheesy grin off her face. 
 
    He leaned down and stole a kiss before he turned to leave. She couldn’t help herself. She was feeling really spunky this morning. When he turned his back on her, she smacked him right on the butt. 
 
    His head popped up, and he turned back to look at her. His eyes were huge. That was definitely new, but lately their whole relationship had been new. He just grinned at her and shook his head as he walked out of the room. 
 
    About ten to fifteen minutes after James had left the room, Lisa found his clean underwear lying on the floor. “Hey Mom, I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    She wasn’t thinking when she walked into the bathroom. Now she realized she should have hollered through the door. He was already out of the shower, and was drying his head. He still had the towel over his face when he asked, “Tiger, why are you in here?” 
 
    She just stood leaning against the door. She knew she should feel embarrassed, but she couldn’t seem to find it in herself to do it.  She enjoyed looking at him too much. “How did you know it was me?” 
 
    “I can feel you staring at me. So, let’s just say, it bettered have been you. Now, why are you in here?” 
 
    “You dropped your clean underwear. I was just intending to bring them in here. I didn’t realize you could shave so fast. I really wasn’t trying to get a show, but if you want to give me one, I’d hate to be rude,” she said, her voice husky with desire. 
 
    He had moved on to drying his back, and didn’t seem all that concerned with how much of him she could see. “Years of practice, Tiger. Now, put them on the counter, and go back to the kitchen.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I promise, I’ll just watch. I won’t touch.” The tone in her voice implied she’d be willing to do a lot more, if he wanted her to.  
 
    “Yeah, but I will.” He was nearly growling, “Now get out of here.” 
 
    “You’re no fun,” she said, pretending to pout. 
 
    “I can be lots of fun, but it has to wait till we’re married. So, unless you’re ready to reconsider, out.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    When James’ parents showed up, his mom had brought enough salad and homemade rolls for about fifty people. She had also brought a couple of cheesecakes to go with the pumpkin pies Jamie had made. 
 
    After James had carried it all in, and sat it down on the counter, she walked over and hugged him around the middle. She wasn’t a very tall woman, and barely came to his shoulder. 
 
    This was the first time she had been in the Townsend’s house in a long while, and when her eyes fell on the table, she stood there speechless for a few seconds. The table was about twelve feet long and about six feet wide, built of solid oak. “That is one huge table. Where did they get it?” 
 
    James wrapped his arms around his mom, and squeezed her tight for a second, and chuckled. “Carl had it built several years ago. They used to have three average size kitchen tables. But Jamie wanted them all to be able to sit at the same table, so Carl had it built for an anniversary present one year.” 
 
    “That’s sweet. I wish we could have given you brothers and sisters. I’m truly grateful you had this huge, wonderful family to grow up with. It makes me feel like you were less deprived.” She looked like she was about to cry. 
 
    “Mom, I never felt deprived,” he said, leaning down, and kissing her on the head. 
 
    “So, with you and Lisa having a baby on the way, have they thought about what they’re going to do when they start getting more grandchildren. Luke and Mindi will probably start having children in a couple of years.” 
 
    “Well, I doubt Luke and Mindi wait that long. She wants to start immediately, and Luke tends to have trouble telling her no. And I know Carl and Jamie. They’ll think of something. They won’t give up their Thursday evening, family meals.” 
 
    Lisa had overheard that part about Luke and Mindi, and laid her hand on James’ arm. “You could say he caved last month. I take it Mindi forgot to give you a big kiss. Something you said is what done it.” 
 
    “They’re going to start immediately?” 
 
    “Well, it was actually a compromise. He asked her to give him six months. She said she was happy with that.” 
 
    Upon hearing that, Mindi walked over and pulled his head down, and kissed him on the cheek. “Yeah. I owe you a big thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” James shook his head. “Girl, you’re a mess.” 
 
    “Yeah, I love you too, you big teddy bear.” 
 
    “Hey, this one’s mine. That one’s yours,” Luke said with a grin, wrapping his arms around Mindi. 
 
    James looked down at Lisa, and stopped breathing. He really wanted to tell her. But he wasn’t sure he was ready yet. The look in her eyes made him think she knew what he was thinking. That made him wonder again, why she wouldn’t tell him first if that was what she wanted. There he went again, over thinking it. He shook his head, and asked, “Is it about time to eat?” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    When they finally sat down and started eating, James’ parents seemed a little dazed by the chaos. It took them a few minutes to join in with the chatter around the table. After a while, Mr. Sullivan looked up at James. “Is it always like this?” he asked, trying to hold in a laugh. He still seemed a little dazed. 
 
    “Yes. Sometimes it’s even louder. Wait till Zane gets going.” James smirked, looking up the table at the man in question. “And he will get going.” 
 
    Seemingly on cue, Zane looked back down the table at him. “So, James, did you make it home last night?” he asked, doing his best to look innocent. James would bet, Zane had guessed last night he wouldn’t make it home. 
 
    “No, Zane, I didn’t,” James said, doing his best to hold back a chuckle. He was used to Zane’s brand of teasing, and knew the best way to deal with it was just to ride the storm out. 
 
    “Yeah, you and Lisa looked really cozy. I figured you’d fall asleep.” 
 
    “Drop it, Zane,” Lisa said, tossing a piece of bread at him. She had flushed pink, but there was humor in her voice. 
 
    “Hey! No food fighting. You’ll have James’ parents convinced your dad and I have raised a pack of wild animals. They’ll be worried about their grandchild.” 
 
    “Food fighting? Do you really have food fights?” Mrs. Sullivan had an almost gleeful look on her face. Lisa could tell by that look, she really liked the idea of a food fight. She decided right then, before the meal was over, she’d make sure to start one for her. That was, if someone else hadn’t started one first. 
 
    Carl looked up at her. “It’s been known to happen.” 
 
    “Been known to happen?” Luke asked with a smirk. “The average is two or three a year, and if I’m remembering correctly, there’s only been one this year.” 
 
    “So,” Jenny said, with a mischievous look in her eye, “what you’re saying, is we’re due for one?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Luke said, and just grinned back at her. 
 
    “Not yet,” Michael, another one of the younger brothers, cried, “I’m not done eating yet.” 
 
    Alex, who was always more interested in eating his food than throwing it, looked over at his younger brother, and said “It might be time to move if you want to keep eating. I’m going over to the bar.” The two pushed back from the table, and made it to the safety of the kitchen area seconds before the food started flying. 
 
    With mashed potatoes being everybody’s favorite food to throw, it was the first thing to go flying across the table. At one point, potatoes went flying toward the bar where Alex and Michael were standing. Alex managed to duck just in time to miss being hit in the face. Un-phased, he just went back to eating like nothing had happened. 
 
    He was well accustomed to the chaos of being a member of the Townsend family. Being fifteen, he had already been through several of their food fights. He had gotten quite good at dodging flying food early. He had developed the opinion, at a young age, that food was to eat, not throw. 
 
    His mom figured his feelings on the matter were due to the fact that he never could seem to get full. He ate more than any of his older brothers ever did. She was sure he was well on his way to being the biggest of all the Townsend men. She wouldn’t be surprised if he ended up as big as Mark. 
 
    By the time Jamie called an end to it, there was mashed potatoes on the windows and floor, along with green beans, stuffing and pieces of roll. The kitchen looked like some kind of strange war zone. 
 
    Mrs. Sullivan looked like she had just had the time of her life. “You guys are crazy,” she said, trying to pull mashed potatoes out of her hair. “This is wonderful. Is everything this much fun around here?” she asked with a laugh. 
 
    Jamie just grinned at the other woman. “With sixteen kids, it was bound to happen. At times, I feel like I have no control.” She paused for a moment, then with a very dry tone, added, “And then, there are the times, I know I have no control. Zane’s been in control of everything for several years now. I think it started when he was about twelve. I’m not entirely sure how that happened.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    Later that day, Mark and Abby showed up to visit for a little while, along with Jake, who came in not too long after them. Mark had managed to talk Jenny into playing ping pong with him. But she said only if he could get two more people to play with them. He knew she was trying to avoid being caught in the room with him by herself for very long. He was okay with that. He was just happy she was willing to spend some time with him doing something other than work. 
 
    The first person he thought to ask was his sister. She immediately said yes, because she knew how much Mark wanted time with Jenny. She figured if that was what it was going to take, she was willing to help. The second Abby agreed to play, Alex jumped up. “I’ll be the fourth.” 
 
    That just made Mark grin. He knew for a fact Abby had a crush on Alex. Now he was wondering if he had one on her. 
 
    They had decided to play girls against boys. They had been playing for a while, and were now on their third game, when Abby looked up and asked, “Where did everybody else go?” 
 
    “Who knows.” After a second thought, Alex added, “Hey. I wonder if they’re going to play football. Dad said something about it earlier. Abby, you want to go with me to find out?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” she said blushing, unable to fight a grin just the same. 
 
    Jenny stood and watched as the two of them walked out the door together. “Well, there goes our chaperons.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Mark said, his voice coming from right beside her. 
 
    She realized her mistake too late. He had already walked to her end of the table. She didn’t even bother to try and run. She really didn’t want to anyway. She just let him wrap his arms around her and bring their mouths together. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    Alex had been right. They were dividing up into teams when they got outside. Alex and Abby ended up on opposite sides. By the time they were actually getting ready to start playing Jenny and Mark had made it outside to join in and ended up on opposite sides too. 
 
    They had been playing for about thirty minutes. Everybody was having a good time. Everybody was laughing and teasing. James couldn’t seem to stop himself from pestering Jenny, and Mark had to fight laughing every time. A couple of times Zane even took a shot at Alex and Abby. That was until he realized Abby got really embarrassed every time he said something. Zane was ornery, but he wasn’t mean. He was actually tender hearted and ended up letting off after only two or three cracks at them. Besides that, every time Abby got embarrassed, Alex looked like he was about ready to try his hand at beating the crap out of him. 
 
    The game was really close, with Jenny and Alex’s side just one touchdown up. Alex had the ball, and was headed for the goal line when Abby tried to intercept him to grab his flag. She ended up running into him. They went done in a tangle of legs. Alex tried to flip them in the air, so he would land on the bottom, but he had too much momentum, and they kept rolling and ended up rolling into James’ legs. When James fell he took down Jenny and Mindi. Somehow, in the middle of all the tangle of arms and legs, Mindi managed to nail James right in the face with her work boot. Hard. 
 
    When James stood up, he had a bloody nose and a gash over his right eye. 
 
    When Jake looked up, and seen the blood running down James’ face, he took off in a run toward him.  It had only taken him a couple of seconds to reach him. 
 
    Jake Longworth was one of their friends from school who had recently moved back down from Springfield, and was working as a nurse in the ER. He had just recently started openly dating Teresa, another one of the Townsend girls. She was eight years younger than him, and he had been determined to wait till she was eighteen, but he’d given in not too long after her seventeenth birthday. He was a lot like Luke. He had trouble telling Teresa no. 
 
    Once he looked in James’ eyes he looked at the cut. “Man, you’re going to have to have stitches in that. I don’t think your nose is broken though.” 
 
    “It’ll stop bleeding. I’ll be fine,” James said, trying to wave him off. 
 
    “It’s gaping too much. You have to have stitches,” Jake said on a sigh. “Somebody go get Lisa.” 
 
    “Why are you sending for Lisa?” James just looked put out. He already knew why Jake wanted Lisa. She was the only one who could argue him into submission, and Jake knew it. 
 
    “You may not listen to me, but she will,” Jake said, giving him a smug look. James just snarled and yanked his t-shirt off over his head and held it to his eye. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. That’s brilliant,” Mindi said with a dry tone, trying to swallow the guilt of kicking him, even thought it had been an accident. “Now you’re going to freeze to death.” 
 
    James just gave her an amused look. “It’s not that cold out here.” 
 
    Sure enough, when Lisa got outside, she just glared at him until he shut up and got in the car. 
 
    By the time they got back from the ER, his face was swollen, and he looked pretty rough. 
 
    “You look like you went one to many rounds with a prize fighter. And it looks like the prize fighter won,” Zane said with a chuckle. 
 
    “No. He just went one round with a size ten work boot and the work boot won. I’m so sorry,” Mindi said, following him across the room, where he went to sit down. “Do you want me to get you some ice.” 
 
    “Mindi, it’s not your fault. It was an accident. I’ll be fine. As long as Lisa still wants to look at me. I may not be as pretty as I was,” he said, giving her a big grin. 
 
    Lisa walked over and sat down on his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck. “You’re still just as beautiful to me as you ever were. You always will be.” 
 
    She heard Zane groan and mumble, “She still needs to get her eyes checked. People in love are so sappy.” She ended up holding her breath, waiting to see if James was going to acknowledge what Zane had said. He didn’t. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 – Saturday, December 8 
 
      
 
    Lisa looked down at the bouquet in her hand, wishing she were making her own wedding flowers right now. It wasn’t that she resented Mindi was getting married before her. She loved her sister, and she knew how much she and Luke loved each other. She just wished she could feel as certain that James loved her as Mindi was that Luke loved her. 
 
    Mindi looked up at her sister in time to see the look of pain wash across her face. “Sis, are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, trying to give her sister a smile. 
 
    Mindi shook her head. She hadn’t missed the single tear that had slid down Lisa’s cheek. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Lisa? And don’t tell me nothing.” 
 
    “I don’t know how much more I can take. All I want is to be married to the man. I love him so much.” Lisa had started to cry for real now. The tears were streaming down her face, and she looked absolutely miserable. “Why can’t he get it? Maybe I should just give in, and pray for the best.” 
 
    Mindi sat there, torn between the advice she knew she needed to give her, and the advice she wanted to give her. She hated seeing her sister so miserable, and she knew how James truly felt about her. 
 
    Luke had told her things James had confided in him after making her promise not to say anything to Lisa, no matter how desperate the situation got. He had promised, if it got bad enough, he would tell Lisa himself. At least that way the only person James had to be mad at was him. He figured, if he was going to betray his trust, he didn’t need to take anyone else down with him. 
 
    Of course, Mindi was so sure, when it was all said and done, James would be so happy with the end results, he wouldn’t feel betrayed at all. He would have what he wanted, and this crazy situation would be over. 
 
    Even with all that she knew, she knew deep down, Lisa was going to have to do this her way. “Sis, you’ve come this far. Don’t cave now. He’ll get it. I know he will.” 
 
    “What if he doesn’t love me? What if he only wants to marry me for the baby? You know it’s a possibility. You know how he feels about children.” 
 
    “Lisa, it’s not the baby. I mean, yes, he wants the baby. We all know he loves children. But he wants you too. He wants to be married to you. He wants to spend the rest of his life with you. You wouldn’t be pregnant with his baby if he didn’t.” 
 
    “You have no way of knowing that,” Lisa said, desperately wanting to believe her sister. 
 
    “Yes, Lisa, I do.” Mindi looked at her sister, trying to figure out how to give her enough to give her hope, without betraying Luke’s trust. “I know something that I cannot tell you. I promised I’d keep it to myself, but you’ve got to believe me, when you find out, you’ll understand why I’m saying this. He loves you. He always has.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    Lisa and Mindi had finished working on the flowers for Mindi and Luke’s wedding. Once they had cleared everything off the table and put it all away, they had started helping Jamie get dinner together. 
 
    Jamie had sent Mindi to the store for some missing ingredients, and was now in the pantry gathering up everything else. Lisa went ahead and started setting the table. They would just have to wait till Mindi got back to start cooking. 
 
    That was why she was now standing on the step ladder her mom kept in the kitchen for reaching the top shelves. She had her back to the door and didn’t see when James walked in through the swinging doors. 
 
    Not wanting to startle her and cause her to fall, he didn’t say anything. He just walked over and picked her up, cradling her in his arms. 
 
    When she looked up at him, she knew instantly she was about to get a lecture. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Getting the plates down for dinner. Why?” 
 
    “You have no business standing on that step ladder. You know your balance is off right now. The baby’s gotten big faster than was expected. What were you thinking?” 
 
    Just then her mom walked out of the pantry. Lisa could tell she was having a hard time fighting not to laugh. “Hi, James.” 
 
    She walked over and sat the stuff she had in her hands down on the counter, turning her back to them. “I told you, you needed to have one of your brothers do that. You knew you were going to be in trouble if he caught you,” she said, knowing Lisa was going to be in even more trouble. “You know he worries a lot, and how overprotective he can be.” 
 
    “So, your mom had already told you, you didn’t need to be on that thing, and you still got up there?” 
 
    She just gave him a sheepish look, unable to say anything in her defense. 
 
    “I know you’re not used to being unable to do everything for yourself, but while you’re pregnant, please stay off that thing. If something happened to you or the baby, it would kill me. I don’t want either one of you to get hurt.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, giving her a kiss to warm her insides before sitting her down. 
 
    She just smiled up at him. And just like that, he managed to make her forget all her doubts and worries about whether or not he really loved her. At least for a little while. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 – Tuesday, December 25 – Christmas Day 
 
      
 
    It was only seven in the morning, but Christmas at the Townsend’s started early. The entire family was already there and up. All the older Townsend children had started showing up around six. Jamie, Mindi and Lisa were already in the kitchen cooking breakfast, and Lisa was cracking eggs into a bowl when James walked in. 
 
    “Hey, ladies, is there anything I can do to help?” he asked as he walked over to Lisa, and placed a kiss on top of her head. 
 
    Jamie gave him a big smile and asked, “Can you set the table?” 
 
    “Sure thing. Are we using the Christmas dishes this morning?” he asked as he turned toward the china cabinet on the other side of the kitchen. He cleared the kitchen door just in time to avoid being ran over by a bunch of the smaller Townsend children. 
 
    “Mom, can we open presents now? Dad said we had to ask you,” Nathan said, almost pleading. 
 
    “That’s because he’s passing the buck. He knows the answer is no. Not until after we’ve eaten and read the Christmas story.” Jamie turned to look at her young son. “And you know better than to even ask.” 
 
    “Mom, come on, please. We want to open them now.” Nathan was starting to whine, and Jamie just gave him a stern look. 
 
    Zoe tugged on her brother’s shirt. “Bubby, don’t whine. You know how Mommy hates that.” 
 
    James couldn’t help but laugh. “Smart kid. She learns fast.” 
 
    When Nathan heard James’ voice, he turned and glared at him. “Why haven’t you married Lisa yet?” 
 
    “She won’t marry me,” James said, looking over at Lisa with a grin. “Why don’t you try to talk her into it? Maybe she’ll listen to you.” 
 
    “Well, if you would just...” 
 
    “Nathan, that’s enough. That’s between the two of them. Keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    “Mom, they need to get married,” the little boy said, looking and sounding way beyond his years. “Why can’t I tell him?” 
 
    “Lisa doesn’t want him told. And it’s her decision,” she answered in a stern tone. “Now, no more. Out.” 
 
    Jamie started ushering the smaller children back out of the kitchen. “Go play, unless you want to help cook.” With the threat of having to help fix breakfast on Christmas morning ringing in their ears, the five younger Townsend children turned and ran back through the batwing doors. 
 
    Lisa had been quiet during the whole exchange between James and Nathan. She was glad her mom had jumped in and stopped him from finishing his thought. She had been certain he was about to tell James what he needed to do to get her to say yes. It sounded like some of her younger brothers and sisters had been eavesdropping on some of the adult conversations. In the future, they would need to be more careful when talking about things the smaller kids weren’t supposed to hear. 
 
    Lisa had her back to the room, standing at the stove stirring the scrambled eggs. When she felt his arms come up around her waist and his hands spread across her rounded belly, it made her wonder if he was thinking about it again. His hands were shaking, and when he spoke, he sounded like he was nervous. “So, even your little brother knows. Is there anyone who doesn’t, except me?” 
 
    “He wasn’t supposed to know,” she said, laying her free hand over his. “My guess is, he’s been eavesdropping.” 
 
    “Well, actually, no he hasn’t.” Jamie looked like she was bracing for a battle. 
 
    Lisa turned and looked at her mom, causing James to drop his arms and step back. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, it was for James’ sake. That was only a small taste of what it would have been like if we hadn’t told him.” She laughed, “He’s very protective of you girls. He misunderstood something I said to Mindi one day, and I thought he was going to go after Luke. It was after one of Mindi’s encounters with Tracy. I had told her she didn’t need to be using sex to distract Luke. Nathan thought they’d had sex and he started getting up in the air. So, you can imagine how he reacted when we told them all you were having a baby.” 
 
    “But why did you have to tell him what James needs to do?” Lisa just felt even more puzzled, so she turned back to the stove to stir the eggs. 
 
    “When we told him, you were having a baby, he asked who’s it was. So, we told him it was James’. He asked Zane to take him to see him. He said he was going to kick him in the shins until he agreed to marry you. This was after nearly shouting the roof off the house. I think your little brother telling him were babies come from has caused some serious views on sex and marriage. And he doesn’t even know the mechanics of it. Just that, that’s how babies are made. I don’t think I’ll ever have to worry about him when he starts dating.” 
 
    Lisa turned back to her mom and looked at her like she had lost her mind. “I still don’t understand.” She turned back to finish the eggs. 
 
    “Okay. Obviously, he couldn’t really hurt James, but he could drive him crazy. So, we had to explain why you weren’t getting married yet. That you were waiting for something. We figured James has enough stress trying to figure you out without Nathan kicking him in the shins all the time.” 
 
    “He’s starting to sound like a smaller version of Phillip and Zane. He may be worse.” Lisa was really having a hard time not laughing. “Can you imagine what he’s going to be like when Zoe and Emily start dating if he doesn’t change his point of view? He’s not going to be kicking guys in the shins for long. He’s already pretty big.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess we’ll see who he ends up being more like. Phillip or Zane,” Jamie said with a grimace. “Now that you’ve got me thinking about it, I’m feeling kind of sorry of Zoe and Emily. And any guys they ever try to date.” 
 
    Just then the timer for the biscuits went off, and the subject was dropped. James got the biscuits out of the oven for Lisa, and Mindi finished the gravy. Everything was moved to the table, and Jamie hollered for the rest of the family to come eat. 
 
    Once everyone was seated, Lisa looked over at Phillip. “Apparently you may have a clone in the making.” 
 
    “Nathan. Yes, I’m quite proud of him,” Phillip said, grinning at her. 
 
    “You would be,” she said, giving him a grimace. 
 
    “Well, he could end up more like Zane.” Now Phillip was the one with a grimace. “Of course, I think his personality may be more on the serious side.” 
 
    “Let’s hope he’s not more like Zane. I don’t think the world is big enough for another Zane,” Jenny said, biting her bottom lip. 
 
    “Look who’s talking,” Zane said, tossing part of a biscuit across the table at her. 
 
    “Have you taught him the finer points of keeping his younger siblings out of trouble yet?” Lisa asked, turning the conversation back to Phillip. 
 
    “He’s learning. So, what brought this conversation on? Is he giving James trouble?” When Phillip looked over at James, he actually looked sympathetic. 
 
    “Not much. I’m guessing it was Mom and Dad who told him why we haven’t gotten married yet.” 
 
    “Now see, that just took all the fun out of it,” Phillip said, pretending disappointment. 
 
    “Ha, ha,” Lisa said, tossing a piece of biscuit at him. 
 
    “I still don’t see why I can’t tell him what he needs to do. He needs to marry her.” Nathan looked like a bull dog, and it made Lisa think again about Zoe and Emily’s future dating life. 
 
    “Nathan, this is between Lisa and James. She doesn’t want anyone to tell him. It has to come from him, and him only. Now, drop it. I don’t want to hear another word about it from you.” Jamie gave him her sternest look, knowing, if he kept going, he would reveal too much. 
 
    Carl almost said something. That look had crossed James’ face again. God help him, he just needed to stop thinking so much. It always looked like it was right on the tip of his tongue, and before he could get it out, the fear would take over. 
 
    Phillip noticed James was feeling stressed, and decided a change in subject was in order. He looked over at Mindi and grinned. “So, Sis, how’s the wedding jitters? Has Luke come to his senses yet?” 
 
    This time Luke threw a piece of biscuit across the table, hitting him square in the chest. “Okay, that’s enough. No starting a food fight, or you’ll be in here cleaning the kitchen up by yourself.” Jamie just glared at him for a couple of seconds, then winked. “The rest of us will be in there, opening presents.” 
 
    “I don’t need any presents,” he said looking at Mindi. “I already have everything I want.” 
 
    There was a collective groan around the table, and several pieces of biscuit came flying from as many different directions, pelting him in the head and chest. 
 
    “Please, I’m trying to eat. Don’t ruin my appetite,” Zane said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    Luke’s eyes never left Mindi. “Just wait. Your time’s coming. And possibly sooner than you realize.” 
 
    Luke had come to the realization, this time by the time Zane had lined Amanda’s problems out, they’d be getting married. Zane was so close to the edge this time he wouldn’t be able to pull himself back. She had never been in quite this much danger before. Zane was going crazy. 
 
    All the adults at the table laughed except for Zane. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Luke just shook his head and grinned. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    A little while later, after they were done cleaning up, everybody had moved to the game room where the tree was. Jamie had finished reading the Christmas Story and Carl was passing out the gifts with Zoe and Emily as his little helpers. Everybody was opening their presents and showing off what they had got. 
 
    Hunter had got a new football and had started tossing it up in the air in front of him. Michael made a grab for it, and went head over tea kettle over the back of the couch, almost landing on Zoe. Zoe jumped up, and grabbed the ball and threw it across the room, where it landed in Gabe’s lap. 
 
    Unfortunately for Gabe, when he tried to throw the ball back toward Hunter, it hit Lisa, who had stood up to cross the room, square in the chest. Her balance wasn’t the best because she was getting big, fast. She just wasn’t used to her current shape and size. 
 
    Thankfully, when she got off balance, James managed to catch her before she fell. “You okay, Tiger?” 
 
    “I’m not feeling much like a tiger right now,” she said, sounding a little shaky. “I feel more like a newborn kitten.” 
 
    “Okay, Michael, Zoe and Gabe, you know you’re not supposed to throw balls in the house,” Jamie said, standing up. “Take all of your new stuff upstairs and put it away. There will be no playing with it for the rest of the day.” 
 
    “That’s not fair. Hunter was tossing it up in the air,” Michael immediately started whining. 
 
    “Hunter was tossing it in the air right in front of him. He didn’t ask you to make a grab for it,” Jamie said, all of the sudden wearing a really stern look. 
 
    “But I didn’t throw it.” 
 
    “You’re the one that started the whole thing. Keep arguing with your mother, and we’ll take your stuff for the rest of the week. And it’ll all be locked in our closet.” Now Carl was wearing a stern look. “You’re lucky James managed to catch Lisa before she fell. Your mom’s going easy on you because it’s Christmas. Now, just do as you’re told.” 
 
    Zoe and Gabe, knowing better than to even try and argue, had already picked up their stuff and were headed out the door. Michael stood there for a few seconds with his bottom lip stuck out. Finally, accepting defeat, he picked up his new stuff and ran from the room. 
 
    Once the door closed behind him, and the room quieted down, Jenny realized Lisa and James were still standing in the middle of the room under the ceiling fan, where the mistletoe had been hung. “Hey, you two have to kiss. The mistletoe is on the ceiling fan this year. It’s tradition, you know,” she said, trying not to laugh. 
 
    Lisa looked up at the offending Christmas decoration and groaned. She wasn’t one for really blatant public displays of affection, and she knew her sister wasn’t going to be happy with a little peck on the lips. 
 
    That didn’t stop James from trying though. Knowing how easily Lisa was embarrassed by such things, he leaned down and gave her a quick peck on the mouth. Jenny, of course, wasn’t happy. “Oh, please. You two can do better than that. It’s obvious,” Jenny said, gesturing toward Lisa’s belly. 
 
    Lisa turned back toward James, not sure what to do. She just looked up at him and waited. He obviously had decided to play along. Either that, or he was just really wanting to kiss her. 
 
    Whatever the reason, he pulled her gently up in his arms, and this time when their lips touched, they forgot where they were and that they had an audience that included his parents. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how long they had let them go before they all started whooping and hollering. After a few seconds more, he finally let her go and stepped back. Her face was flushed. He wasn’t sure if it was the kiss or the embarrassment. Either way, she buried her face in his chest and groaned. He chuckled softly and wrapped his arms around her and hugged her close. 
 
    “How is it again that he doesn’t know what it is she wants from him?” Hannah asked, looking around the room at everybody else. 
 
    Jenny elbowed her in the side. “Hush.” 
 
    When Lisa started to turn and walk away, James stopped her, and pulled her back to him. “Hang on. I have something else for you.” 
 
    “James, I don’t need anything else. You know what Christmas is about for me.” 
 
    “Lisa, this is important. Please, just let me do this.” When she noticed he sounded nervous, she stopped trying to walk away from him, and stood watching him, waiting to see what he was up to. 
 
    When she noticed what he was pulling out of his pocket, her eyes nearly bugged out of her head, and she started struggling to breath. If he pulled some crazy proposal, she wasn’t sure she could stick to her decided course. 
 
    When he finally started speaking, she managed to drag a breath of air into her starving lungs. “I know an official proposal wouldn’t be enough to get you to go ahead and say yes, but I want you to take this. Accept it as a promise that I will figure this out, and we will get married. Soon.” He took a deep breath. “When I get it right, all you need to do is put this on. Okay?” When he looked her in the eyes, she could tell he was afraid she was going to say no. 
 
    She reached up behind her neck and took her necklace off. It was the necklace he had given her two Christmas’s ago. It was a simple gold chain and she never took it off. When she put the ring on the necklace and then put it back on, she heard him breathe a sigh of relief. “I’ll keep it around my neck. I’ll never take it off. When you figure out what it is you’re missing, I’ll give it back, because I want that official proposal.” 
 
    A huge grin spread across his face, and he reached down and picked her up, hugging her to his chest. And since they were still standing under the mistletoe, but more because he just wanted to, he gave her another big kiss. This time everyone started clapping immediately. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    A little while later, everybody else was either in the game room, or outside, and Lisa found herself alone with Mrs. Sullivan for a few minutes. Her mom had run off to the pantry. She had already started preparations for lunch. 
 
    “Sweetheart, can I talk to you for a few minutes?” 
 
    Lisa looked over at the woman from where she stood at the counter, feeling a little nervous. She hadn’t actually sat down and talked to her since she and James had told her and James’ dad she was pregnant. At the time, they were both in such a state of shock, they had neither one said a whole lot, and she had no way of knowing what this was going to be about. Beyond her and James anyway. 
 
    Deciding the best way to deal with it was head on, she pushed away from the counter and walked over to the table. She pulled out a chair and sat down facing the older woman. “Yes, Momma Sullivan. What would you like to talk about?” 
 
    “Well, you and James, of course,” Mrs. Sullivan answered with a matter-of-fact tone. “As if you didn’t know.” 
 
    “Okay.” Lisa took a deep breath, “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “What’s he missing?” 
 
    Lisa shook her head. She had known that was what she was going to ask. “I can’t tell you that. I’m afraid if I do, you’ll be way to tempted to tell him. And it’s extremely important that he gets it himself.” 
 
    “Why Lisa? He would give you anything in the world, as long as it was within his power. I know he would.” 
 
    “The one thing I’m waiting for doesn’t require money or special skills, and it can only come from him.” With that kind of clue, she was surprised when Mrs. Sullivan didn’t get it either. 
 
    Mrs. Sullivan shook her head, wearing a truly confused look. “Well, I’m really puzzled, and I’m going to have to trust you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Well, you may be over thinking it, too. Just like he is.” 
 
    “He said you keep telling him that.” 
 
    “I think what I want may be too obvious for him. Too simple. He’s making it harder than it is. I know there’s been a couple of times, he’s almost...” She paused for a minute, and decided to go on. “Said it.” 
 
    “Well, I guess all I can do is pray for you two,” she said, patting Lisa on the hand. She had caught on to Lisa’s hint, but had decided to let it go for now. If she was right in her estimation, James really did need to get it himself. “I’ll try my best not to meddle. It’ll be difficult though. He is my only child, and I love him. Very, very much.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I do understand. Try to trust me when I say, what I’m doing is as much for him as it is for me. And I love him very, very much, too.” 
 
    “Okay, Dear. I’ll let it go for now.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 – Saturday, December 29 
 
      
 
    The snow they had all been hoping for Christmas day had finally fallen late Friday night, and on into the early hours Saturday morning. When they all woke up, they discovered a blanket of white outside, six inches deep on the ground. Some of the drifts were even around ten inches. 
 
    James, Luke and Mark had all gotten there early, and it was just now seven thirty in the morning. When Jenny pulled up in the driveway, she seriously thought about turning around and going back home. 
 
    Jenny had known he would show up. It was almost a family tradition. The first really good snowfall of the season, they would get out all the four wheelers and play in the snow. The smaller kids even got their turn with one of the adults. Mark, along with James and Luke, was always part of the fun. Jake would be there within an hour.              She had known when she got out of bed and saw all the snow, he would be here. He wouldn’t want to miss all the fun. And he would be sure to find a way to get her alone long enough to kiss her till she was crazy. She knew she was getting really close to begging him like he had said. She didn’t think she could take much more. 
 
    She took a deep breath and crawled out of the car. She had been looking forward to this. She wasn’t going to let him run her off. Besides, she really did enjoy kissing him. 
 
    That was the problem. She enjoyed it a little too much. Lately, every time he kissed her, she tried to tear his clothes off him. He seemed to have a lot more self-restraint than she did. He was always the one to end it before it went too far. If she wasn’t so terrified, she would just ask him to marry her. That would certainly surprise him. 
 
    When she got to the kitchen, she found James and Mark in there trying to help her mom fix breakfast. Abby had come with Mark and was trying to help him, but he kept pushing her hands back. 
 
    “I’ve got it, Sis.” 
 
    “I don’t think you do.” 
 
    “Have you taken some culinary lessons I don’t know about?” 
 
    “Funny, Mark. That’s not what she was telling you to do. Besides, if you would hurry up and marry Jenny, she could give me cooking lessons.” 
 
    “I’d marry Jenny today if she wanted to.” 
 
    Jenny had heard their exchange, and was bright pink by the time she walked in the kitchen. When her mom heard the doors swing closed, she looked up. 
 
    “Thank God.” She had seen Jenny’s face, and was trying to move quickly beyond the awkward moment. “They’re trying their best, but they’re all helpless. Would you rescue Mark, before him and Abby end up really fighting? He’s trying to follow my instructions, but I’m afraid he’s going to get too much milk in the biscuit dough. I’m glad he can run his own business. He may need to take some of that money and pay for him and Abby both to take cooking lessons one of these days.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” She walked over, taking a deep breath. She could do this. They worked together all the time. 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t be very good at running the store if I didn’t have a really good personal assistant. She keeps all my stuff straight.” He hadn’t even looked up from what he was doing. He looked like he was in pain, trying to figure out what he was supposed to do next. 
 
    Jenny took the bowl and spoon from him, and said with true honestly, “Mark, you are very good at what you do, and all your employees love you.” 
 
    “Does that include you?” he asked, looking up at her. 
 
    She just looked at him, unsure how to answer him. She decided to let it go, and turned to her mom instead. “So, Mom, how did you end up with the three that are so inept in the kitchen for help?” 
 
    “Everybody else is either still in bed or outside.” 
 
    “Where’s Luke? His truck’s outside.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him yet.” 
 
    “Well, somebody might ought to go and check in Mindi’s room. Considering how little time they’ve had alone since they started planning this wedding, he might have finally snapped.” 
 
    Just then Luke walked in the back door. He had obviously heard her, judging by the grin on his gorgeous face. “Thanks for the concern, Jenny, but I’ve only got three more days. I’m going to make it.” 
 
    “Speaking of Mindi, Luke, will you go wake her up?” Jamie sounded really absent minded. Otherwise, he was certain, she wouldn’t have asked him that. “Right now, we just let Lisa sleep till she wakes up. We all agreed she needs her rest.” 
 
    Luke missed it when James started to grab for him just before he answered her. “No, Jamie, I will not. Unless she’s started sleeping fully clothed.” 
 
    Jamie turned around and looked at her future son-in-law. She slapped her hand over her mouth and groaned, “Sorry.” 
 
    “I’m lost. Why can’t you wake her up? You’re going to be married in three days. What’s the big deal?” 
 
    Luke had to swallow before he could speak. He was remembering that day back in July. “Forget making it another three days. I wouldn’t make it another five minutes. She sleeps naked.” He shook his head trying to clear it. “I found out by accident one day. Jamie wasn’t thinking to clearly that day either.” 
 
    Mark couldn’t help it. He had to laugh. He looked up at Jenny. “Is that a family trait?” Jenny turned pink and turned back to her biscuit dough, hoping her silence didn’t speak too loudly. Unlike Mindi, she did own sleep wear, but most of the time she didn’t use it. Mindi had actually got the idea to try and sleep naked from her to start with. 
 
    When she heard Mark try to stifle a groan, she realized she was out of luck, and decided to try and change the subject. She was keeping her head down and was concentrating so hard on trying to change the subject, she really wasn’t thinking about what she was saying. “So, Abby, are you as bad in the kitchen as your handsome brother?” 
 
    She didn’t realize everybody was staring at her. No one had missed the comment she had made about Mark being handsome, and were waiting to see just how far this was going to go. 
 
    Abby was speechless for a minute, but finally managed to answer her. “I don’t know if I’m as bad as he is, but I’m not good.” 
 
    “Here. This dough is ready. Luke can you finish up and get them in the oven? I’ll go get Mindi,” she volunteered, moving away from the counter. 
 
    “Thank you,” Luke said, stepping up to the counter. “I’ve come this far without slipping up. And not without help, I might add,” he said looking at James. The big guy just grinned, not saying a word. 
 
    When Jenny turned around, Abby asked her, “Why do you ask how bad my cooking is?” 
 
    “Oh, I was just thinking, if you really want me to, I’ll give you lessons.” She had been intending to stop there, but her mouth seemed to be stuck in fifth gear. “You don’t have to wait till Mark and I get married.” 
 
    When she realized what she had said, her mouth dropped open and she turned bright red. She immediately turned and sped out the door, running for the stairs. She missed all the surprised faces she left in her wake, and when Mark started to get up and come after her. 
 
    “Mark, no. She didn’t mean to say that. It just came out.” Jamie had moved over in front of the door to block his way. 
 
    “Yeah, but she meant it, or it wouldn’t have slipped out like that.” Jamie could hear the desperation in his voice. 
 
    “I’m not saying she didn’t mean it. But you’re going to have to let her come to the same conclusion that you and I have. On her own.” 
 
    “Jamie, I’ve been trying, desperately, for the last three and half years, just to get her to date me. I’ve never been closer than I am right now.” 
 
    “Mark, if you push too hard, you’re going to take a few steps backwards,” Jamie said, feeling like her warning was falling on deaf ears. “This is my daughter. I know what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Dang it, Jamie. I know your right, but when God literally drops an angel in your lap, it’s hard to be patient.” At the moment, he was feeling more desperate than he ever had. 
 
    “Drops an angel in your lap? Do you want to explain that?” Jamie asked, giving him a puzzled look. 
 
    “Not particularly,” Mark answered, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    When Jenny got to Mindi’s door, she didn’t even bother to knock. She needed to talk to her sister. She stepped into the room, and shut the door loudly. 
 
    She heard a groan, and watched as Mindi’s head popped out from under the covers. She walked over and grabbed Mind’s robe from the hook on the wall. “Here, Sleepy Head. Put this on. We have about six inches of snow outside, and your man is already downstairs, along with Lisa’s.” Mindi sat up, throwing her robe on. Jenny paused for a second, her stomach starting to churn, “And mine.” 
 
    That got Mindi’s attention. “Did something happen? Did he finally manage to make you beg?” Mindi really was concerned, but she was about to laugh. 
 
    Jenny just gave her a dirty look. “No, even though it’s been a close thing a couple of times. I usually end up just trying to tear his clothes off him.” Jenny walked over and sat down on the edge of the bed. “That is no comparison to what I just done downstairs before I came up here.” 
 
    “Really? What did you do?” 
 
    “Well, it’s actually what I said.” Jenny looked so fragile, she looked like she could shatter into a million pieces. 
 
    “Okay. What did you say?” 
 
    “Abby’s down there, too. Before she knew I was there, she told Mark if he would hurry up and marry me, I could give her cooking lessons. And I was just meaning to offer her lessons, but ended up telling her she didn’t have to wait till Mark and I were married.” 
 
    Mindi had gotten out of bed and had been digging around in her dresser for clean clothes. She now stood with a pair of jeans dangling from her hand, staring at her sister with her mouth hanging open. 
 
    When Mindi finally managed to speak, it was to say, “Wow. That’s intense. I was just going to suggest you ask him out, but maybe you should just skip everything else and ask him to marry you.” 
 
    “Very funny, Mindi. You know I can’t do that. Not that I haven’t thought about it, but I’d pass out before I got the words out.” Jenny looked like she was shaking. 
 
    “Wow. You really are terrified.” 
 
    “He’s going to get worse. I know he is.” Jenny sat biting her bottom lip, trying to calm her nerves, but the more she thought about it, the more she shook. 
 
    “Why don’t you turn the tables on him? You should kiss him,” Mindi said with a twinkle in her eyes. “At least that way you wouldn’t choke on the words.” 
 
    Jenny just gave her a dirty look. 
 
    “It worked for Lisa and I.” 
 
    “You’d call Lisa and James’ situation a success?” 
 
    “Oh, come on. You know they’re going to get it worked out. Just as soon as the big guy blows a gasket, and starts ranting.” 
 
    “Is that a prediction?” 
 
    “Darn tooting,” Mindi said with a big grin on her face. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    When the two made it back downstairs, Jenny took a detour. “I’ve got to hide out for a few minutes,” she said, stepping into the game room. 
 
    Mindi wondered the rest of the way to the kitchen, her head in the clouds. She was thinking about the wedding she had coming up in three days. The same way she had every day for the last few months. 
 
    She was so distracted, when she entered the kitchen, she barely even noticed that Alex looked like he was having way too much fun teaching Abby how to fry bacon. They were both doing quite a lot of laughing. She was pretty sure, frying bacon wasn’t that funny. It caused her to wonder, vaguely, if both of the Harris siblings would end up married into the family one day. 
 
    It really wasn’t her fault she was caught off guard when she stepped in the kitchen and Mark asked her where Jenny was. If she hadn’t been so preoccupied, she might have thought to answer differently. 
 
    As it was, she just said, “Game room,” and headed for Luke, not thinking another thing about it, as she wrapped her arms around his waist and kissed him good morning. She never even noticed when Mark slipped out of the room. Or when her mom gave him a concerned look as he walked out the door. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    She knew the moment he stepped through the door it was him. He knew he didn’t have to say anything for her to know. He still remembered what she had said over three years ago about the chills down her spine. She had a form of radar that only detected his presence. 
 
    He leaned against the door, effectively stopping her from running, and keeping everyone else out. It took all the self-control in his being not to walk across the room and kiss her silly. 
 
    She spoke without turning around. “What Mark? I was hoping for a few minutes by myself, before I had to face my slip up.” 
 
    “I’m getting too desperate. I can’t afford to give you the time to figure out a way around what you said.” 
 
    “There is no way around what I said. It doesn’t change the fact, I’m not ready.” 
 
    “Jenny, you’re ready. You’re just scared. You’re going to have to stop running and face that fear. That’s the only way to get past it.” 
 
    “I would have thought you would have given up by now.” 
 
    “Never. I can’t.” He pushed away from the door, and started slowly across the room. 
 
    “Mark, I...” When she turned to look at him, she found him only inches from her. He didn’t give her time to recollect her thoughts. He reached up, and ran his fingers through her hair. He pulled, titling her head back. When their lips touched, her mind went blank, and she forgot everything except the man kissing her. This kiss was way more intense than any of the others had been. Her knees almost buckled, and she leaned toward him, wrapping her arms around his waist. 
 
    Mark had to fight to resist the temptation to pick her up. He could tell by the way she was trembling he could do whatever he wanted, and she wouldn’t fight him. He was wishing he had locked the door, and glad he hadn’t at the same time. He knew if they went too far right now, she would end up regretting it later. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what was wrong with his head right then, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself. He titled his head, his mouth traveling up her jaw to her ear. He could feel her trembling in his arms, and wondered if he was losing his mind. “Angel, just face your fears, and marry me. I promise, I’m never going to leave you.” 
 
    He knew he had gone too far in an instant. She stiffened and pushed him away. She just stared at him, unable to speak. She was wanting to say yes, but her fears wouldn’t let her. After a couple of minutes, she gave into the fear and ran from the room. 
 
    “Dang it.” She had seriously thought about saying yes. He had seen it in her eyes. She had struggled with it, but the fear had won out. 
 
    He had learned something today, though. He knew for sure now, she felt the same way about him, that he did her. And she wanted to marry him. It really was just the fear. There was no way he’d ever back down now. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    They had finally gotten through breakfast, and everything was cleaned up. Jake had shown up, just like Jenny had predicted, and Lisa had finally made it out of bed. When Zane showed up, he had brought Jeff Campbell with him. He was the rookie cop that had been working with Zane to catch Tracy Lewis. He had moved down from the north, so he could be close to his ailing grandfather. 
 
    The guys were all outside, moving the four wheelers out in the yard when the women and children finally made it outside. Hannah, who hadn’t made it down to breakfast until most of the guys had gotten up to go outside to get started, hadn’t met Jeff yet. She leaned over and bumped Lisa with her elbow. “Who’s that? I’ve never seen him before.” 
 
    Lisa looked up to see where Hannah was pointing. “Oh, yeah. Jeff’s here. He works with Zane. This is his first year as a cop. He moved from a bigger city. Saint Louis or Kansas City. Somewhere like that. He’s Harold Campbell’s great grandson. He moved here to take care of him.” 
 
    “I thought Old Harry was in the nursing home now,” Hannah said, with a far off look on her face, not really paying much attention to Lisa. 
 
    “He is, but only because he needs twenty-four-hour care. Let me tell you, Jeff stays on them. Harry’s doing a lot better now that Jeff’s here. He’s great. I think you would like him.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about his personality, but he’s definitely nice to look at. Man, I don’t think I’ve seen anything that nice in... Oh, I don’t know. Ever.” 
 
    Hannah stood staring at the young man talking to her brother Zane. He wasn’t very tall. He was several inches shorter than Zane. At least six or seven inches. But for Hannah he was plenty tall enough. She was five foot nothing in her sock feet, herself. 
 
    What he lacked in height he made up for in brawn though. He had wide, well-muscled shoulders. And even from across the yard, she could see where the seams of his jeans were straining against his thigh muscles. He wasn’t overly bulky. Just strong with well-defined muscle. She could tell by looking he was built solid. 
 
    He had dark, wavy hair that was curling up at the ends where it brushed his collar. He was far enough away, she couldn’t tell what color his eyes were, but he had full lips and a strong jaw with a perfectly straight nose. She was a complete goner. She had never had anyone capture her attention so fully before. 
 
    “Don’t get too excited. He doesn’t date.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We don’t know. He won’t tell anybody.” 
 
    “I bet I could change his mind.” Hannah was still looking at Jeff, and didn’t notice when her sister had to stifle a laugh. Jeff didn’t know it, but his days had just become numbered. Lisa had never seen Hannah react that way to a guy before. But she did know one thing. When Hannah decided she wanted something, she usually got it. Lisa was feeling pretty certain this would be one of those times. 
 
    “Yeah, I bet you could.” Lisa was wondering if someone should warn Jeff. 
 
    Hannah finally turned and looked back at Lisa. “Does he hang out with the family a lot?” 
 
    Now Lisa was looking at Hannah with concern. “Yeah. He’s pretty much the newest member of the gang.” 
 
    Hannah couldn’t seem to help herself. When she spoke again, she turned back to look at Jeff. “He’ll be around then,” she said, that far off look coming back. 
 
    “Hannah, you still have to go back to school. You promised.” Lisa grabbed her arm, and pulled her around so she could look her in the eyes. “You told me you would finish this year.” 
 
    “There’s not much year left, and then I’ll be back.” Her tone was off hand as she turned back to look at Jeff again. 
 
    “Hannah, I don’t like your tone.” 
 
    Hannah looked over at Lisa and shrugged her shoulders. “How old is he? And I never promised to finish. I said I would try to finish,” she said, turning back. 
 
    “Whatever. Twenty-four.” Lisa snapped her fingers in front of Hannah’s face. She just pushed her hand away. “Hannah, stay focused. I know you’re not going to finish college, but the more you complete, the better.” 
 
    “I said I would go back. Please drop it. I’m going to see if Zane will introduce me,” Hannah said, stepping off the porch, causing Lisa to feel even more confused and concerned. 
 
    “You’re going to have Zane introduce you? Are you feeling okay? When do you need anyone to introduce you?” 
 
    “I don’t want to scare him,” Hannah said, sounding serious as she started across the yard. 
 
    Hannah left Lisa standing on the porch with an awed expression on her face. If Lisa’s suspicions were correct, Hannah had just found her other half. Hannah never bothered with the rules of society. She just barreled through at top speed. Lisa decided to follow her. She wanted to see this. 
 
    By the time she reached them, Zane was already introducing them. He wore a dazed expression that told her he was as surprised as she was. Jeff’s expression wasn’t much different. Hannah seemed to have dazed him too. Lisa was guessing his dazed state was for an entirely different reason though. Yeah, he was definitely Hannah’s other half. If she was a serious gambler, she’d bet the ranch. 
 
    Zane walked off shaking his head. “Hey, everybody. Time to race.” 
 
    “How are we racing?” Luke walked up with a grin. He had heard most of the Zane’s introduction of Jeff and Hannah, and was having trouble not laughing. He had guessed once he started getting to know the guy, it was going to take a woman with a really fiery spirit to get his attention. From the way he was looking at Hannah, he had just met his match. He wondered what the guy thought about tornados. “Are we starting out with doubles?” 
 
    “Sure, why not?” Zane turned to Lisa. “You up to it?” 
 
    “Sure. Where’s James?” She didn’t need to ask. He was two steps behind her. 
 
    “No!” James walked over to where Lisa was standing. “You’ll be lucky if I let you on one. You’re not racing.” 
 
    “I’ll be on it with you. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    James just snarled at Zane and turned toward Jake. “Will she be okay?” 
 
    “I’m not that kind of nurse, but I don’t see why she wouldn’t be. The only thing that would be dangerous, is if you wrecked it with her on it. And beyond that, I don’t want in the middle of this.” 
 
    “James, I’m not going to do anything that would put our child at risk. He’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I don’t like it. You might not be able to hold on to me tight enough for your belly getting in the way.” He was grasping at straws and he knew it, but this was making him really nervous. 
 
    “James, you’re thinking too much again. I’ll be able to hang on to you just fine.” She knew he was just worried about her and the baby, but she had to work hard not to let her frustration show. 
 
    “I remember Mom racing four wheelers a couple of times when she was pregnant with some of the younger kids. She’ll be fine, James.” Zane was trying to help, but when James turned around and looked at him, he almost took a step back. 
 
    “Zane, when it’s your woman and your baby, you can decide. But right now, stay out of it.” Zane wasn’t afraid of James, but he did have a lot of respect for the guy. And this was obviously something he was uncomfortable with, and he was starting to get angry. 
 
    “All right. I’ll stay out of it,” Zane said, holding his hands up and stepping back. The only times he could remember seeing James angry in the last few years, always had something to do with Lisa. She was the only thing James truly cared enough about, that he couldn’t control his reaction. She was also the only one who would dare to take him on when he was angry. She had never been afraid of him. Of course, he had never given her reason. 
 
    “I’m not going to sit this out all day.” Lisa had walked over to James and was looking him right in the eye. Zane had to walk away before he started laughing. Her quiet demeanor could be misleading. She had almost as much fire in her as Hannah. She just usually used a subtler approach. “What if I’m pregnant next year during the first really good snow fall? Are you going to make me sit that one out too?” 
 
    That was all it took. Her talking about having another baby with him like she knew for certain it would happen made him feel so sappy, he would have given her anything she asked for in that moment. 
 
    “Fine, I’m the only one you can race with, and you’re not racing by yourself at all. So, don’t even try.” 
 
    He was trying really hard to sound angry, but Lisa could tell it was all an act. So, she reached up and pulled his head down to hers. She was just intending to give him a quick kiss, but he had other ideas. When his arms came up around her and he lifted her off the ground, she gasped with surprise. By the time he sat her back down, she was breathless and flushed. 
 
    By the time she had caught her breath, Zane was back to trying to organize the first race. “Okay, we need four more teams. Hannah, do you want to race with Jeff?” 
 
    Zane’s expression had almost been too innocent. He was playing devil’s advocate. “You’ll have to run the first leg of the race. He’s never done this before.” Lisa figured Zane had come to the same conclusion she had, and had decided to help the fates along. As it were. 
 
    “Sure, I can handle that,” Hannah said, looking into his deep, blue eyes, grinning. She couldn’t help thinking of the ocean while looking at those blue eyes. It wasn’t just the color. There was something else there too. Something that spoke of very deep emotions. 
 
    Lisa was sure she could more than handle that. Judging by the look on her face, she had been hoping Zane would ask her to race with Jeff. She was almost certain, if Zane hadn’t of suggested it, she would have. 
 
    Jeff looked like he was in physical pain. Lisa knew as well as Zane did, he was way too polite to say no. The poor guy was trapped by his own manner’s. Lisa almost felt sorry for him. He had no idea what was in store for him. Of course, since this was the only time Hannah had shown this much obvious interest in a guy, Lisa wasn’t sure what Jeff had in store for him. All she could guess, was it was bound to be really intense and a little crazy. Hannah was sort of like a miniature tornado. It was going to be interesting to see how long he could hold her off. 
 
    “Okay, that leaves Jake and Teresa, Luke and Mindi and Mark and Jenny.” 
 
    Apparently, he was still trying to play matchmaker, because when Zane said the last two names, he had turned around to look at Mark, and missed Jenny’s look of horror. 
 
    When Mark grinned, it made Lisa wonder if he had asked Zane to pair him off with Jenny. The guy would use any excuse to warp his arms around her. Jenny was just going to have to face facts. The guy wasn’t going to back off until she married him. Of course, after what she had said this morning, it didn’t sound like it was going to take much longer. He was obviously starting to get to her. Despite her irrational fears of getting into a relationship. 
 
    “Everybody knows the rules. Stay far enough apart not to get in each-other’s way. Hannah, you need to fill Jeff in a little better. Okay. James, Luke and Mark, help me get them lined up, please.” 
 
    By the time the four wheelers were lined up and ready to go, Hannah had explained the rules to Jeff, but Lisa wasn’t certain, judging by his expression, he had heard a thing she had said. He was staring at her like he was afraid she would break if he breathed on her. He had a lot to learn. Sure, she was tiny, but she was tougher than an old pine knot. She had to be, growing up with as many brothers and sisters as she had. She was nowhere near as fragile as she looked. 
 
    Sure enough, a few minutes later, Lisa heard Hannah tell him, “Jeff, you’ll have to hang on to me.  You’ll fall off otherwise.” 
 
    The poor guy looked totally mortified. At first, he just sat there staring at the back of her head. When he did finally lift his hands to wrap his arms around her, he looked like he was in slow motion. He looked like he was afraid he’d snap her in half. Lisa could tell by looking he wasn’t hanging on to her very tight, and Hannah’s expression confirmed it. 
 
    After that, Lisa didn’t have time to think about it. It was time for the race to start, and James was already on their four-wheeler and was waiting for her. She crawled on behind him and wrapped her arms tight around his waist. She had clamped her arms down tight enough, he had grunted. He laughed and shook his head. She had made her point. She wouldn’t be falling off the vehicle. A few seconds later she heard Zane holler, “Go.” 
 
    It didn’t take long, and Lisa could see that Mindi and Luke were way out ahead. Probably because Luke wasn’t afraid he was going to lose Mindi half way through the race, and he wasn’t taking it easy. Jake wasn’t suffering from fear either. Him and Teresa weren’t far behind Luke and Mindi. The other two four wheelers were somewhere behind James and herself. She knew what was going on with Hannah and Jeff. Mark’s problem was anybody’s guess. Jenny may not have been hanging on to him very well either. 
 
    James decided to speed up a little bit, and managed to almost catch up to Jake and Teresa by the time it came time to switch drivers. He had apparently decided she was right, and she was going to be able to hang on to him. 
 
    James came to a stop, and jumped off. Once she had scooted forward, he crawled on behind her. He had barely had time to wrap his arms around her and pull her tight against him, before she had taken off. She was determined to at least catch Jake and Teresa. She didn’t figure she had much hope of catching up to Luke and Mindi, but she was going to try. 
 
    By the time they got back to the starting point, they had passed Jake and Teresa and almost caught Luke and Mindi. Mark and Jenny came in behind Jake and Teresa. And as soon as Jenny had pulled to a stop and turned the vehicle off, she jumped off it and started for the house. Mark looked like he couldn’t decide if he wanted to laugh or cry. 
 
    Jeff and Hannah had finally made it back, and Jeff looked a little dazed. From the look he wore, it was a wonder they had made it back to the house at all. Hannah jumped off with her usual bounce in her step. 
 
    “What took so long, Sis? Did you get lost?” Zane asked, trying hard not to laugh. 
 
    “He wouldn’t hang on to me tight enough. I was afraid to go very fast. I was concerned I might lose him.” When she turned around and looked at Jeff, she found him trying to look anywhere but at her. But with her next words she managed to get his attention despite himself. “He’s too cute to let him get that pretty face messed up.” His head snapped up and his mouth dropped open. He just stood there staring at her, like he wasn’t sure he believed his own ears. 
 
    “Jeff, you look stunned. Did our little tornado scare you?” Lisa asked, unable to help teasing the guy just a little bit. 
 
    Jeff turned and looked at Lisa with a really far off expression. “It’s not fear. It’s about the farthest you can get from fear.” He felt like he was about to pass out. He had never met anyone like her before. Tornado was right. 
 
    Jeff knew he was being rude, but he couldn’t stop staring at Hannah. She was absolutely perfect. She was an unbelievable mix of adorable and sexy. She was like a little pixie playboy bunny with short, curly brown hair that framed her face. And what a face. She had a perky little nose with bright green eyes that sparkled with mischief and full red pouty lips that he wanted to taste so bad, he was sure his mouth was probably hanging open. 
 
    She couldn’t be more than five-foot tall, but you would never mistake her for a child with those curves. Her breasts were definitely more than a handful, and if he didn’t get his mind off her rounded bottom, he was going to give into the urge to carry her off. It wouldn’t be hard. She didn’t look like she weighed much more than a hundred pounds. If that. 
 
    She was outrageously out spoken. She just seemed to say whatever came into her head. He really liked the honesty. He found it intriguing rather than rude. It probably came from dating too many girls with devious natures. 
 
    Zane had said she was just home for the holidays and that she would be going back to college in January. All he could think was, Thank God. If he was around her too much, he was sure he’d end up giving into the urge to carry her off. He had fallen in love the second she had stepped up and asked her brother to introduce them. For a guy who normally had extremely good control over his emotions, he was feeling like he was on an out of control train with no brakes. 
 
    He was going to have to stay away from her, or he’d be in trouble real fast. These Neanderthal feelings he was having were really strong. His luck was not to be believed. The first time he was actually interested in a woman since Samantha, and there was just no way he could take the chance. 
 
    “The only fear I have, is that I might give into the thoughts in my head.” Lisa didn’t think he even realized what he had said. He still had the same dazed look on his face. He was staring at Hannah like he was trying to decide if he wanted to throw her over his shoulder and take off with her, or if he just wanted to have her for lunch. At any rate, the guy was completely lost. 
 
    Just then Zane walked back up, and Lisa got a wild notion, and she had a pretty good idea he would go along with her. “Well, Jeff, you’ll get a chance to redeem yourself. The team to come in last on a doubles race, always races in the next doubles race. Maybe you’ll do better next time.” 
 
    “You’re telling me, I’m going to get on one of those with the tiny tornado, again?” Now he just sounded frustrated. 
 
    Sure enough, Zane went along with her. “Yeah. We’ll run a few single races before we do another doubles, but you’re going to have to race the next race. That’s the tradition. If you lose again, you’ll be in the third one, and so on, and so on. You might want to try and win this time.” 
 
    Just then, there was a loud ruckus. There was only one four-wheeler left, and Michael and Hunter were about to come to blows over it. Hannah ran over and jumped right between them, putting a hand on both of their chests. They didn’t seem to really be paying any attention to her. That was, until she started talking to them. 
 
    “You two know, if you get in a fist fight, you won’t be riding a four-wheeler for the rest of the day. You know this as well as I do. 
 
    That was about all Jeff could take. When he started to cross the yard, Zane grabbed him. “She can take care of it.”  
 
    “But they could hurt her. They’re both bigger than she is. A lot bigger.” He turned back to look at her, a look of concern on his face. “What is she, a hundred pounds soaking wet?” 
 
    “Well, she’s closer to a hundred and twenty. She’s more solid than she looks. At any rate, they won’t hurt her. She’s a lot tougher than you might think.” 
 
    Michael tried to throw a punch around her, and almost knocked her down. She caught herself, and turned around and glared at him. “Michael, settle down. Do you want me to go get Mom? I’m sure she would be really happy to know you two are fighting over a four-wheeler.” 
 
    Michael shook his head and dropped his arms to his side. 
 
    “I think you both need to wait till the next round to ride. What do you think, Zane?” 
 
    “I think that’s fair. Does either one of you care to argue?” Zane asked, as he crossed his big arms over his chest. “We can still go get Mom.” 
 
    When neither one of them bothered to say another word, Zane turned around and hollered at the first person he saw. “Hey, Abby, do you want this four-wheeler?” 
 
    She looked up at Zane, and grinned. “Thanks.” Without another word, she hoped on it, and took off. 
 
    Zane watched the direction she was headed. It seemed like she was trying to chase Alex down. He stood there grinning to himself. There was definitely something going on there. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    They all spent the next couple of hours trading off and running more races. Sure enough, James wouldn’t let Lisa near one of the four wheelers by herself. 
 
    Just as Zane started talking about running the second doubles race, Christy pulled up in the driveway. She had someone with her. No one could figure out who it was until Zane went running across the yard. They realized when he went for the passenger side door who it was. 
 
    When Amanda got out of the car, and didn’t have a black eye, he just asked, “So, did you two just decide to join us today?” 
 
    Christy had made it out of the car, and looked over to answer him. “She called and asked me if I thought you all would care if we crashed the party.” 
 
    “Of course not. The more, the merrier.” He pulled Amanda clear of the door and shut it behind her. He kept hold of her hand as he started back across the yard with Christy beside them. “We were just getting ready to run our second doubles race. Do you two want to join? Amanda can ride with me, and you can ride with Phillip.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you ever raced in the doubles races.” Christy had to hide her grin. She would have to be careful. Zane was usually pretty quick and caught everything going on around him. That was part of what made him such a good cop. 
 
    He hadn’t noticed, or had choose to ignore it. With it being Zane, she would almost bet, he was just ignoring her. “I am today.” 
 
    When they started getting the four wheelers lined up, Zane started calling off the teams. “Okay, this time it’s Christy and Phillip, Abby and Alex, Mom and Dad, Jeff and Hannah again, of course. Let’s see if Jeff can hang on this time. Hannah doesn’t want to lose him,” he said with a smirk, looking at Jeff. “And Amanda and I.” When he included himself in the last team, there were a lot of surprised looks. Christy was right. Zane didn’t race in the doubles races. He didn’t like depending on someone else to win. 
 
    Zane looked over at Lisa. “Hey, do you think you could fill in for me, and start the race?” 
 
    “Sure, I’d love to,” she said giving him a big grin. 
 
    She stood back waiting for everyone to get ready. She couldn’t help but watch Jeff and Hannah. Hannah was running the first leg of the race again. But this time when Jeff got on behind her, he grabbed her and pulled her up against him, and wrapped his arms around her tight. He had her clutched to him so tight this time, Hannah probably felt like she was wearing him. She wasn’t sure they were going to do any better this time though, because now Hannah looked dazed. 
 
    This time when the teams started showing back up, Zane and Amanda were back first. Lisa couldn’t help but tease him a little bit. “See, Zane, you can win at doubles.” 
 
    He just looked at her and grinned. “She knows what the gas is for.” 
 
    They didn’t win this time, but Jeff and Hannah were second instead of last. Phillip and Christy and Jamie and Carl came in at about the same time. 
 
    Just a few seconds before Alex and Abby got back, Mark was talking about going after them. He had noticed, like a lot of others, they were really enjoying each-others company. When they pulled up beside the other four wheelers, it was obvious what had delayed them. They had gotten stuck in the mud. It was a true testament to the way Missouri weather could change. You could start out with snow in the morning, and end up with mud by noon. 
 
    Jamie took one look at them and said, “It’s time to quit.” 
 
    “Yeah, we have more mud than snow at this point. We’ll all start getting stuck now.” Carl looked over at Alex and Abby. “And you two need to go get cleaned up. Abby, did you sit down in it?” 
 
    Abby just flushed bright red, and nodded her head, determined not to speak. Alex decided to come to her rescue. “Well, she was already off, and I was trying to get off, and tripped. We went down together. That’s the reason I have it up to my elbows. I was trying not to land on her.” By the time Alex was done with his explanation, Abby was red from her collar to her hair line, and he looked like he was fighting a burst of laughter. Mark looked hard at the two, wondering if there was something Alex was leaving out. 
 
    “I wonder if I have any of Jenny’s clothes here,” Jamie said, eyeing Abby’s legs. “If I don’t, you’re going to have to borrow sweats from Alex. They’re the only two with legs long enough. I’m not sure, but your legs may actually be longer than Jenny’s. How tall are you, anyway?” 
 
    “Five eleven.” When she spoke, it was barely above a whisper. She really didn’t like being the center of attention. Especially if someone was pointing out her height. She didn’t like being so tall. 
 
    “Wow, you really are tall,” Jamie said, eyeing Abby’s legs again. “And most of it is leg.” 
 
    “Mom, we need to get in and get changed. I’m sure I’m not the only one, but I’m starving.” Alex was doing his best to change his mom’s focus. He could tell talking about how tall she was, was starting to make Abby very uncomfortable. 
 
    “Okay, you two go through the back door. You’re going to have to strip in the kitchen and the laundry room. We’ll get you robes to wear to the bathroom. Come on. Get moving.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    By the time Alex and Abby had managed to get cleaned up, everybody else was in the house, getting sit down for lunch. Alex had to loan Abby sweats. Jenny’s jeans weren’t quite big enough. This had made Abby feel worse, and now she wasn’t wanting to eat. 
 
    “Abby, what’s wrong?” Jamie had noticed she looked like she was about to cry, and she was now patting her on the shoulder. 
 
    Mark was sitting next to her, and heard when she mumbled, “I obviously need to lose weight.” 
 
    “Abby, don’t start that again. You’re not fat. Your weight is fine for your height.” Mark sounded frustrated. They had obviously been over this several times. 
 
    “She thinks she’s fat?” This had come from Alex, who now wore a look of horror. “Please, listen to me very closely. You are not fat. You’re perfect.” 
 
    Mark couldn’t help but grin. Alex’s opinion would probably be the only one that would really matter. And Mark couldn’t have hoped for a better reaction out of him. 
 
    When her head popped up, her cheeks were pink, but she was looking at Alex. “You’re not just saying that?” 
 
    “No,” he said, shaking his head, and looking her straight in the eyes. “Please, eat. You do not need to lose weight. You’re beautiful.” That just made her cheeks even pinker, but she did finally agree to eat. 
 
    Jamie had made four, huge pots of chili, and everybody was sitting at the kitchen table warming up. Lisa had just taken a bite when the baby kicked so hard she almost choked. “Wow.” She sat there trying to catch her breath. 
 
    “You okay, Tiger?” James asked, a look of concern on his face. 
 
    “Yeah. This little guy’s going to be quite a football player.” 
 
    “You think he’s going to be a kicker, like his uncle Zane?” Luke asked, with a grin. 
 
    “There’s a good chance of it. He’s got a very strong kick,” Lisa answered with a laugh. 
 
    James reached over and rubbed her belly a little bit. Just then the baby kicked again. “Wow, he does have a strong kick. Maybe he’ll make it to pro football,” he said, grinning down at her. 
 
    “Well, it’s going to be a while before we find that out.” 
 
    “Can I ask you two a question?” This was the first time Jeff had spoken since they entered the kitchen and sat down. He had been sitting and staring at Hannah like he was afraid to take his eyes off her. Lisa wasn’t sure if it was because he was afraid she would disappear, or if he didn’t trust her well enough to turn his back on her. Maybe it was a little of both. One thing was certain, he looked like he was getting closer to giving into those thoughts he was talking about earlier. 
 
    “Sure. Ask away.” She had to fight hard not to grin too big at him. 
 
    “Why haven’t you two gotten married?” Jeff asked, sounding truly puzzled. 
 
    “She won’t marry me.” James looked down at Lisa with a smirk on his handsome face. 
 
    “Why won’t you marry him? It’s obvious there is a lot...” 
 
    Just then Hannah kicked him in the shin, causing him to jump and turn toward her. “I’ll explain later.” She tried to whisper, but not being one to ever try and hide anything, she wasn’t any good at it. 
 
    Jeff just sat there with a puzzled look on his face. 
 
    “What am I missing? He figured it out, and you didn’t even have to give him hints.” 
 
    “It’s just as plain as the nose on your face, Man. We keep telling you, stop thinking so hard,” Luke said, shaking his head. “You’re thinking so hard; you’re giving me a headache when I’m around you.” 
 
    “Wait. He hasn’t told her...” Jeff stopped mid-sentence. This time when Hannah had kicked him in the shin, he ended up grunting. Somehow, she had managed to kick him in the exact same spot that she had kicked him the first time. He was wondering if he was going to have a bruise. He was going to have to watch what he said. If she kicked him with that work boot she had on again, he most definitely would have a bruise. 
 
    “I get it. You don’t have to explain anything. And would you please, stop kicking me?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 – Tuesday, January 1 – Mindi and Luke’s Wedding Reception 
 
      
 
    “The wedding was beautiful. You are beautiful.” He hesitated for a moment, then added, “Well, you are more than beautiful. As always.” 
 
    Lisa just looked up at him. They were dancing, and she was in his arms. She was content to wait for him to get to the point. 
 
    “Walking down the aisle with you caused me to imagine you walking down the aisle towards me.” He was looking down at her, and when he spoke again, he sounded a little nervous. “I was wondering what your idea of your perfect wedding would be.” 
 
    “My wedding will be perfect, no matter what, just as soon as my perfect groom figures out what he’s leaving out.” 
 
    His eyes grew a little starry as he stared down at her. Sometimes he wished she wouldn’t say things like that. But then again, it gave him hope, and kept him trying. “Are you feeling more sentimental than normal right now? What if I asked you now?” 
 
    “James, don’t start. If you would stop trying to think so hard, and just go with your instincts, you’d figure it out really fast.” 
 
    “Oh please, Tiger. I’m going crazy here.” 
 
    “That’s all I can tell you.” She stepped out of his arms. “I need to sit down. My feet are starting to really hurt. These heels are murder.” 
 
    They walked back over to their table and he pulled her chair out for her. When she sat down, he sat down beside her. “Do you want me to rub your feet?” 
 
    “I would love for you to rub my feet. If this wasn’t my sister’s wedding, I wouldn’t have these things on.” 
 
    He angled their chairs toward each other, and pulled her feet into his lap. At first, he just looked at the three-inch heels like they were alien star ships. They had big bows that crossed the tops of her feet. 
 
    “Untie them like shoe strings,” Lisa said, realizing what his problem was. 
 
    He tugged on one end of a bow, and watched it come undone. “Women’s clothing can be a bit baffling at times.” He heard her sigh as the shoes come off her feet. She flexed her toes, encouraging blood flow. 
 
    When his hands wrapped around her foot, she started wondering if having him rub her feet had been a bad idea. It felt wonderful. Too wonderful. It was affecting parts of her she didn’t realize would react to him touching her feet. It had to be the pregnancy hormones. 
 
    When a moan escaped her lips, he looked up at her and grinned. “Is that better?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, nearly growling, speaking through her teeth. 
 
    It was over too soon, and he had put her feet back down in the floor. “Do you need anything to eat or drink? You didn’t eat a whole lot of your dinner.” 
 
    “I’d like something to drink, please.” 
 
    When he got up and walked away, Lisa felt his mom’s hand on hers. Lisa turned and looked the older lady in the eye. Until now, she had been completely quiet. Once she spoke, Lisa understood why. She didn’t want James to hear this conversation. 
 
    “Lisa, I know you love my son. What are you waiting for? You’ve got to tell me. I’m going crazy over here. The closer you get to your due date, the wilder he gets.” She squeezed her hand with affection. “I know he covers it well, but he’s losing his mind right now. He hates having to leave you at night. And I’m not talking about sex. He just wants to be with you, so he knows you’re okay.” 
 
    “Momma Sullivan, it’s really simple. Too simple in fact. We’ve been over this before. He’s over thinking it. And it doesn’t seem to matter how many times I tell him to stop thinking so hard, he just isn’t getting it.” 
 
    Mrs. Sullivan gave her a confused look. “I guess I’m still not getting it yet, either.” 
 
    “I told him when he found out I was pregnant, I would only marry him for one reason. Now, you know I’m in love with him.” Lisa laid her free hand over hers where it still rested on her other one, and looked her in the eyes. “So, ask yourself, with what you know, what could I possibly want from him.” 
 
    “His love?” Mrs. Sullivan asked, still sounding a little puzzled. 
 
    “You’re getting it a lot faster than he is.” 
 
    “I was wondering the last time we talked about this, if that was what it was, but, you know he loves you.” 
 
    “Yes, I guess I do. And it’s getting nearly impossible for me to keep saying no. But he has to say it first,” Lisa said, sounding frustrated to her own ears. 
 
    “He’s not told you he loves you?” The older woman shook her head, almost wearing a look of amazement. 
 
    “No, he has not. And I know it’s illogical, but I can’t marry him until he does. I won’t trap him in a marriage he doesn’t want. I love him too much for that.” 
 
    “Lisa, he wants to marry you. He loves you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It has to come from him.” 
 
    “Okay, Sweetheart, I understand and I’m on your side now.” 
 
    “Don’t be too hard on him. Because of Tracy Lewis and Greg Becket growing up, he had convinced himself my parents wouldn’t except him into the family. I don’t think Bridget Hart treating him like a piece of meat has helped a whole lot either. My guess is, that’s why he hasn’t asked me before now. That’s also the reason I can’t just tell him. You know how James is. He has to figure it out for himself, or he’ll just talk himself into believing I’m just trying to tell him what he wants to hear.” 
 
    “What do you mean about Tracy Lewis and Greg Becket?” Mrs. Sullivan asked, sounding puzzled again. 
 
    “I didn’t know any of this until Dad went and talked to James about it. Apparently, Dad found out from Luke. They picked on him growing up, because he’s black. I actually got a taste of it firsthand a little while back. James and I had gone to the store together, and we came across Greg. Joe Harris and James wouldn’t let me scratch his eyes out. I still might, if I come across him by myself in the future.” 
 
    “Sweetheart, don’t go after him. If he hurt you, James would commit murder. You know that as well as I do.” 
 
    Lisa turned and looked at Mrs. Sullivan. “I’m having a hard time forgiving what they did to him, and unfortunately, I can’t reach Tracy where she is.” 
 
    Mrs. Sullivan could tell just the thought of James’ pain, was enough to infuriate Lisa. “Why don’t you just concentrate on replacing the bad memories with good ones.” 
 
    Lisa looked over at the older woman. “Now, that’s something I can definitely promise to work on. And I’ll enjoy it while I’m at it,” Lisa said with a grin slowly spreading across her face. 
 
    “Now, please, explain what you mean by Bridget Hart treating him like a piece of meat.” 
 
    “She wants to... Oh, it annoys me to even think about it. She seems to think he’s just out there for whoever wants him. She’s completely vulgar.” 
 
    “She wants him for sex.” It wasn’t a question, and now James’ mom was annoyed. 
 
    “Yes, and if she keeps it up, I may rip her bald.” 
 
    Mrs. Sullivan could see the fire in Lisa’s eyes and just nodded her head. “Yes, Dear, you go right ahead and do that. I’m behind you all the way.” 
 
    Lisa had managed to calm down by the time she spoke again. “He’s mine, and I’m not giving him up, for any reason. We’ll get this worked out.” 
 
    All Mrs. Sullivan done was nod her head and pat Lisa’s hand on top of hers. 
 
    Just then James walked up with a glass of punch that he sat down on the table in front of Lisa. “What are you two lovely ladies talking about?” 
 
    Neither one of them said a word. They just looked up at him and smiled. He got a feeling in his gut he was in trouble somehow. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    When it finally came time for Luke and Mindi to leave the reception, Luke asked her to close her eyes before he opened the door. He turned his back to the door and took her hands in his. Then using his body, he pushed the door open, and guided her through it. 
 
    He led her outside and around the corner of the building to where her car was parked. He stepped back out of her line of sight and told her, “Open your eyes, please.” 
 
    When she opened her eyes, she squealed with excitement. “Oh, wow! It’s finished. Phillip, it’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “Thank you. I finished it as a wedding present. James did the stereo for you. And of course, you know who rebuilt the motor. It’s a good thing you just married the best mechanic in the country, or you would be in hock up to your eyeballs,” Phillip laughed, giving her a hug. 
 
    “Yeah, she just married me so I could keep her car running for her,” Luke said, laughter in his eyes, as he watched her run her hand over the emerald green paint. 
 
    She turned back to her new husband and smacked him in the belly with the back of her hand. He just grunted and grinned at her. “I love you, you crazy man.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. And I love you.” 
 
    James leaned over to Lisa. “Do you still want a sixty-four and a half Mustang?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lisa answered without thought. If she had been paying closer attention, she might have said no. She didn’t want him buying her cars. All she wanted was for him to love her. She didn’t need anything else. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 – Thursday, January 17 
 
      
 
    Lisa was outside on the porch with Jenny and Mindi sitting on the porch swing talking. They were taking the time to get caught up before time to cook dinner. This was the first time they had seen Mindi since she and Luke had gotten back from their honeymoon. 
 
    “Hey, let’s take a walk. I can’t sit on a hard surface for very long. It starts to hurt my back.” Lisa said, standing up to stretch, trying to pull the kinks out. The farther along she got, the harder it got. 
 
    “So, Lisa, how are you and James doing?” Jenny asked out of genuine concern, as the two of them, with Mindi, started down the driveway. 
 
    “Stressful. I’ve been trying to put some space between us, to see if it might help clarify things. It’s just making both of us miserable.” She could hear the pain in her own voice, and wondered if her sisters thought she had lost her mind. She was starting to think she had. “I’m not sure it’s helping.” 
 
    “Then stop,” Jenny said with sincere honesty. 
 
    “Yeah, just kiss him silly. It’s a lot more fun,” Mindi said with a grin. 
 
    “Oh, you’re back to that again, are you?” Jenny asked very dryly. 
 
    “No. I never stopped.” Mindi looked over at Lisa, this time sounding serious, “But basically, that’s what she really needs to do. Not kissing him is what is making them both miserable.” 
 
    “I’ve told you, Jenny, I miss the closeness you get from...” She just stopped mid-sentence. It was too painful to continue. 
 
    Mindi just nodded her head. “I understand.” 
 
    “So, she really wasn’t just feeding me a line to get me to say yes to Mark? There really is a stronger bond created by sex.” 
 
    “Well, thanks for being so blunt, but no she wasn’t,” Mindi said, giving Jenny a strange look. 
 
    “Sorry, I was trying to get straight to the point.” Jenny just shrugged her shoulders with a very unrepentant look on her face. 
 
    “There is a reason why we are supposed to wait till we are married, and why we’re only supposed to have one partner. All the other just causes to much pain and confusion. I think you can see what sex before marriage has done. They’re both miserable. Now, I do believe they are going to work this out, but it’s because they both want to.” 
 
    Lisa had her head down, and looked like she was about to cry. Jenny motioned to Mindi and mouthed, “Maybe we should change the subject.” 
 
    Mindi just looked at her, hands out, as if to say, to what. 
 
    “So, Mindi, how was the honeymoon? Was it as good as you thought it was going to be?” Jenny asked, obviously holding back a laugh. 
 
    Mindi gave Jenny a dirty look, and mouthed, “Great subject change.” 
 
    Jenny shrugged her shoulders and mouthed back at her, “I couldn’t think of anything else.” 
 
    Mindi decided to do the best she could with what she had been handed. Besides, she really had enjoyed her honeymoon. “Florida was great. It was actually pretty warm, and I loved Disney World.” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I meant, and you know it,” Jenny said, giving her a perturbed look. 
 
    “What? Are you back to the vicarious thrill thing again?” Mindi said, shaking her head at Jenny, and mouthing, “Do you really think that’s going to help?” 
 
    “Oh, give,” Jenny snapped sounding irritated. 
 
    Mindi decided to give her what she wanted, and then some. “Let’s just say, my husband is very thorough. And I am a very happy girl,” Mindi said, giving her sister a knowing smirk. “There isn’t an inch of my body that he is not familiar with.” 
 
    “Okay, you can stop now,” Jenny said, holding her hands over her head like she was trying to block a physical attack. 
 
    “You asked,” Mindi said, grinning. “Is Mark still trying to drive you insane by kissing you.” 
 
    “Yes, and it’s starting to be too much. I don’t think I can take much more. I really can’t take the thought of getting married. Every time I think about it, I start to panic. I’m panicking now,” Jenny said, holding her hands to the sides of her head like she was getting a headache. 
 
    “Stop thinking, Jenny, and just do it.” Mindi looked like she was starting to feel sorry for her sister. “Have you begged him to make love to you yet?” 
 
    “No, but it’s a really close thing. I keep trying to rip his clothes off him. But once I start working on taking his clothes off him, he pushes me away,” Jenny said, shaking her head. “I’m not sure what that means.” 
 
    “It means, when you get to that point, that’s all he can take,” Mindi said, clearing the issue up really quick. 
 
    Jenny turned her head, and stared at her sister for a few seconds. When she spoke, she sounded real small. “You mean, like he’s close to making love to me anyway?” 
 
    Mindi just nodded her head. “Jenny, I know why you’re afraid to get married, but even you should realize, those fears are completely invalid where Mark is concerned. If he wasn’t completely in love with you, he would have given up and moved on long ago.” 
 
    “I know, but I don’t know how to get past it.” Jenny wrapped her arms tight around herself, trying to stop the tremors running through her from the outside. “I’m also afraid, if I don’t get past it soon, he will move on.” 
 
    “Look at him and say, take control, then close your eyes until it’s over. Figuratively speaking I mean. He’s not going to hurt you. I’m telling you, like you kept trying to tell me about Luke.” Mindi stopped and turned her sister to face her so she could look her in the eyes. “He loves you. You’re the only one he wants. He stopped dating when he started kissing you all the time. He’s dating was the same as Luke’s. He’s been trying to stay busy.” 
 
    “I promise, I’ll try.” Jenny said, sounding real small again. 
 
    “Hey, what’s that? Where’s all that smoke coming from?” Mindi and Jenny could hear the concern in Lisa’s voice and looked up and saw what she was talking about. There was a large cloud of smoke rising toward the sky, and it wasn’t very far down the road from there house. 
 
    “Oh, boy. That don’t look good. Doesn’t it look like it’s coming from the Jones’ house,” Mindi said, the fear showing in her voice. “They use wood heat, don’t they?” 
 
    “We better get the guys. I’m not hearing any fire engines yet.” 
 
    They had just made it back to the house, and Jenny didn’t wait on the other two. She went running in. Once she told her dad what was going on, he had grabbed Zane and Mark, and they were already heading back out the door before Mindi and Lisa had even made it to the front door. 
 
    When they got in the house, it was to find James, Luke and Phillip getting ready to leave. They were waiting for one of the other three to call and let them know what was going on as soon as they knew themselves what it was. 
 
    It wasn’t a full two minutes before James’ cell started ringing. He was only on it for a few seconds. “They said they hadn’t even made it all the way there, and they could tell it was the house. That was Zane. He said Carl was on the phone with the fire department and to go ahead and come down. They’re going to need help.” 
 
    A couple hours later, when the guys finally made it back to the house, Zane and Mark both looked like they had been through the fire, and the other four didn’t look much better. Both Izzy and Zack had gotten caught in their rooms and couldn’t get out, and neither one of their parents had been there. Mark and Zane had gone in after them. 
 
    “Can you call the ER, and see how they’re doing?” Mark asked as he sat down on the couch. He looked like he wasn’t feeling so hot himself. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t need to go to the ER, yourself?” Jenny asked with a look of concern. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I’m just exhausted.” 
 
    “Did they have the fire out already?” 
 
    “No, but they were just trying to control it till it burned out. That house is old, and it was already a total loss. The paramedic talked like Izzy and Zack might have suffered smoke inhalation. They were giving them oxygen in the ambulance.” 
 
    “Where were John and Elaine?” 
 
    “Apparently they had gone to the store. The fire trucks were already there by the time they pulled up. They’re at the ER now. John says the insurance should cover it, but he’s not sure it’ll be enough to rebuild. Even with what they have in savings. They’re not wanting to have to move, but he’s not sure how they can afford to rebuild it. Between rebuilding expenses and finding somewhere to live till it’s done, it could be more than they’ll have.” 
 
    “Sounds like that’s bothering you.” 
 
    “It is. And I’m going to do something about it.” Mark stood back up and stretched, “Jamie, do I have any clean clothes here? I’d really like to take a shower.” 
 
    “Yeah. Why don’t you go use the bathroom in our room, and Zane can go downstairs? The other four can either wait to use the bigger bathrooms, or use the smaller ones. Go on. Someone can bring your clothes to the bathroom. You look like you’re going to fall over.” 
 
    After he turned and walked down the hall, Zane looked over at Jenny, who still had a look of concern on her face. “He didn’t think he was going to get Izzy out. At first, he couldn’t find a way to get to her, but he could hear her screaming. He wouldn’t let me stay in there with him. He wanted me to go ahead and get Zack out. By the time I had started back in, he had made it to her, and was on his way out. I have no idea how he did it. Once he got her outside and turned her over to the paramedics, he started bawling. I don’t know for sure. He might have been remembering when their old house caught on fire, and Abby was trapped. It might explain why he was feeling so desperate.” 
 
    Jenny turned and walked out of the room, tossing over her shoulder as she went, “Yeah, maybe so. I’m going to go get his clothes.” 
 
    “Sounds like he is suffering from emotional exhaustion,” Jamie said, after watching her daughter walk out of the room. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. He nearly collapsed from relief once he was out of the house.” 
 
    “Has he said anything about it?” 
 
    “No, we couldn’t get him to talk. I don’t know how many times Elaine and John thanked us for getting the kids out, but he never even managed to respond.” 
 
    They were still talking, and didn’t notice when Jenny came back through with his clothes and started down the hall. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    When Jenny reached the bathroom door, she didn’t even stop to knock. She just walked right in. She didn’t really know what she had been expecting to find, but it wasn’t Mark sitting on the toilet with his elbows resting on his knees and his head in his hands. 
 
    “Hey, are you okay?” She reached out and pulled one of his hands away from his face. He had been crying again, and she wiped a tear away with a brush of her finger tips. 
 
    He sat back and just looked at her. After a few seconds, when he finally spoke, he sounded completely drained. “I really wasn’t trying to hide. It just seemed to overtake me once I got away from everyone else. When I heard her screaming, all I could remember was hearing Abby screaming and wondering if Dad would get her out in time. Zane had to nearly tackle Zack to get him out of the house. He didn’t want to leave his sister. I could remember how that felt.” 
 
    “Zane said at first you couldn’t figure out how to get to her. What happened?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. All I remember was begging God to show me a way to her. The next thing I really remember was walking out with her.” 
 
    “Sounds like a miracle to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was.” Mark leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees once again. “You heard me saying I was going to do something about them having to maybe move. I’m going to tell you this, because you’re my personal assistant, and you’ll find out anyway, but please, keep it completely quiet. I’m going to donate all the building materials, so they don’t have that expense. I’m not sure how I’ll be able to keep it anonymous, but I’m going to try. You’ll have to help me with that. Hopefully it will be enough that they’ll be able to afford the rest. The only other thing, is if it came down to it, we could work together to build the house for them, so they didn’t have to pay labor cost. Your dad and Zane were talking about maybe doing that in the truck on the way back.” 
 
    “Sometimes, I forget how truly generous you are. I’m really sorry for that,” Jenny said, sounding like she was about to cry. 
 
    He just looked back down at the floor, grinning and shook his head. 
 
    “You look like you could use a hug. And you definitely deserve one.” He sat back and held his arms out. She didn’t even give it a second thought. She walked over and wrapped her arms around him. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how long they stayed like that. But it was long enough her mom had come looking for her. She didn’t seem all that surprised to find her there. She just looked at her and shook her head. “Come on, let the man take his shower. Him and Luke are the only two left to shower, then we can eat dinner. I’m sure he’s starving. To hear Alex tell it, you’d think he was going to die of starvation.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    When Jamie had called the ER to check on the kids, she had managed to get to talk to Elaine. She told her they could all come and stay with them for the night once they were done at the ER. Once they had finished dinner, Jamie had sent Mindi and Jenny to the local department store to get all of them socks and underwear, a set of sleep clothes, and one everyday outfit. She wanted to make sure they had clean clothes to put on. 
 
    By the time the girls got back from the store, the Jones family had made it there. Thankfully the kids were in good enough shape they had gotten released. 
 
    When Gabe realized they had gotten there, he come running down the hall. He come to an abrupt stop and just stared at Izzy. It seemed like he was making sure she was okay for himself. Once he had decided she was going to live, he turned and ran back to the game room. He never said a word. 
 
    Izzy had a puzzled look on her face. “What’s his problem?” 
 
    He’s a nine-year old little boy. They’re just weird,” Teresa said, winking at Izzy. Izzy just laughed and snuggled back down into her daddy’s arms. She hadn’t been willing to let go of him since they got there. She was still trying to get over the trauma of being trapped. The closest she had come to letting go of her dad was when Mark walked over and asked her how she was feeling, she had reached one arm up and asked him for a hug. 
 
    “I think she considers you her guardian angel. She hasn’t said a whole lot since we left the hospital., but everything she has said has been about you. I’m hoping eventually, the only part she really remembers is you getting her out. It seems to be the part she is focusing on,” John said, looking like he might start crying at any minute. 
 
    “Well, I think her guarding angel and mine were working together. I don’t remember anything after Zane dragging Zack out until I walked out with her, except for begging God to show me how to get her out.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 – Thursday, January 24 
 
      
 
    Ever since Luke and Mindi’s wedding, Lisa had been making it harder on him. She would barely let him touch her. Most of the time, he was lucky if he got more than a hug and a quick peck. He was going crazier now than he had before. 
 
    She was still saying she wanted to marry him, but she felt like they needed some space between them. She felt it might help him figure out what she was waiting for from him. 
 
    When James got to Carl and Jamie’s that night, Jamie told him they didn’t have anything for the salad. She asked him if he’d mind going with Lisa to the store for lettuce, tomatoes and carrots. He suspected Jamie was trying to help him by getting them out of the house alone. He wasn’t sure how it was supposed to help. Lisa just kept giving him a sour look, and then turning back to look out the windshield. 
 
    When they got to the store, he tried to help her out of the truck, but she smacked his hand away and tried to climb down herself. She slipped on the nerf bar and fell into him. He immediately wrapped his arms around her to prevent her from falling. She wrapped her arms around his neck out of reflex. He took advantage of her slip and picked her up in his arms. 
 
    He moved his mouth to her ear and whispered, “If you wanted a hug, all you had to do was ask. You didn’t have to throw yourself at me.” He felt her shiver and barely resisted kissing her. 
 
    “Thank you for not letting me fall. Would you put me down, please?” She was trying to give him her best ice queen imitation, but she was shaking too much, and he could hear it in her voice. Besides, he knew way too much to ever think of her as an ice queen. The woman was more than hot. The memories had been making him crazy. Now he was groaning, and he was going to have to kiss her despite the fact that he was trying to give her space, like she had asked for. 
 
    She seen it coming and tried to protest, but it came out really weak. “James, don’t.” The second his mouth touched hers, her lips parted. She couldn’t stop him. Denying him a kiss was like trying not to breathe. All it was going to do was cause her pain. 
 
    He knew he was going to have to stop. He was close to throwing her back up in the truck seat, and crawling in with her. He wasn’t sure there would be enough room for them to make love on the bench seat of his truck. Between her being as far along as she was and him being so big, it would probably be nearly impossible, but he sure would be willing to try. 
 
    By the time he finally managed to pull back, she was gasping for air, and ended up laying her head against his shoulder trying to catch her breath. 
 
    He turned and sat her back down on the ground, shaking himself. There was a right place, and a wrong place for everything, and this was the wrong place for what he was wanting to do. “Come on, let’s go in.” 
 
    He wasn’t going to be able to take much more of this. He was starting to feel like he needed to try and tell her he loved her, and pray for the best. He felt like he was living in limbo, and it was driving him insane. 
 
    He waited for her to head for the door, and took a deep breath, then followed after her. 
 
    They were standing over in the produce section, picking out tomatoes when someone walked up behind him and ran a finger across his shoulder. He knew without looking who it was. She had been trying to get him in bed with her since high school. That hadn’t changed since she had found out Lisa was pregnant. If anything, it had gotten worse. He wasn’t even slightly tempted, but it was starting to get really annoying. 
 
    “Bridget, what do you want?” He must have gotten ruder than he thought, because Lisa turned and gave him a questioning look. 
 
    “Oh, come on, James. You know what I want,” Bridget said, her voice dripping sugar. She had either missed his tone, or decided to ignore it. James was starting to think the woman was truly slow in the head. 
 
    “The answer is still no.” He didn’t even bother to turn and look at her. 
 
    “Seriously, are you still waiting on this one?” Bridget asked, curling her nose up in disgust. 
 
    Lisa gave her a dirty look and walked over to get carrots and leaf lettuce. She figured the best thing to do was ignore her. 
 
    “You know, Bridget, I would rather sit around waiting on her, then date you. She’s the only one I want.” 
 
    Lisa couldn’t help but laugh. She was walking back over with the carrots and lettuce to toss in the cart when she noticed how angry Bridget had become. Knowing James, this was probably the first time in all these years he had actually come that close to insulting her. And he was being rude to boot. Besides, he had just said she was the only one he wanted. It wasn’t I love you, but it was close. 
 
    “I don’t get it. I realize she was most likely your first,” Bridget said, shaking her head, like she just didn’t understand that at all. “But I would think, once you got a taste for it, you would be wanting more. Unless she just wasn’t that good.” Now she looked like she was about to laugh. “But apparently, she doesn’t even want you.” 
 
    Lisa saw James start to say something. She should have let him deal with her, but she opened her mouth, and was almost yelling at the top of her lungs. “For your information, you little... Oh, there are no words to truly describe how vile you are. But if I didn’t want him, I would hardly be carrying his child, now would I. And if you don’t back off, after this baby is born, I’m coming after you with a baseball bat. He’s mine, and you best not forget that.” That said, Lisa pushed her cart to the registers without looking back. 
 
    James and Bridget both stood there with their mouths hanging open. When they finally recovered, Bridget stormed off in a huff, and James followed Lisa with a big cheesy grin. She had just made his night. Probably his year. 
 
    When James caught up to Lisa, he was still grinning. He couldn’t help himself. She just looked at him with a sour look on her face. This just made him laugh. “Don’t. Not a word,” she said, almost growling. 
 
    They were standing in line at the register when Joe, the store owner, walked by. “Hey, you two. Are you two getting married yet? Please, tell me this big guy has figured it out.” 
 
    He scrunched up his nose, not sure if he was angry or just perplexed. “I know I’ve asked this before, but does everybody know what you want, except me?” 
 
    Joe just laughed. “I guess that answers my question. Sorry, Lisa. You know, he’s a smart guy. He just over thinks everything. He’ll figure it out. Just hang in there,” he said as he walked off, shaking his head. 
 
    “Yeah, and I’ve heard that from everyone, too.” Now he really was irritated. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    By the time they had reached Carl and Jamie’s, he had forgotten about Joe. He was thinking about what she had told Bridget again. This time when he stopped the truck, she let him get to her door before she opened it. When he went to help her out, she didn’t fight him. He figured she didn’t want to take a chance of falling out this time. He pulled her up against him, with her feet still on the nerf bar. “So, Tiger, you want me, huh?” 
 
    She just snorted. “Obviously. Why would you need to ask?” She had decided honesty would be better. It might even help. 
 
    She stood there for a few minutes, wondering if she should even ask him this, but she really needed to know. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    He could tell by her tone, something was bothering her. “Of course, Tiger. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Something Bridget said.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t let Bridget bother you. She’s an idiot.” 
 
    “Please, James, just listen.” She sounded like she was in pain, and it caused him to frown. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “That night we...” Her eyes dropped to a spot on his chest. She couldn’t look him in the eyes and ask him this. “Well, the night we spent together, was the most amazing night of my life. It was more wonderful than I could have imagined. I was wondering if you felt the same way, or if it was more to me than it was you.” 
 
    “Lisa, do you really have to ask me that?” When he called her by her given name instead of Tiger, it caused her head to pop up, and she stood there staring him in the eyes. “She doesn’t know anything. Don’t ever pay any attention to her.” He cupped her head in his hands, and looked her in the eyes. “It was so amazing, there are no words. I could never dream of being with someone else like that. It would never be the same. You’re the only one I want. And you’ll always be the only one I want.” 
 
    He stood there looking at her, thinking about telling her he loved her, but he still couldn’t do it. He was still too afraid it was just his wishful thinking, and he let the fear win again. “Are you okay now?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m much better.” She decided there was no way she could keep up with the keeping space between them. It was just making both of them miserable. So before asking him to put her down, she leaned over and kissed him. 
 
    It was several seconds before she managed to pull back, and she could feel the reluctance in him when she did. “James, we really need to go in. I’m getting cold. Can you put me down?” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    She knew she had screwed up. He had been relentless the last few weeks, but she knew he was about to get ten times worse. She wasn’t sure why, but something had just short circuited her brain. She would never have gone off on Bridget like that normally, but to blurt out so openly that she wanted him in the middle of the store like that. She was obviously losing her mind. It had to be a combination of stress and pregnancy hormones. 
 
    She had already rinsed the vegetables and was cutting them up for salad, and she had her back to the door to the living room. She was in her own little world, and giving herself an internal lecture. She hadn’t realized the room had gone completely quiet. If she had, she would have been on the alert. 
 
    He walked up behind her, and wrapped his arms around her, placing his hands on her rounded belly, and pulled her up against him. “You do realize I’m going to drive you crazy now. You’re going to see me every day. You’re going to see me in your dreams at night.” 
 
    “I already do.” She groaned, “Dang it! I have no control over my mouth right now. I think I’m turning into Hannah. It’s like my brain and mouth are no longer working in unison.” 
 
    He sucked in a sharp breath. He was wondering if she had really said that, or if it was wishful thinking on his part. “Tiger, I wish you’d tell me what it is I’m doing wrong.” 
 
    “You’re not doing anything wrong. There’s just something you’re not doing.” 
 
    “What is it? I’ll do it. I promise.” He was nearly begging, and she had to pause for a few seconds to keep from telling him what it was she wanted. 
 
    “If I’ve got to tell you, it’s not the same.” 
 
    “Tiger, you’re making me crazy. Please, give me a clue.” 
 
    She turned around and looked him in the eyes. “James, it’s really simple. Just stop thinking so hard.” 
 
    He wanted to believe she was trying to ask him to tell her he loved her. He was just too afraid that was his heart talking and not hers. What if he did tell her and she laughed, or rejected him entirely. He couldn’t live with that. Not after coming this far. He’d just crawl into a corner somewhere and die. 
 
    When he stood there just staring at her, she turned back around and started working on the salad again. His hands came back up and spread across her belly again. She could feel him shaking. He had figured it out, she knew he had. He was just too afraid to say it. “Come on, James. Just do it.” 
 
    In that moment, he knew that was what she was wanting, but the fear was still clogging his throat. He pulled her back against him. He wanted to say it, but he just couldn’t get the words out. He swallowed a couple times, trying to work up the courage, but the fear still had a hold of him. “Oh baby, please help...” He swallowed again, and tried once more. “I know...” 
 
    Just then Luke walked in through the batwing doors. “Hey guys. How’s it going?” 
 
    James looked over at his best friend and had to struggle to resist the temptation to snarl, get out, at him. He knew as close as he had come, it was going to take a lot of work to get there again. The moment was lost, and he was feeling very frustrated. “We’re good.” 
 
    “So, James, figured it out yet?” 
 
    “Shut up, Luke.” That just frustrated him even more, but it wasn’t Luke’s fault. He decided he needed to make himself busy, so he went to the cabinet and got the plates out to sit the table. 
 
    “Sorry.” Luke walked over to the counter. “Hey, Lisa. How are you and the little one doing?” 
 
    “We’re good.” Lisa kept her head down. She was feeling really frustrated. She was still certain he had figured it out. She needed to be able to press the issue. She was afraid if she didn’t get a chance to tonight, she would lose any advantage she had just gained. 
 
    Luke could tell something was bothering her, and leaned in closer. “What’s wrong, Lisa?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’m just frustrated. Your timing stinks.” 
 
    “What did I miss?” 
 
    “I think he’s figured it out, but he’s scared. I really believe he was trying to...” 
 
    “Crap. Lisa, I’m sorry.” The man truly sounded as frustrated as she felt. 
 
    “You didn’t know what we were talking about before you walked in here. I don’t blame you. I’m just afraid if I can’t press him tonight, I’ll lose the ground I gained. You know how he’s going to start thinking.” 
 
    “Maybe I can figure out a way to get out of here without being too obvious and making him nervous. Then you can try again.” 
 
    All the sudden James started chuckling. “Luke, you missed it. Lisa threatened Bridget Hart with a baseball bat.” 
 
    “What?” Luke started laughing. “Who are you, and what have you done with Lisa? She would never threaten someone with violence.” 
 
    “Stop it, Luke,” she said, turning pink with embarrassment. 
 
    “What was Bridget doing?” Luke asked, turning back to James. 
 
    “Her usual. Wanting to know how big my...” James just stopped and shook his head, realizing he had already said more than he had ever intended to. 
 
    “Wanting to know how big your...” All the sudden it hit Luke what James was referring to. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what it’s always been about,” James said, embarrassment ringing in his voice. If his skin hadn’t been so dark, he would have been glowing right then. “She asked me once if I would just show her. At first, she offered to have sex with me as payment for the show. As if I would ever want that. That woman is evil.” 
 
    “Wait.” Lisa turned around with a really irritated look on her face. “She wants to know how big your...” Lisa paused for a second, trying to find a less vulgar word than the one that had popped into her head at first. “Package is?” 
 
    James just looked at Lisa. He was afraid to say anymore. She already looked like she could commit murder, and he didn’t like it when she got that upset. She was too far along, and he didn’t want her going into labor early. 
 
    “Will you let me do something?” Lisa asked, trying to appear innocent, and doing about as good of a job as Zane always did. 
 
    “What?” James asked, eyeing her with concern. 
 
    “Give her a comparison.” Now Lisa was wearing a really mischievous look. “That ought to make her really green.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” James’ eyes had gotten so huge, he looked almost scared. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I still know where to find a baseball bat. And I know how to use one too.” Lisa slammed the knife she had in her hand down on the counter and slid off the stool. She walked over to him, and looked in his eyes. “I’m tired of her treating you like a piece of meat, and it’s going to stop. It may have to wait till this baby is born, but she is done, whether she knows it or not.” After a second thought she added, “And she can just stop thinking about your... assets, because she’s never going to see them, much less touch them.” 
 
    “Well, I see the side of Lisa that threatened her a while ago. It’s the part that protects you. You Townsend’s are very protective of the people you love.” Luke hadn’t even realized what he had said, but Lisa had, and she was trying to figure out a way to steer the conversation before it got awkward. 
 
    “Well, she tried to tell him I didn’t want him. What was I supposed to do?” Now she was embarrassed again. 
 
    “Yeah, she really went off on her.” James decided to ignore what Luke had said. There was more than one type of love, and he wasn’t going to dwell on it right now. 
 
    “What exactly did you say?” Luke asked, looking back at Lisa, trying not to laugh. It appeared that she had turned back into the Lisa he was used to. 
 
    Now when she spoke, it was barely above a whisper, and she kept her head down. “If I didn’t want him, I would hardly be carrying his child, and if she didn’t back off, I was going to come after her with a baseball bat.” By the time she was done retelling what she had said, she was the color of a fire engine. 
 
    “Wow!” 
 
    “She also told her, I was hers, and she best not forget it.” James just grinned when Lisa’s cheeks got even redder. 
 
    “This is great. I’ve got to tell Mindi this,” Luke said, holding back a chuckle. Just then Mindi walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “Tell me what?” 
 
    The next thing Lisa knew, the kitchen was full again, and they were finishing dinner preparations. She didn’t know when she’d get another chance like that. She could tell when she looked up at Luke, he was thinking the same thing. 
 
    By the time everyone had got sat down to eat, they had all heard about the store incident. Which meant it had to be retold once again, starting from the beginning. 
 
    “Lisa, why would you threaten her with a baseball bat?” Jamie just sat there with a mixed expression. She couldn’t decide whether to be angry or awed. Lisa was usually one of her quiet, gentle children. 
 
    “I’m tired of her treating him like he’s a piece of meat, and ignoring him no matter what he tells her. She thinks she can have whatever she wants just because she wants it.” 
 
    “Well, you didn’t really have to threaten her with a baseball bat, did you?” Jamie asked, still trying to understand. 
 
    That was until Teresa chimed in. “I’ll tell you why she did it. Bridget was messing with her man, and she’d had enough.” Lisa flushed scarlet, and the whole table laughed. “I can assure you, Mom, if she had been doing that to Jake, I would have reacted the same way.” 
 
    “Yeah. I expect that kind of reaction out of you, but not Lisa.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 – Friday, January 30 
 
      
 
    James knocked on the door and stepped back waiting for someone to answer. Jamie opened the door and looked up at him. “Hey, James. Have you come to see Lisa again?” She stepped back to let him in the house, not really needing an answer. This was the fifth time he had been here this week. He had only missed Sunday, and he had seen her at church that day. He had warned her she’d see him every day. He hadn’t been kidding. 
 
    It seemed the closer Lisa got to her due date, the more desperate he became. If he didn’t get it soon, she was seriously considering telling him. He may cover it well, but the man was on the edge of insanity. One more nudge, and he’d be over it. He’d give her anything just to get her to marry him. The problem was, the only thing she wanted, he really needed to figure out on his own. 
 
    Of course, at the rate he was going, he was likely to start ranting at any minute. If he did that, he might just accidently hit on the one thing Lisa needed from him before she would agree to marry him. A mother could hope and pray. Couldn’t she? 
 
    “She’s in her room. Go on and go up.” She figured there was no need to stress too much at this point. 
 
    He ran up the stairs, taking them two at a time. He didn’t stop to knock. He just let himself in, and closed the door behind him. She was lying in bed on top of the covers, asleep. He could just barely hear her snoring. She was laid over on her side in the middle of the bed. He knew he shouldn’t do it, but the temptation was too great. 
 
    He went over and laid down beside her, with his chest pressed against her back. The second their bodies touched she rolled over and curled into his chest with her head resting on his arm. She was still asleep, and she was whispering something. He couldn’t make most of it out, but he knew he heard his name. He wondered if she had been dreaming about him, or if she just knew the feel and smell of him so well, she knew he had crawled in bed with her. Either thought was way too tempting for him to consider. 
 
    Those kinds of thoughts were not good for him to entertain while lying in bed with her. He had asked God to forgive him for the first time. He didn’t need to fall off the wagon again. 
 
    He brushed her forehead with the tips of his fingers, and heard her sigh. This time when she whispered, it was just his name. She knew he was there, even though she was still asleep. He ran the tip of his finger down her nose and over her cheek. Her skin was so soft, it felt like silk against his calloused hand, and he marveled at the contrast between the pale peach of her skin and the very, dark brown of his. 
 
    He knew the moment he thought it, he shouldn’t give in. He knew he needed to get up and leave the room, then knock. But as much as he knew he needed to, he knew he wasn’t going to. 
 
    He brought his fingers up under her chin, so he could reach her mouth. All he meant to do was kiss her awake. So much for good intentions. The second his mouth touched hers, he knew he was going to be in trouble. She started to respond immediately. He was wondering now if she had been pretending to be asleep. The first time he kissed her awake, she woke up a lot slower. Nothing like this time. 
 
    Her lips parted on a sigh, and his control slipped a little farther. When she brought her arm up around him, he knew she was for sure awake now. He could feel her trying to pull him closer. She parted her lips farther and ran the tip of her tongue over his bottom lip. The growl came from deep in his chest. He could feel himself losing it even more. 
 
    He reached his hand up and ran his fingers through her silky hair. He rolled her to her back and braced himself above her, making sure not to put too much of his weight on her. That was about as coherent as his thoughts could get. 
 
    He was fighting to get some of his control back, and he buried his face in the curve of her neck. That was the wrong thing to do. The scent of her skin hit him, and he lost it completely. He started running kisses up her neck and over her chin. “God Tiger, I...” All the sudden the baby kicked, surprising him, causing him to jerk back, and fall off the bed. 
 
    Her face popped over the edge of the bed. “James, are you alright?” 
 
    “If I say no, will you marry me?” He lay there looking up at her. 
 
    “James, that’s not funny.” 
 
    “Okay. If I say yes, will you marry me?” 
 
    “James, stop. How many times do I have to tell you?” 
 
    “Well, Tiger, I have to keep trying.” 
 
    The frustration finally won out, and she plopped herself back on the bed. Before the baby had kicked and he had fallen of the bed, she knew he had been about to say he loved her. Dang it. Just two more little words and she could have given in, and been the happiest person alive. 
 
    “Well, my nap is over.” She sat up and put her feet on the floor. “So, when I do marry you, will you wake me up like that all the time? It really is the most wonderful way to wake up. It wouldn’t take long for me to get used to it.” That might have been the wrong thing to ask. It pretty much told him she wanted more, and now he looked like he was going to try and start all over. 
 
    “If I said yes, would you marry me?” He had gotten up, and was now moving toward her with that look in his eyes. The one that always set her blood on fire. She didn’t think she could handle much more of his kissing right now. Marrying him wouldn’t be the only thing she’d be agreeing to. She needed to get out of this room. 
 
    She managed to move faster than he anticipated, but just barely. She just managed to make it out the door in time. She was getting slower. The farther along she got, the slower she got. One of these times, she wasn’t going to be able to out maneuver him. She hoped by then he had figured out what she really wanted. 
 
    He stood there, staring up at the ceiling, letting the door close behind her. If the baby hadn’t kicked and startled him so bad, he would have said it. It had almost slipped out. He had never come so close to telling her he loved her before. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if he was grateful or irritated. Lately, he had experienced mixed emotions a lot. He loved touching her and kissing her, but it was starting to wear on his emotional control. He was still so terrified he’d scare her off if he told her how he really felt. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 – Thursday, February 14 
 
      
 
    Lisa knew James would be there for dinner tonight. It was Valentine’s Day, and Mindi’s twenty-second birthday, on top of being a Thursday. They were going to have cake and ice cream after they ate dinner. He wouldn’t miss an excuse like that. 
 
    Lately every time she turned around he was there. It seemed like the closer she came to her due date, the more relentless he got. And the longer he would wait each night before he went home. She was starting to worry it might be affecting his work. She knew he was losing sleep. But apparently Luke hadn’t said anything. 
 
    He still hadn’t said he loved her, but her resolve was weakening. She wanted to blame it on the pregnancy hormones, but if she was honest with herself, it was all him. She needed his touch so much, it made her crazy when he would leave her. She didn’t think she could hold out much longer. 
 
    She was sitting at the counter on a bar stool cutting up the salad stuff when he walked in. She had her back to him, and didn’t see him walk up. He laid his hands on the counter, placing her between his arms, and leaned down and kissed her on the neck. Her pulse picked up at the touch of his lips, and she would have fallen off the stool if he hadn’t caught her. “Hey, Tiger. Careful there.” 
 
    He laid his hand on her rounded stomach, and asked, “How are you two doing today?” 
 
    “We’re good.” Her voice cracked. How was she supposed to keep resisting him when he was like this? Of course, this was one of the reasons she loved him so much. She looked at his handsome face and had to fight to hold back the tears. 
 
    “Hey, Tiger, don’t cry.” He cupped her face in his big, strong hands, and wiped a tear away with one large thumb. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’m fine. It’s just pregnancy hormones.” She got down from the stool and walked around the counter to find something to keep her busy. She decided to set the table, and went to get the plates down, but her belly was getting in the way and she couldn’t reach up high enough to get them. 
 
    “Here, let me.” She saw his dark brown hands come around her and grab the plates off the top shelf. He turned and headed for the table, and started putting them around it, in front of the chairs. She decided to get the silverware instead. At least that she could reach without his help. 
 
    Luke and Mindi walked in not too long after he did, and started helping get things ready. 
 
    When everything was ready, and they hollered for everyone to come and eat, James pulled a chair out, and looked over at her. “Here, Tiger, come on and sit down. I can get the lasagna. You look like you could use some rest.” Once again, she found herself on the verge of tears. 
 
    After he pushed her chair in, he walked back over to the stove, grabbed the pot holders off the counter and got one of the pans out of the oven. He brought it over and sat it on one end of the table, and then went back and got the other one for the other end. By the time he went to sit down beside her, everyone else had taken their seats, and Carl was waiting to say grace. Once everyone was quiet, Carl said the prayer over the meal. 
 
    The moment he said amen, the room was filled with chatter and laughter. Everyone else’s happiness was getting to her. It was just more than she could take. She got up and walked out the back door without saying a word. She knew he would follow her, but she had to get away from all the good cheer. It just kept making her want to cry. 
 
    Sure enough, he was just a few seconds behind her. She had gone out to stand in the middle of the backyard to stare up at the sky. The sun was already sinking low in the sky. The sun set was beautiful. Too bad she didn’t feel like enjoying it. 
 
    He walked up behind her and laid his hand on her arm. “Hey Tiger, what is it?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you. If I tell you, then it doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t get it. I don’t see why you can’t just tell me what it is I’m doing so wrong.” 
 
    “If I tell you, then I... I’m sorry. I just can’t.” 
 
    He brought his hands up to her head, and wove his fingers in her hair. She knew what he was about to do, but she couldn’t bring herself to stop him. When his lips touched hers, she melted. It happened every time. She had thought she would get use to the feel of him, and her reaction would become less intense with time, but she had been wrong. 
 
    He groaned, and picked her up and carried her back to the porch. She heard the swing creak with their combined weight. He settled her on his lap, and started his assault on her senses anew. If he kept this up, she would give him whatever he wanted. 
 
    When he pulled her head back and started a path down her throat, she moaned and twisted, trying to get closer to his warmth. He groaned in response, and hugged her to him. “Please, marry me.” He sounded like he was almost begging. 
 
    She almost said yes, but just before it slipped out, she remembered why she couldn’t. She pulled back from him and shook her head. She was afraid to open her mouth, for fear she would give the wrong response. 
 
    He stood up and sat her down, trying to be gentle, but she could tell he was agitated. He started pacing back and forth on the porch. “Why are you doing this to me? You’re making me nuts.” He turned back toward her, throwing his hands in the air. He knew he was losing control of his mouth, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself, and he was getting louder by the second. “I’ve been in love with you ever since tenth grade. I’ve never wanted anyone else.” 
 
    All the sudden she couldn’t draw breath to speak. All she could think was, he said it. He loves me. She wanted to say it back, but her throat wasn’t cooperating with her, and her silence was making him nervous. He wasn’t sure what the look on her face meant. She looked a little dazed, and he couldn’t stop himself. He just kept going. “Are you trying to kill me? I need you so much, I’m dying inside.” 
 
    He stopped and looked her straight in the eyes. “I love you. This is making me crazy. I can’t take anymore.” 
 
    He had said too much. He had to get out of there. 
 
    By the time she had snapped out of her stunned silence, he had swung the backdoor open and had stomped through it. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    James walked through the kitchen, trying hard not to run. He could see everyone staring at him. Obviously, they had heard his outburst, and he felt like an idiot. For the life of him, he couldn’t understand why it looked like they were all fighting back smiles. That only made him more irritated. 
 
    He had made it across the kitchen, and swung through the doors when he heard her holler at him, “James, please stop.” 
 
    He didn’t even turn back. He just kept on going. He had to get out of there before he made a bigger fool of himself. He knew if he looked at her right then, he’d start begging her to marry him. It was obvious she didn’t feel that way for him after all. He really wanted to punch his best friend in the face for encouraging him to keep trying. 
 
    He had made it to his truck, and was propped on his hands on the hood, staring down at the ground. He felt like he was going to be sick. He heard her come out the front door, but he refused to look at her. 
 
    “James, I’ll marry you.” 
 
    His head snapped up, and he felt a moment of sheer joy.  But then it dawned on him. “No, I’m not going to except a yes born of pity.” 
 
    “It’s not pity, you crazy, wonderful man. All I ever wanted, was to know for sure you loved me. I wasn’t going to trap you in a marriage you didn’t want. I’m sorry. It’s just at first, when you finally said it, I was too stunned to speak.” 
 
    He felt like his world had just been flipped upside down. But for some reason, it felt more right than it ever had before. He slowly turned his head and looked at her. Really looked at her. And saw the love that had always been there for the first time in his life. He pushed away from the truck and slowly started back across the yard. It was starting to make sense. She had always loved him. Always. He had just always let his fears get in the way of seeing it. He had convinced himself there was no way she could love him like that. 
 
    He had made it to the bottom step, and was looking up at her. “You couldn’t see it, Tiger? How much I love you. I’ve always loved you. Why else did you think I always wanted you around me? Why I could never stay away from you more than a day?” 
 
    “We’ve always been friends,” she said, shrugging her shoulders, unsure how else to respond. 
 
    “Yes, we’re friends.” He couldn’t help but laugh, the happiness he felt was bubbling up inside of him, looking for a way out. “But I always wanted so much more.” 
 
    “James, I love you, and I will marry you. That was all I wanted. To hear you say it. 
 
    He walked up the steps and picked her up. He cradled her in his arms and kissed her forehead. “I love you, Tiger. More than anything in this world. So much so, I’m likely to make you crazy with how much I’m going to be telling you now.” 
 
    “I could never hear that you love me too much. I love you more than is possible to express with words. All I’ve ever wanted from you, is to marry you and spend the rest of my life with you. And children, of course.” 
 
    “Thank God. Can we do this quick?” 
 
    “How quick?” she said, unable to suppress a laugh. 
 
    “I’ll give you a month.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure we can do it in a month. Just tell my mom. She’s been planning it for weeks. She started just as soon as Mindi and Luke were married.” 
 
    He laughed a deep contented laugh and kissed her on the mouth. Thank God for Jamie and her intuition. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    When they finally went back in the house, it was to find most of her family trying to dash back to the kitchen. They had obviously been trying to listen at the window. Her suspicions were confirmed when they walked in the kitchen and found her mom staring at the calendar, and already talking to Mindi about wedding plans. “Okay, one month. That’s March fourteenth. I wonder if he would be okay with the sixteenth. That’s a Saturday.” 
 
    “Yes, Mom, the sixteenth is fine,” James said, almost laughing. It was obvious, he wasn’t the only one excited she’d finally said yes. 
 
    “Can we hold off on wedding plans long enough to eat. I’m starving.” Now that she was sure of her future, her appetite was back. With a vengeance. 
 
    They had all got sat back down, and were eating again when Jamie asked, “James, do you want to call your mom and dad? I think this would be an acceptable time to use the phone at the table.” 
 
    “No, I want to tell them in person,” he said leaning over and kissing Lisa on the side of the head. He couldn’t help but grin, watching her eat. She hadn’t been eating very well the last few weeks. Now he could see, she had been under as much emotional strain as he had. “Hey, Tiger, I’m sorry. I was such an idiot. You don’t know how many times I almost told you I loved you. I wanted to so bad, but I had convinced myself there was no way that was what you wanted.” 
 
    “He’s not kidding. He almost told you several times. I could read it on his face. And I could read it on his face the second the fear took over and stopped him every time.” Carl just gave James a grin. “Well, at least it’s all settled now.” 
 
    “Baby, what else could I have possibly wanted? Do you really think I would have ended up in bed with you to start with, if I wasn’t in love with you?” She had started glowing from the embarrassment before she had even finished her statement. 
 
    “Tiger, I thought you were just trying to wake me up, and I had caught you by surprise.” He just sat there staring down at her. 
 
    “Well, I was trying to wake you up, but if I wasn’t in love with you, I would have stopped you. I couldn’t. Well, I really didn’t want to.” Now she was really glowing. She had said way more than she would have thought she could have with everyone else around. 
 
    “James, why have you started calling her Tiger?” Tonya was looking at him, trying to puzzle it out. 
 
    James didn’t answer, but Lisa started glowing all over again. He had never told her, but she had a pretty good idea what that reason was. When he just looked down at her, grinning as he popped a piece of garlic bread in his mouth, she realized she was right. 
 
    “Tonya, I don’t think that’s for your ears,” Jamie said, turning red. “James, do you want some salad?” she asked, trying to change the subject. 
 
    “Yeah,” James said, reaching his hand out to take the bowl. 
 
    “Oh, come on. I want to know.” Tonya was never one to be easily put off. She was too much like Zane. 
 
    This time James answered her. “Tonya, that’s between Lisa and I.” 
 
    Accepting defeat, she huffed, and put a bite of lasagna in her mouth. She knew she would never get him to tell her once he made the decision not to. 
 
    “You all must have thought I was a real jerk, considering all she wanted was for me to love her.” 
 
    “No,” Carl said, sitting up straighter and looking James in the eyes. “We knew you loved her. We wanted to tell you what she wanted. She said you had to figure it out for yourself. Or, at the very least, say it accidentally.” 
 
    “She was right. I needed to figure it out by myself. If I hadn’t, she might have questioned my sincerity. Now I know how determined she was not to trap me in a marriage I didn’t want,” he said, looking down at her, and shaking his head. “How she could ever think for a second I didn’t want to marry her, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Jamie was truly, and I’m not joking when I say this, praying you’d do exactly what you did. She was convinced, like the rest of us, you were over thinking it, and that was the only way you were going to get it.” Carl laughed and add, “A few months ago, I found myself thankful you react the way you do to stress, and that this was a stressful situation. Then I laughed at myself for thinking that. When we heard you start to lose it out there, Jamie started thanking God before you were even done with your rant.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s been over thinking it for years. If he’d have listened to me in the tenth grade, they’d have been married a long time ago.” 
 
    “After my extremely loud outburst, on my way through the kitchen, I noticed you all looked like you were fighting grins. And now, I understand why. But I was having some really violent thoughts at the time. Mostly aimed at Luke. He’s been telling me not to give up. He kept telling me he knew I would eventually figure it out.” James looked over at Luke, and spoke to him directly. “I’m truly glad you didn’t let me quit. If it hadn’t been for you, I would have curled up in a corner somewhere and died a long time ago.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have let you do that. If you had stopped coming to see me, I would have ended up showing back up at your apartment again.” 
 
    “Well, at any rate, you’re forgiven for your violent thoughts. We understand, you were stressed,” Carl said, laughing and shaking his head. 
 
    “Oh! We almost forgot.” Lisa took her necklace off, and slid the engagement ring off the chain. After she replaced the necklace around her neck, she turned to face James. “I still want my official proposal.” She took his hand, kissed his palm, then laid the engagement ring there. 
 
    He looked down at the ring in his hand, and couldn’t help but grin as he watched the light bounce off it, and throw rainbows across his palm. He stood up and pulled her to her feet. 
 
    When he stepped away from the table, pulling her with him, she gave him a strange look. 
 
    He looked over at the table where Carl was sitting. “To do this properly, Carl, I need to ask if I have your and Jamie’s blessing to ask her first.” 
 
    There were several grins, and at least one, ‘She’s pregnant, for crying out loud,’ that he was sure had to have been Zane. But Carl was willing to go along with James’ formal proposal, knowing this was what James would have truly wanted it to be like. “Yes, James, you have our blessing. We would be delighted for you to marry our daughter.” 
 
    When he knelt down on one knee, he heard several gasps before the room fell silent. When he took her hand, and looked up into her eyes, he could see she had started to cry. He knew her answer would be yes, but he was still nervous. He had to swallow a couple of times before he was finally able to speak. 
 
    “Lisa Marie Townsend, I love you more than anything in this world. More than I can truly express with mere words. You are my best friend, and my one true love. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Will you marry me?” 
 
    “Yes! Yes! Yes!” If it hadn’t been for the fact that she was seven months pregnant, she would have been jumping up and down. But since that was out of the question, the second he stood up and put the ring on her finger, she threw her arms around him instead. 
 
    Everybody started clapping and cheering behind them, but for a moment her aversion to serious public displays of affection was forgotten. She had pulled his head down to hers and started kissing him without a second thought. When he groaned and deepened the kiss, she noticed all the whooping and hollering behind them. 
 
    She grabbed the front of his shirt and pushed him away. But only far enough to bury her face in his chest. She could feel him chuckling, but remained where she was. She had definitely lost herself there for a moment. 
 
    When they finally managed to make it back to their chairs, Luke looked up at James, but spoke to Lisa. “Lisa, you need to ask him how long he’s had that ring.” 
 
    “Luke, watch it man.” All the sudden James sounded really nervous. 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t tell her. I just said she needed to ask you. Besides, at this point, don’t you think you could tell her?” 
 
    “Tell me what?” Lisa looked up at James. “How long have you had this ring?” 
 
    He looked over at her, and took a deep breath. He wasn’t sure how to start. 
 
    “Start from the beginning, James,” Luke said, seeming to know what was going through his head. 
 
    When he finally looked in her eyes, all he saw was love. And her curiosity. When he realized she had always looked at him with love, the words just started spilling out. Almost like another rant. But this time he wasn’t stressed, and he wanted more than anything to tell her. 
 
    “Since before you graduated from high school. Like Luke said, if I would have listened to him, things could have been a lot different. I wanted to listen to him. I tried to listen to him.” He shrugged his shoulders, and picked her hand up off the table. “I was originally going to ask you the night you graduated, but I panicked and didn’t do it. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t convince myself that your parents would approve.” 
 
    “You know,” Lisa said, sounding a little shaky. “That’s why I wouldn’t leave town to go to college. I didn’t want to be that far away from you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m idiot. I know that now.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. That was what was in your pocket. Now I wish I had just stuck my hand in your pocket instead of asking you what it was. Maybe if I had, I could have got it dug out.” 
 
    He had picked her hand up and was now making circles in her palm with his thumb and she was feeling a little dazed. All she could do was sit there with her mouth hanging open, unable to speak. 
 
    “Yeah, that was what I had in my pocket. I tried several other times to get up the courage to ask you. I was just so afraid if you didn’t feel the same way, it would ruin our friendship. Between that, and not feeling like your parents were going to like it, I couldn’t do it. My last attempt before you got pregnant, was Valentine’s Day, last year.” 
 
    Still unable to speak, she got up and dropped herself in his lap and started kissing him, much the same way she did the first time she had kissed him. 
 
    “Gee, for someone who doesn’t feel comfortable with public displays, you are really racking up the points,” Jenny said, trying not to laugh. Lisa ignored her for a few more seconds.  
 
    Just then Mark walked into the kitchen with Jeff right behind him. Zane had sent out a text to the rest of the guys while Lisa and James were still outside. “Okay, who won? I know it wasn’t me.” Mark said, taking one of the extra chairs out of the closet and sitting it between Zane and Jenny, causing Jenny to gasp and almost choke on a bite of lasagna. 
 
    “Won what?” Lisa didn’t look happy. 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” Mark looked at Lisa, unsure what to say. “I guess you haven’t said anything to them about it yet,” Mark said, not realizing he was digging the hole deeper. 
 
    “Said anything about what?” Lisa asked, her frown deepening. 
 
    When he started to speak again, Jenny laid her hand on his, causing him to shut up immediately, and came to his rescue. “It was my idea. So, if you want to be mad at someone, I’m to blame.” 
 
    Lisa turned to look at Jenny, not wanting to call attention to the fact that she still had her hand resting on Mark’s. He just sat there, staring down at her hand like he wasn’t sure he wasn’t imagining it. She hadn’t touched him since the night of the Jones’ house fire unless he touched her. 
 
    “You’re to blame for what?” Lisa asked, trying to sound angry. She had lost her steam the second she saw Jenny reach out and touch Mark. Even the smallest touch was a big deal for Jenny. Lisa didn’t think Jenny realized how revealing it was for the rest of the people at the table. 
 
    “We had a bet going.” 
 
    “A bet about what?” This time James had asked the question. He had noticed the change in Lisa’s tone and was just trying to keep Jenny talking. He didn’t have a clue what Lisa was trying to do, but he decided to try and help. 
 
    “Sorry, James.” This time when she spoke, her voice sounded a little shaky. “It was about how long it would take you to go off on a rant and tell her you loved her. We all knew it was bound to happen. It was something Mindi had said that gave me the idea.” James couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    Jenny still hadn’t taken her hand off Mark’s, and he had started running his thumb across her fingers. He still hadn’t managed to look up from the table. 
 
    This time when Lisa spoke, she had to work really hard to sound angry. She could tell by Jenny’s flushed cheeks she was aware of where her hand was. Lisa was sure Mark running his thumb across her fingers wasn’t helping her concentration. But she was determined to protect him, and she didn’t appear to be backing down. “You were betting on James going off on a rant?” 
 
    “Tiger, it’s okay.” Now he was just getting confused. He didn’t understand why she was working so hard to pretend to be angry. 
 
    “It’s okay, James.” Lisa would almost bet Jenny knew she was pretending to be angry at this point. Her sister knew her well, but she was really wanting to see how far Jenny would go with this. “When we decided to make the bet, we had the idea you wouldn’t like it, but I’m the only one you need to be mad at.” Jenny finally pulled her hand away from Mark’s, but she looked like she was in slow motion. She didn’t really want to stop touching him. 
 
    “You know what? I’m fine with it. I’m in too good a mood to stay mad.” She pushed her chair back from the table and stood up. “I’m going to go get the ice cream and cake.” She looked at Jenny. “Do you want to help me?” 
 
    Jenny jumped at the chance to leave the table for a few minutes. When they got to the kitchen area, Jenny leaned over to Lisa and asked, whispering, “What were you doing?” 
 
    “Waiting for you to take your hand off his,” she whispered back. “What were you doing?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It just kind of happened,” Jenny said, keeping to a whisper. 
 
    Just then Mark walked up behind Jenny. “Hey, Lisa, why don’t you take the ice cream? I can help Jenny with the rest of it.” He was already reaching up in the cabinet to get the desert plates. Jenny’s eyes had grown huge, but Lisa could tell she was trying not to run. 
 
    “Sure thing.” Lisa walked back over to the table to discover that everybody else was watching the other two, waiting to see what was going to happen. She could tell Mark and Jenny were talking, but they were keeping their voices down enough, nobody could tell what they were saying. 
 
    By the time Mark and Jenny had reached the table with the cake and plates, Jake had made it in and everybody went back to talking. 
 
    “Sorry. Apparently, I’m the last one to get here. Well, since Hannah won’t be here.” 
 
    Zane waited for Jake to take a seat by Teresa, then pulled an envelope out of his back pocket. Rather than open it, he handed it to James across the table. “Here, since it was about you, would you like the honor of telling us who won?” 
 
    James reached out and took the envelope with a big cheesy grin. “Sure. Why not?” 
 
    He tore the end off and dumped the contents out on the table. There was a bunch of five-dollar bills, and a piece of paper. The buy in must have been five dollars, James thought to himself. 
 
    He took the paper off the table and unfolded it. “Whoever wrote this, needs to work on their penmanship. It looks like chicken scratches. I don’t know if I can read it.” 
 
    Lisa leaned over and looked at the paper. “Oh, good grief.” She took the paper from James’ hand and stood up and handed it to Jenny. “I hope you work harder at writing neat at work. You could sink Mark’s store, just because his employees don’t know what they’re supposed to do.” 
 
    Jenny took the paper, giving her sister a sour look. “I don’t usually have to write stuff down at work except for my own notes. Well, there is the stuff Mark and the secretaries have to read, but they’ve gotten used to my ‘chicken scratches’, and can read it.” When she heard Mark laugh she turned and gave him a dirty look. She seriously thought about smacking him in the gut, but decided she had touched him enough for one night. She didn’t think her nerves could take much more. Besides, she really didn’t want to hurt her hand. She knew for a fact his stomach muscles were just as hard as the rest of him. He worked out on a regular basis. He said it would be too easy to pack on extra weight as big as he already was. 
 
    “Do you want to know everybody’s guesses, or just who the winner is? There’s no trouble telling who the winner is. Someone was dead on. They said Valentine’s Day.” They all missed Jeff’s smirk. He was still standing over against the wall, quietly waiting. 
 
    “Read them all. I want to know how bad everybody thought I was going to be,” James said with a laugh. 
 
    “Well, I can tell you really easy who’s the worst was.” 
 
    “It’s probably Zane’s,” Lisa added with her own smirk. “He was convinced you would never get it. He thought I would have to tell you.” 
 
    “She’s right. That’s what Zane said,” Jenny added with a laugh. 
 
    “This is one bet I am happy to lose. I’m truly glad I was wrong.” When Zane spoke, they could tell he was sincere. That was saying something, considering how competitive he was. 
 
    “Okay. There was four of us who thought you’d get it before now. Mindi, Teresa, Mark and myself.” She looked back down at the paper. “Phillip, for some reason thought it would be his birthday, February seventeenth. But he took second place. Luke’s was next. I’m guessing he just picked a random date. His was February twenty-second. Hannah’s was Michael’s birthday, April twenty-ninth. I remember Michael was sitting beside her at the time, and they ended up coming up with that together. If you ask me, she just let him pick. Jake’s was Lisa’s birthday, May seventh.” 
 
    “Well, I thought he might get to feeling all sweet and loving on her birthday. I just didn’t think of Valentine’s Day.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m always sweet and loving,” James said, throwing a piece of bread across the table, and hitting Jake in the chest with it. 
 
    “Hey, I don’t have any ammunition. That’s not fair,” Jake said, starting to laugh. 
 
    “Yes, you do. Here,” Teresa said, handing him her bread. Jake just tore a piece off and threw it across the table. His aim wasn’t as good, and it ended up sailing right past James. James just laughed. 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough. It’s too early in the year for a food fight. You all get started now, will end up with four or five this year,” Jamie said, trying hard to hide her own laughter. 
 
    “Who does that leave?” Lisa asked, turning the focus back to the bet. 
 
    “Dad and Jeff,” Jenny said with an amused look on her face. 
 
    “What? Mom didn’t bet?” Lisa asked, looking over at their mother. 
 
    “No. I didn’t want to be the one to upset you, but if I’d had any idea Jenny was going to act the way she did, I would have been happy to join in,” Jamie said, grinning at her oldest daughter. “I’m guessing it won’t be too long after your wedding, we’ll be planning another one. And on that note, I’ve got to take Emily and get her cleaned up. She looks like she’s about to fall asleep,” Jamie added, getting up from the table and picking up her youngest daughter. 
 
    Mark had to work hard to stifle the laugh trying to escape his lips. He had noticed when Jenny gave him the dirty look over her sister’s comment on her penmanship. He didn’t think he needed to risk it this time. 
 
    Zane didn’t have any such reservations, and ended up laughing so hard he was holding his side, because when he started laughing, she gave him a dirty look, which caused him to laugh harder. 
 
    In the end, she chose not to comment on what her mom had said. “Well, do you want to know the rest, or not?” 
 
    “Well, okay, which one of them was it?” Zane asked, still trying to hold back the laughter so he could talk. 
 
    “Well, Dad said when the baby was born?” Jenny said with a grin. 
 
    “Well, I was thinking like Jake. I thought he would be feeling sappy then too. I figured he would get emotional. I did with every one of you guys. Well, after I got done being sick anyway,” Carl said, almost looking embarrassed. “I hope he does better in the delivery room than I did.” 
 
    “Okay, Jeff, how did you manage to get it?” Zane asked, giving his partner a strange look. 
 
    “It’s Valentine’s Day. Why not? Isn’t it supposed to be the most romantic day of the year?” That brought on a lot of groaning, but he just grinned. 
 
    When Jenny tried to hand him the money. He just shook his head. “I’ve got more than enough money. Give it to James and Lisa. They can buy something for their little future football player. Like his first football and jersey.” 
 
    “Talk about sappy. Who knew? Mr. Tough Guy over there could possibly be worse than all the rest of us put together,” Zane said, scrunching up his nose in fake disgust, causing everyone at the table to laugh. That just made Jeff grin bigger. He knew he tended to be a bit sappy, but he could live with it. 
 
    “I know. I’m a big sap. And I’m not even in love.” 
 
    Every single adult at the table, from Alex up just snorted at him. “Whatever. You can deny it all you want, but you’re not fooling any of us,” Zane said, just looking at him like he had lost his mind. 
 
    “Okay, fine. It still doesn’t change anything, Zane. I’m still not going to ask her out.” 
 
    “Why? Please, tell us. Do you have some sort of incurable disease you don’t want to tell us about?” 
 
    “No. I’m as healthy as they come.” 
 
    “Are you married and just haven’t told us?” 
 
    “No, and I don’t have any kids either.” 
 
    “Do you not like children?” 
 
    “I love children.” 
 
    “Then why won’t you ask Hannah out. You are obviously crazy about her. When you met her over Christmas break, all you could do was stare at her. Even after she bruised your shin.” 
 
    “I’m not going to do it. So, stop asking.” 
 
    “Zane and James, why don’t you tell him about what Bridget said about her brother. He’s the one that talked to Jeremy Hart’s ex-girlfriend,” Carl said, watching Jeff for a reaction. He wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    “What about Jeremy Hart?” he asked, coming away from the wall. “Hannah’s not dating him, is she?” That had got his attention. Now he resembled a bull dog. 
 
    “No, she’s not, and she promised she would stay away from him. But she doesn’t know why we asked her to,” Zane answered him, trying not to laugh at his reaction. 
 
    “Maybe you should tell her, Zane,” Jeff said, starting to get really angry. “If she doesn’t understand, she might get curious.” 
 
    “We didn’t think it was necessary to scare her half to death. She’s not interested in him. It’s the other way around. She thinks he’s creepy.” 
 
    “She’s too tiny. He’ll kill her.” 
 
    “It’s because of her size that he’s interested in the first place.” 
 
    “I’ll kill him if he touches her.” This time, Jeff was nearly snarling. 
 
    Carl just sat back and grinned to himself. He knew he wasn’t going to have to worry about Hannah getting hurt. Jeff would see to it that didn’t happen. He was just hoping one of the others or himself was around when Jeff got a hold of Jeremy. He didn’t want the guy going to prison. Carl had a feeling he might really kill the guy if it came down to it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 – Friday, March 1 
 
      
 
    James was putting the motor of a sixty-seven Camaro back together, and was leaned over the side of the car, concentrating on what he was doing and didn’t realize she had walked in. The second she touched him, he knew she wasn’t Lisa. His head snapped up and he gave her a dirty look. “What do you want, Bridget?” he asked, as he grabbed her hand and threw it off him, unconcerned about how much grease he got on her. “Do not ever grab me that way again.” 
 
    “The same thing I always want. And somebody obviously needs to touch you that way. You’re awfully crabby.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not going to get it. And the reason he’s so crabby, is because he doesn’t want you touching him.” That got both of their attentions. Lisa had just come back from the bathroom, and had picked up a wrench the size of a child’s arm. For James, it was a tool. For Lisa, it was a weapon. 
 
    James turned toward her, debating whether he should try to stop her or not. He ended up deciding to let her go for now, and see where she was going to take this. It would be better if she had this confrontation when he was present. And she seemed really determined to have it. 
 
    “From the look on your face, you didn’t realize I was here.” Lisa laid the wrench against her shoulder, and walked across the garage, putting herself between James and the other woman. “I know what you want, and I suggest, if that’s what you really want, you need to go to a bigger city. Like Kansas City or Saint Louis. I’m sure you could find any number of black guys who would be willing to show you how big their... package is. Heck, you could probably see several.” Lisa thought for a second, and then truly sounding concerned, added, “I’d be careful though. I’m sure they’re likely to require payment as you put it. So, I advise you to pick carefully.” She took a step closer and swung the wrench around, just short of hitting Bridget with it. “This one’s taken. And I refuse to share.” 
 
    Bridget pulled back, trying to put some space between her and Lisa, and noticed the rock Lisa had on her left hand. “So, you really are engaged now. It’s not just a rumor.” 
 
    “Yeah, we are. I was always going to marry him. I was just waiting for him to figure out what I needed from him.” 
 
    “What? You wanted a rock the size of a gum ball?” Bridget asked, with a smirk on her face. 
 
    “You are so shallow it is not to be believed.” Lisa just stood there shaking her head. 
 
    “You’re the one with the diamond on your hand.” 
 
    “Because I’m the one he wants to marry. I love him. He’s not just a piece of meat to me. I’ve had this ring since Christmas. If a huge diamond was what I had wanted, we would have already been married.” Lisa shook her head again, wondering why she was about to explain for the second time to someone so simple minded, something so complicated. “All I ever wanted was his love. And I’ve got that.” Lisa took another step toward her and added, “If you don’t stay away from him, I will come after you with that baseball bat I promised.” 
 
    Lisa saw the moment it registered that she meant what she was saying. “Okay, I’ll stay away from him. But can I ask you one thing? She just waited without saying a word, figuring the woman was going to ask whether she said she could or not. “How big is it, anyway?” 
 
    She just snorted. “You’re never going to know,” she said, with just enough of a grin to imply what Bridget had been thinking was true. 
 
    James watched as Bridget walked out of the garage. Once she was in her car and had pulled off, he turned and started walking toward Lisa. He took the wrench she still had dangling from her hand and laid it down on the work table she was standing by. At first, she didn’t seem to know what was on his mind. He knew the exact second she realized what he was about to do. She started backing up. “James, you’re covered in grease. You’ll ruin my clothes. Maternity clothes are expensive.” 
 
    Her protest was only halfhearted, and he could tell. “Tiger, I’ll buy you a new set. You deserve a kiss for that. A big one.” He had managed to back her into the red tool box in the middle of the garage. When he reached out and pulled her into his arms, he heard her whisper, “Oh, who cares. Just kiss me.” 
 
    A little bit later, when he finally managed to make himself let go of her, she looked up at him, and grinned. He could tell by the look on her face she was thinking something she shouldn’t. “You know I would be willing to go home with you tonight.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Lisa, we can’t do that. We need to be good.” 
 
    “But James, by the time we get married, we may not be able to, until the six weeks after the baby is born.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’ve already done the math. I know. But it doesn’t change the fact, we need to behave ourselves.” 
 
    “If I beg, could I change your mind?” she asked, running her finger nails down his arm, with just enough pressure to give him chills. 
 
    “You probably could, but I wish you wouldn’t try. This is hard enough as it is.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be good,” she said on a sigh. “But I promise, after we’re married, I won’t make you suffer. You can at least be happy.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, his head snapping up, and his eyes growing huge. He had gone back to working on the Camaro and he had rapped his knuckles on the engine block. If she wasn’t careful, he was going to end up smashing his hand, or worse. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” she said, a grin spreading across her face. 
 
    “Yeah, I do. Will you, please, not talk to me like that right now. I still have work to do. I’m not going to be able to concentrate.” 
 
    “I can sneak out tonight. After everyone else is asleep.” Her wicked grin got even bigger. She could see it on his face, he was starting to get weaker. 
 
    “Lisa, I heard that.” 
 
    She just turned around and looked at Luke. She didn’t feel at all repentant, and she wasn’t going to let herself be embarrassed by it. 
 
    “And?” she asked, raising her eyebrows. “It’s not like we’re not already committed to each other.” 
 
    “Hey, I won’t tell on you. It’s not my place to keep you on the right path.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll try to behave.” After a second or two, she decided to play nice. “How’s your day going? Are you still sticking to your plan to wait for six months?” 
 
    “I’m good. And she hasn’t pressured me about it since we agreed on the six months. Thanks for the concern, but if you go home like that, your mom’s going to ask what you were doing.” 
 
    Just then Lisa looked down and noticed what Luke was talking about. She had greasy hand prints in some very interesting places. Now, she was embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 – Saturday, March 16 – Wedding Day 
 
      
 
    Luke walked out of the bathroom to see Mindi trying to zip her dress up the back, and not having much luck. “Here, do you want some help with that?” he asked, walking up behind her. 
 
    “Yes, please. I can’t hold it in place and zip it at the same time. These spaghetti straps won’t stay up, so it keeps sliding.” 
 
    When Luke grabbed the zipper, he got distracted by the expanse of soft, pale skin exposed by the open zipper. Instead of pulling it the rest of the way up, he pulled it down and ran his hands up her sides and around to her front and pulled her up against him. 
 
    “Luke, what are you doing? We’re supposed to be getting ready to leave. We have a wedding to make it to,” she said, her breath catching when his thumbs rubbed over her sensitive flesh. 
 
    “I know, but we could be a little late,” he said, breathing in her ear before he nipped her earlobe. “Weddings always start late anyway. They won’t miss us before we get there. 
 
    “Luke, put it away,” she said, referring to what he now had pressed against her backside. 
 
    “Put what away, Baby?” he asked, sounding distracted. He was now running kisses down the side of her neck. 
 
    “Like you don’t know. That very masculine display you got going on in your pants.” 
 
    Luke just laughed and went back to kissing her neck. “Are you sure you want me to put it away? Wouldn’t you rather wrap your hands around that very masculine display?” he asked, rubbing himself against her in a very suggestive manner. 
 
    “James is probably freaking out, and needs his best man there to help him calm down,” she said, laughing, still feeling a little breathless. “We’ll have plenty of time for that later.” 
 
    Just then the phone rang. Luke groaned, letting go of her and zipping her dress before he picked up the phone. Mindi had been right. James was freaking out and was wondering where Luke was. He was afraid they were going to be late. Five minutes later they were on their way out the door. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    James still felt like he was in a state of shock. He could have saved them both a lot of misery if he’d had enough guts to tell her how he felt. He had kept telling himself there was no way all she wanted was for him to love her, and for him to want to marry her. 
 
    Of course, he wanted to marry her. She was all he wanted. He loved her like crazy. He always had. Ever since he was in high school. He had never even dated. He was always with Lisa. Now that his head was clear of the doubts, he realized, she had never dated either. She was always with him. Looking back now, he wondered at how he could have been so blind. 
 
    When they had told his parents that she had finally agreed to marry him, his mom, gentle woman that she is, had unbelievably smacked him in the back of the head, and asked, “Did you finally tell her you loved her? I didn’t think you were ever going to get it.” Apparently, he had been the only one in the dark about what she had wanted. She had been insisting he had to figure it out on his own. And she had been right. If they had told him, he wouldn’t have believed them anyway, and it wouldn’t have helped. It was something he could laugh about now, but it had sure caused him some frustration for a few months. 
 
    He had figured it out. He had been struggling with it for months. He was just so scared he had convinced himself he couldn’t be right. He had come close several times to telling her, only to have the fear take over at the last second. 
 
    He had gotten lucky. He had gotten so frustrated, he had started ranting, and it had just come out. It was a good thing it was in his nature to start running his mouth, and say things unintentionally when he was upset. If it wasn’t, they might not have gotten here yet. 
 
    They had decided to go for a small wedding. He had only been willing to give her a month. He had been going so crazy for the last few months, he just didn’t have the patience to wait longer than that. He needed to be able to hold her at night, and wake up with her sleeping in his arms. He was looking forward to being able to kiss her awake. 
 
    The doctor hadn’t restricted them yet, but he figured he would at the next checkup. That was Monday. He was planning on making the best out of the two nights he had before then. 
 
    They had gotten lucky with the weather. It was a warm day for the middle of March, and there was barely any wind. So, he now stood under the big oak tree in the Townsend’s backyard watching her walk toward him on her dad’s arm. 
 
    Her mom, who had been planning the wedding for weeks, had choose pink stargazer lilies and white tulips for the flowers. Her mom had decided on pink lilies because Lisa’s favorite color was pink. The tulips were because they were Lisa’s favorite flower. 
 
    Lisa now had a white tulip and pink lily in her dark brown hair and a bouquet in her hand. She wore a simple dress, made out of some kind of breezy material, that flowed around her. He realized he was holding his breath, and had to suck in a big drag of air before he got light headed. Man, she was gorgeous. And she was about to become his wife. She was going to be his forever. No more torturing himself with thoughts of her marrying someone else. He would always make sure she never regretted marrying him. 
 
    He had been so deep in thought he had missed Pastor Macy asking who gives this woman. What made him aware he had missed something was when he saw Carl take her hand to place in his. He reached his hand out, and took her pale one with it. She smiled up at him, her face radiant. 
 
    The ceremony was a piece of cake. He had been going over the vows in his head for a month now. He had wanted to be prepared. He thought it might help his nerves. It hadn’t helped his nerves, but he hadn’t messed up either. 
 
    Finally, he was able to kiss her. He cupped her cheek with his hand and leaned down. When their lips met, the world around them disappeared. He wasn’t sure how many seconds passed, but when he reached down and started to lift her up, he heard someone stifle a chuckle and remembered where they were. He wasn’t quite ready to let go of her yet, and kissed her just a little longer. When everyone started clapping, he reluctantly let go, and smiled down at her. 
 
    Once Lisa had gotten past the three months she had been able to eat meat again. She had asked her dad and two older brothers if they would grill for the reception. Lisa had absolutely refused to cut the cake before they ate. She didn’t want to eat sugar on an empty stomach. Everybody else was happy to humor her, and seemed ready to eat as well anyway. 
 
    The guys had moved the picnic tables back out in the yard. And they were all sitting down now and eating hot dogs and hamburgers. Her dad had offered to grill steaks, and Joe Harris had offered to chip them in as a wedding present, but Lisa had said she just wanted to keep it simple. 
 
    Everybody seemed to be enjoying themselves. James had been looking around at all his friends and family, for the first time truly realizing how blessed he really was. For someone who’s life had started out in such a tragic way, things had really turned out well for him. 
 
    He heard Luke chuckle and looked down the table where he was sitting. He realized Luke was looking across the table at Mark. James couldn’t hear, but he was wondering what he and Jenny were talking about. That was obviously what Luke had been laughing at. Mark almost looked dazed and his eyes had grown wide. When Jenny stood up and lifted one leg over the bench seat, so she could turn to face him, his eyes got even bigger. 
 
    “Jenny, what are you doing?” This time Mark had spoken loud enough, everyone had heard him. 
 
    By the time she had her hands in his hair and had leaned down to kiss him, the whole yard had fallen silent, and everyone was watching them. And she didn’t seem to be in any hurry to stop. Mark’s hands came up around her waist and pulled her toward him. 
 
    It looked like he was about to pull her down into his lap, when everyone started clapping and hollering. That got their attention, and Mark reluctantly let her go. 
 
    James was thinking to himself, that must have been a surprise to have her kiss him for a change. He still looked a little dazed, now that he thought about it. 
 
    Zane didn’t necessarily look happy, but he didn’t look pissed off. Amanda had moved into Lisa’s old apartment. She had finally gotten away from Austin. Problem was, she was still working in Ruby Falls, and she still had her apartment there. They hadn’t managed to move all her stuff yet. 
 
    That was probably what was causing Zane’s dirty look right now. He had wanted her to make a complete break from Ruby Falls. He knew she had too many ties to that town. She could end up back over there if he didn’t keep an eye on her. 
 
    He had tried to get her to move in with him, but she had refused. She said she didn’t think that would be a good idea. James knew why she didn’t think that was a good idea. He was beginning to think Zane knew he was in love with her. He was either in denial, or had convinced himself she wasn’t in love with him. But if she had moved in with him, it wouldn’t have taken long for things to get really sticky. 
 
    At any rate things were getting better. They all just needed to keep praying. James figured once Zane realized how he really felt about Amanda, it wouldn’t take much longer for them to get married. And the way it was looking with Mark and Jenny, they could be getting married in the very near future. 
 
    Yeah. Things were definitely looking up. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 – Friday, May 3 
 
      
 
    Lisa came awake at four forty-five with a start and sat watching the clock. About ten minutes later, she reached over and shook her husband. “James, wake up.” 
 
    James sat straight up in bed and looked over at his wife. “What, Tiger?” he asked, concern in his voice. 
 
    “I’m in labor,” she said, trying to pull herself to a sitting position. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked as he reached over and helped her sit up. “We’ve had several false alarms already?” 
 
    “This time is different. I am definitely in labor this time. My water just broke. And my contractions are less than three minutes apart,” she said, biting her lip. She was worried he might start freaking out on her if he realized how little time they had. 
 
    He didn’t ask again. He jumped up and started throwing his clothes on. By the time he turned to look back at Lisa, she had stood up and was pulling on her robe. 
 
    Once she sat back down on the edge of the bed, he knelt down and helped her put her flip flops on. He could tell by the look on her face she was already having another contraction. “Remember to breathe, Tiger.” 
 
    He stood back up and crammed his wallet in his back pocket and grabbed his keys off the dresser. 
 
    Lisa let him get her all the way to the front door where her bag for the hospital sat before she asked, “Baby, are you going to put shoes on?” 
 
    James looked down at his feet and groaned. “Sorry. Just a minute,” he said, sitting down where his shoes sat by the couch to pull them on. 
 
    “James, it’s okay. We have plenty of time. We’re not even five minutes away from the hospital. Everything’s going to be fine.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, rubbing his hand over his face and standing up. “I’m just anxious. I can’t stop my mind going over everything that could go wrong.” 
 
    “James, the baby and I are both healthy. We’re going to be fine.” 
 
    James just shook his head, unable to say anything. When he picked up her bag and went to open the door, she said, “We need to get my purse and at least one of our cell phones.” 
 
    He looked down at the end table by the couch and without saying a word, picked them up and held the door open for her. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    Lisa took her cell phone from him once they got in the truck and called her mom and dad to let them know she was on her way to the hospital. It was only fifteen after five by the time they made it up to the maternity ward and James was getting more keyed up by the second. Thankfully it didn’t take the nurses very long to get her in a labor and delivery room. That only helped James’ nerves a little. 
 
    “James, call your mom and dad. They’re going to want to be here,” Lisa said, hoping that giving him something to do, and would help calm him down a little bit more. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll be right back,” he said and turned and darted back through the door. 
 
    It wasn’t a full five minutes later, and he was coming back in her room. “They’re on their way.” 
 
    “James, I think you need to remember to breathe. I don’t think this is going to take long. The nurse said I’m already to an eight. Just relax.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to make you nervous, Tiger.” 
 
    “You’re not making me nervous. Come here.” 
 
    When James walked over to Lisa, she took his hand in hers. “Everything’s going to be fine. Don’t freak out on me.” 
 
    “I’m not freaked out. Yet, anyway.” 
 
    “I see he’s doing as good as we expected.” 
 
    “Hi, Zane. I should have known we’d see you. It’s not quite time for you to be at work.” 
 
    “Mom called after she got off the phone with you. She wanted me to come and check on James. She figured I could make it faster than them or his parents. She was worried he would be freaking out.” 
 
    “I’m not freaking out.” 
 
    “Yet. You said so yourself,” Zane said, trying not to laugh. 
 
    “I know. If this takes very long, they may have to sedate me.” 
 
    “You’re going to do fine, James. Zane, you’re not helping.” 
 
    “You want me to take him for a walk?” Zane asked, truly trying to help this time. 
 
    At the same time Lisa said yes, James said no. “James, it might help you relax,” Lisa said, squeezing his hand she still held in hers. 
 
    “No, I would just be more worried. I would be worried you might be needing me.” 
 
    “He’s right. He’s never been good at staying on the sidelines.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this is his first child,” Zane said, still sounding concerned. 
 
    “It’ll be alright, Zane,” Lisa said with a tone that said drop it. 
 
    Just then Carl and Jamie walked in, along with Mr. and Mrs. Sullivan. James’ dad walked up behind him, and laid his hand on his back. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I’m good,” James said, looking at his father, his eyes nearly bugging out of his head. 
 
    “I can see that,” Mr. Sullivan said, trying not to laugh. 
 
    Just then a really hard contraction hit Lisa and she groaned getting James’ full attention. “Here, Tiger, take my hand.” 
 
    “He may regret that in a few seconds,” Carl said, with an almost panicked look on his face, watching Lisa squeeze James’ hand hard enough he winced. “I think I better get out of here. This is not the place for me to be. I’m sorry, Baby Girl. I love you.” 
 
    When the contraction had passed, and Lisa was able to speak again, she said, “It’s okay, Dad. I remember Zoe and Emily’s births. I didn’t expect you to stay in here.” 
 
    Just as Carl walked out the door, the nurse walked in. “I need to check to see where she’s at. I need everyone except the father to step out in the hall.” 
 
    “Oh, why so formal Marie?” Lisa asked with a grin as the rest of her and James’ family walked out behind her dad. 
 
    “I’m just trying to do my job right,” Marie said with a grin. “But just so you know, since I wasn’t able to speak to you at the wedding much, it’s about time you two got together.” 
 
    “We’ve always been together,” Lisa said with a grin. 
 
    “I know. Most of us did know,” Marie said with a grin, looking over at James. 
 
    James just laughed and shook his head. “I really was the only one who didn’t know what was going on.” 
 
    The whole time they had been talking, Marie had been checking on Lisa. She looked up at her with a look of surprise. “You’re almost ready to push. They told me you have only been here about forty-five minutes.” 
 
    “I think I had been in labor most of the night. I woke up a couple of times with some strong contractions. I just slept through most of the labor pains.” 
 
    “Lucky you.” 
 
    “How close am I?” 
 
    “I’m going to go get the doctor.” 
 
    James stepped out in the hall long enough to tell the rest of them the nurse had went after the doctor. 
 
    It was close to thirty minutes later when he stepped out in the hall again with the baby in his arms, to find a large number of the Townsends had arrived to see the new addition to the family. The second Jamie and Mrs. Sullivan saw him, they both started crying. 
 
    “Meet Andrew David Sullivan. Andrew after my biological father, and David after Dad.” 
 
    “He’s beautiful, James,” Mrs. Sullivan said, wiping the tears out of her eyes. “Goodness, how big is he?” 
 
    “Eight pounds and fifteen ounces, and twenty-one inches long.” 
 
    “I guess he’s going to be the size of a small mountain too then,” his dad said, chuckling. 
 
    “I just want to know how you handled the delivery part,” Carl said with a grin. 
 
    “I thought it was the most beautiful and amazing thing I’ve ever seen in my entire life.” 
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 Excerpt from the Rodeo Star’s Return : 
 
      
 
    Prologue – Sunday, October 21 
 
      
 
    Tyler Wentworth just barely resisted the temptation to punch the glass out of the passenger side window of the old pickup. He knew he needed a new rig, but he had always been irrationally attached to the old Ford. It was a faded red and had a couple of dents in it from his grandpa hauling wood in it. There was even a dent in the passenger side door where a deer had bounced off the side of it one night, out on Y highway. To say it was in need of an overhaul, was an understatement.  
 
    His grandpa Wentworth had passed the eighties model truck down to him just a couple of months before he passed on himself. He had kept it with him for the past eight years while he was out on the rodeo circuit. Now that he was back in Sapphire Springs, he planned on putting it in the shop as soon as he got the chance. Right now, he was just wishing the old rig had picked a warmer day to break down. Well, warmer and drier. 
 
    He stood with his hands braced on the truck door and his head bowed, rain water running off his cowboy hat in small rivers. His clothes were soaked to the point that his western style shirt was transparent, and his jeans probably had tripled in weight. He shook his head in frustration. He just had to get himself caught in one of the worst down pours of the year, and now he was soaked and frozen practically to the bone. He would almost swear it was just warm enough to keep the rain from freezing. He felt like he was going to turn into a full-size ice sculpture any second now. 
 
    This kind of rain in October just wasn’t the norm. Of course, Missouri weather never was easy to predict. In another thirty minutes, the sun could be out, and the temperature could be ten degrees higher. He just hoped he didn’t have to stand here another ten minutes to find out. 
 
    “God, help me,” he mumbled under his breath. He’d already called his parent’s house enough times, his cell phone was dead. So, even if he had other numbers to call, he wouldn’t be able to. 
 
    He swore under his breath. If he had thought before now to get cell numbers for some of his old friends, he could have called someone else before the battery in his phone died. For the time being he was stranded on the side of the road, just outside of town, with a torrential down pour beating down on his head. He’d already been standing there for ten minutes, and there hadn’t been a single soul pass yet. The way his luck had been running lately, he could probably stand there all night without one passing. “I guess I might as well start walking,” he grumbled to himself. 
 
    “Excuse me.” He heard a soft, feminine voice coming from the other side of the truck. He had been so deep in thought, he had obviously missed someone pulling up. “Is someone there? I stopped when I saw the hood partially up and the flashers going. I can’t help you with the truck, but I can take you somewhere. You’d probably like to get out of this monsoon. This weather is really weird for this time of year.” 
 
    Tyler’s head popped up, his gaze automatically turning in the direction of the most angelic voice he’d ever heard. One he hadn’t heard in too many years, but would never fail to recognize. “Lucy? Lucy Cranes, is that you?” he asked, fearing he’d conjured her out of frustration and desperation. He rounded the truck, a smile splitting his face the second his eyes landed on her. She looked just as angelic in his eyes, as she ever had. His day brightened so much, he had to look up to assure himself the clouds where still there, and making their very slow journey across the sky. 
 
    The rain had already plastered long strands of her dark, brown hair to the side of her face and neck, with the part still caught in the clip, starting to slowly slide down the back of her head. She wore a pair of worn blue jeans, with holes in the knees, and hugging her rounded hips, the tips of her cowboy boots scuffed from wear. Her plain t-shirt done nothing to disguise her full shape, despite it’s dark color. 
 
    When she realized where he was staring, her creamy skin flushed pink, and she crossed her arms in front her. “Stop that,” she snapped, shooting daggers from her beautiful, brown eyes. She was a gorgeous sight to behold, indeed. Even if she did look like she could happily strangle him with his own belt. 
 
    “Thank you, God,” he whispered, his face splitting even more at her groan. “Sometimes when God answers your prayers, he sends you an angle in disguise.” 
 
    “Tyler Wentworth,” she huffed, giving him a grim look. “I should have known. I knew you’d never get rid of this truck.” She shook her head. He still looked as sexy as ever in his tight jeans and western shirt, soaked to the bone as he was. He may be eight years older, but the years looked good on him. The rodeo had honed his body, giving him a lean muscular form. His blue eyes danced with mischief, and she groaned again when he gave her that crooked grin of his. 
 
    “Well, hello to you too, Beautiful,” he said, barely hiding a chuckle. 
 
    She gave him a grouchy look, tightening her crossed arms over her chest, like she could make them seem smaller. “What are you doing back in town?” 
 
    “Coming home,” he grinned, throwing his arms wide. 
 
    “For good?” she snorted, giving him an incredulous look. 
 
    “Yeah, for good,” he said, giving her a goofy grin, all his cowboy swagger, out the window with one look at her pretty face. 
 
    “I wouldn’t think small town life would suit you anymore.” 
 
    “When you’re raised country, deep down, you’re always country.” She just raised an eyebrow at him. There really wasn’t much to say to that. “How about that ride?” 
 
    She sighed, pursing her lips. “I guess I can’t leave even you out here in this down pour.” With a shake of her head, she turned and made her way back to her car. He slammed the hood the rest of the way down and retrieved his keys, then followed quickly behind her, enjoying the sway of her hips. 
 
    He climbed in the passenger seat of her little, economy car, giving her a big goofy grin. When he just sat there, she finally huffed. “Are you going to fasten your seat belt?” 
 
    “Oh, sure thing,” he grinned. “I’m not in the habit of using one. The ones in the truck messed up a long time ago.” 
 
    “If you’re going to insist on keeping that truck, and I know you are, you probably should check with Phillip to see if he can fix them, or get replacements,” she mumbled, watching him fasten up. Once she was satisfied he was secure, she put the car in gear and pulled back onto the road. 
 
    “Phillip Townsend?” he asked, sounding awed. 
 
    “Of course. Who else?” 
 
    “He owns his own shop now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, frowning at him. 
 
    “He didn’t when I left,” he said with a shake of his head. “He had talked about it plenty of times. It’s good to see he met that goal.” 
 
    “He opened his shop about a year after you left. It didn’t take him long to earn a solid reputation. He’s always busy,” she frowned again. “You mean your parents never said anything to you about it. Did you not bother to ask about everyone here?” 
 
    “Sure, I asked,” he shrugged. “I always thought they kept me fairly up to date. I guess they missed that detail.” 
 
    “I wonder what else they might have missed telling you,” she grouched. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Luce?” he asked, grinning at her, knowing the reaction he was going to get. 
 
    “Don’t call me that. You know I hate when you call me that,” she snapped. “My name is Lucy.” 
 
    “No. Your name is Lucille. We’ve always called you Lucy for short, Luce.” He grinned, just waiting for the explosion. She didn’t disappoint him. 
 
    “Why do you do that?” she screeched, slapping the steering wheel. 
 
    When the car swerved on the slick asphalt, he rethought his actions. They had just reached the busier part of town, and he didn’t want to be the cause of her hitting someone. “Sorry, I’ll stop. For now, at least.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she grouched, slumping down in the seat. 
 
    “So, back to the topic we were on.” 
 
    “What?” she asked, giving him a confused look. 
 
    He chuckled softly to himself. “The news my parents kept me up on.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. That.” 
 
    He grinned at her, deciding not to call her on being distracted. This time. “I know Luke bought the garage from old man Peterson, and that Mindi and he are getting married in January. 
 
    “Yeah, finally.” 
 
    “Finally?” 
 
    “They should have married when she graduated out of high school. It started at her sixteenth birthday party.” 
 
    “They’ve been dating since she was sixteen?” he asked, sounding shocked. He knew Luke was a good guy, and Jamie and Carl would have trusted him, but that was still a little surprising. 
 
    “No, they weren’t dating. He waited to ask her out until she came back from college, this last summer. Their relationship was more like a medieval war, without the battle armor and the swords.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean like our relationship has always been?” he chuckled. 
 
    “Yes… No, that’s not our relationship at all,” she snapped, gripping the steering wheel tight enough to turn her knuckles white. 
 
    He just smirked and asked, “So, you’re not married, and my parents forgot to tell me, are you?” He already knew the answer to that question. That was the one thing his mother would not have failed to tell him about. 
 
    “No,” she blushed, refusing to look over at him. 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief, despite himself, before asking, “Why is that?” 
 
    She shrugged her already tense shoulders and huffed. “I’ve just not found the right one yet, that’s all.” 
 
    “Oh, I was hoping you would say you were waiting for my return,” he said, only half teasing. 
 
    She glared at him, and answered with a snort. “You really are stuck on yourself, aren’t you?” 
 
    He groaned, grabbing his chest dramatically with both hands. “Ouch. You wound me.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt anything could truly penetrate that tough hide of yours. You’ve got crocodile hide for skin.” 
 
    He chuckled, trying not to let his true feelings show. “Let’s see, what else? Lisa is pregnant with James’ baby, but they aren’t engaged. Yet, anyway. I’m sure it’ll happen soon enough. Actually, I seen Lisa and James in Harris Grocery last month.” 
 
    “Last month?” she asked, giving him a dirty look. “Just how long have you been back in town?” 
 
    “Since August thirty-first.” 
 
    “That long, and nobody bothered to warn me,” she grouched. 
 
    “Oh, come on, Baby. Don’t be that way.” 
 
    She just gave him a dirty look and turned to face back out the windshield. “You should probably call Luke to go get your truck.” 
 
    “I would, but my cell is dead.” 
 
    “We’re not far from there. I’ll just drop you off. I’m sure neither he or James would mind giving you a ride home.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right,” he answered, doing his best not to growl back at her, as she pulled on to the parking lot of Luke’s Garage. 
 
    As soon as he exited the vehicle and closed the door behind him, she pulled off, not bothering to wave goodbye. He was still standing there with his hand raised when Luke walked up. 
 
    “I see your two’s relationship hasn’t changed since high school.” He just sighed and shook his head in response. “Don’t let it get you down. Believe it or not, there’s still hope.” 
 
    He sighed again. “I have to say, it doesn’t really feel like it.” 
 
    “I know you weren’t here to witness it, but my relationship with Mindi wasn’t a whole lot different than your relationship with Lucy. I didn’t listen when Zane and the others told me how Mindi truly felt about me either. Now we’re getting married.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 – Friday, April 26 
 
      
 
    Tyler had been wondering around Harris Grocery for the last half hour trying to find everything on his mom’s list. Most of the items he at least recognized. It had just been eight years since he had been in here, and he had never really known how the store was set up in the first place. To be honest, he couldn’t tell you if anything had changed, or not. Unlike a lot of the kids in his graduating class, he never worked here. His after-school job had been working with one of the neighboring ranches. Then he would spend the weekends helping his dad take care of the few horses they had for recreation. It had never been his dad’s desire to own a working ranch. He just loved the horses, and kept them for riding. 
 
    His dad may have been happy with just the few horses he had for riding, but it had always been Tyler’s dream to own his own ranch. That’s why he had spent so many years on the rodeo circuit, riding both broncos and bulls. He would spend just enough of his winnings to survive, and deposit the rest into a savings account. He had been hoping to retire by the time he was thirty. After an incident with a young fan, where he had barely escaped with his skin still intact, he had decided to retire early. It had never been his intention to become famous, but due to the level of fame he had achieved, he had socked away more than enough to reach his goal. 
 
    Of course, if it hadn’t been for the fame, he probably wouldn’t have had a fan crazy enough to try and force him into marrying her. While he didn’t believe he would be remembered the way Lane Frost was, or even come close for that matter, he had probably amassed more in winnings. Unfortunately, Lane Frost had died way too young. If he had gotten the chance to live out his career and truly reach his potential, there’s no telling what he would have accomplished. He had been one heck of a bull rider from all the stories Tyler had heard over the years. 
 
    He shook his head to pull his mind out of his musings, and frowned down at the list once again. He was down to the last item on the list, and he had no idea where to find it. He wasn’t even sure how it was used in cooking. As far as he knew it was something used in baby powder. He only knew that much because one of his friends and his wife have a one-year-old little boy. When he was over at their house visiting the other day, he had noticed the baby powder on the coffee table said with cornstarch. 
 
    “Where do they keep cornstarch in a grocery store?” he grumbled to himself before turning to head back toward the front of the store. He was thinking maybe he could find Joe and ask him where it was at. It was the middle of the day. The store owner was sure to be there somewhere. 
 
    Just as he looked up from the crumpled paper in his hand, he noticed someone backing around the end of the aisle, like they were trying to sneak away before they were seen. “Lucy?” he called out, doing his best not to chuckle. 
 
    When he called her name, the cart stopped, and he heard a grumbled curse. He grinned to himself, picking up his pace. He managed to catch her at the end of the aisle, and was soon looking into the prettiest brown eyes he’d ever seen. Despite her obvious irritation, he just grinned at her. “Hi, Beautiful. Fancy meeting you here.” 
 
    “Hello, Tyler,” she replied, sounding like she was grinding her teeth. 
 
    “Strange how, when I’m needing help lately, I end up running into you,” he grinned. “I think we should take it as a sign from above.” 
 
    She shook her head vigorously. “No. The only thing strange I find around here, is you,” she snapped in reply. 
 
    “Why would you say a thing like that?” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite,” she said, pulling herself up to her full five feet five and a half inches, and crossing her arms over her chest. “How did a nationally known rodeo star end up back in Sapphire Springs? A small town of barely more than fifteen hundred people.” 
 
    He gave her a hurt and confused look. “This is my home. I grew up here. Why wouldn’t I come back?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think this life would be exciting enough for you anymore.” 
 
    “You came back to work in the hospital doing lab work. You could have gone to some major university to work in medical research. You’re one of the smartest people I know, yet you’re still here. And why? Because it’s home. It’s where you want to be.” 
 
    She frowned, knowing he was right, and she really had no room to talk. Rather than admitting he was right though, she changed the subject. “What do you want, Tyler?” 
 
    He grinned at her, seriously thinking about just telling her he wanted her. “Do you think you could help me with something?” 
 
    “Doubtful,” she answered dryly. “I don’t think anyone can help you.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Baby. I just need to know where to find the cornstarch.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked, giving him a dubious look. 
 
    “Yeah, really,” he grinned back at her. 
 
    She took maybe five steps down the aisle he’d just been in and reached up to pull something down from one of the higher shelves. She turned and slapped him in the chest with it, then put her hands on her hips and raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Oh, I guess I just kept over-looking it. I’ve been up and down this aisle at least ten times.” 
 
    She just gave him a dirty look before walking off without saying a word. 
 
    “Thank you,” he called, trying to turn his cart around to follow her. 
 
    “Whatever,” she said, not turning back to look at him. 
 
    “Come on, Luce,” he pleaded, sounding like a little kid, begging for a popsicle. “Talk to me for a minute, please.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    She spun around, glaring back at him. “First-of-all, you’re still calling me Luce.” 
 
    “Okay. Sorry, Lucy.” 
 
    “Next, you are always trying to drive me crazy.” 
 
    “It’s never been my intention to upset you.” 
 
    “Sure, whatever,” she shrugged, turning to try and leave once more. 
 
    “Hey, you can cook. What’s cornstarch used for, anyway?” he asked, just grasping for a topic of conversation. 
 
    “What?” she snapped. “I’m fat, so obviously I know how to cook?” 
 
    “No, you’re not fat. I just talked to your mother the other day and she said you were a great cook.” 
 
    “Right?” she asked, sounding doubtful. “You talked to my mother?” 
 
    “Yeah. I always talk to your mother when I see her. Is that a problem?” 
 
    “No. Why would it be a problem?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he shrugged. “You don’t seem to believe I’d talked to her.” 
 
    “What I don’t understand is why you would bother to talk to my mother.” 
 
    “Your mother is a wonderful, sweet woman. Why wouldn’t I talk to her.” 
 
    She just shook her head at him. “Right, Tyler. I know better than that. You always have an agenda.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    When she tried to walk off this time, he gently grabbed her elbow to stop her. “What is it about me that you don’t like? No matter how hard I try, you always act like you would rather run me over with your daddy’s semi than talk to me.” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest with a huff. “You’d think after a while, you would take the hint.” 
 
    “Oh, come on.” 
 
    “Come on, what?” she asked with a really confused look. 
 
    “Well, if nothing else, could we just start over?” He gave her a really hopeful look and reached his arms out. When she smacked his hands away, he dropped his arms down to his sides and gave her a pout. 
 
    She huffed, glaring back at him. “Fine. Let’s start over. You first.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said with a grin. “Hello, Lucy. You look very beautiful today.” 
 
    “Grr,” she growled, turning to storm off. 
 
    “What?” he asked, throwing his hands in the air. “What did I do this time?” 
 
    “You ask to start over, but aren’t willing to be completely honest.” 
 
    “I was being honest,” he stated with a hurt look. She didn’t bother to answer this time. She just spun back around and stormed off. 
 
    “I see you still have the same finesse that you always did with that one.” 
 
    Tyler looked over to find Mark Harris, the store owner’s son standing there. “I don’t understand women, and that one’s worse than most. It doesn’t seem to matter though. I was gone for eight years and she’s still the only one I really want.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I think that’s the way it always works. Maybe it’s so we have to work harder to get what we want.” 
 
    “What does she want from me?” 
 
    “Don’t ask me. I’m having a hard-enough time trying to figure my own out.” 
 
    “Jenny Townsend?” 
 
    “Yeah. How did you know? You did just mention being gone for eight years.” 
 
    “Mom’s always tried to keep me up on what was going on around here. She knew I missed everybody. Her being really close friends with Momma Townsend probably helped.” 
 
    “Yeah. Jamie keeps telling me to be patient, and not to push too hard. I’m not sure she really understands just how difficult that really is.” 
 
    “But if you can’t push, how are you ever going to figure out what she wants from you?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And women say men are bad,” Tyler sighed. 
 
    “Then spend most of their time tying our insides into knots,” Mark finished. 
 
    “Yep. I know what you mean.” 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    Tyler shouldered the door open and toed his boots off at the door. It may have finally stopped raining several hours ago, but it would take a couple days for all the mud left behind to dry up, and that was if it didn’t rain for the rest of the week. He had mud caked on his boots up to the ankles, and knew if his mom caught him tracking it through the house, she’d rip him a new one. 
 
    “Hey, Mom, I’m back,” he called, sitting the grocery bags down on the kitchen table. He had already started putting things away when she made it to the kitchen. 
 
    “Well, there you are,” she said, coming in from the living room. “That took longer than I expected.” 
 
    “Sorry, I had trouble finding some of the stuff on your list,” he answered, looking down at the box he’d just pulled from a bag, prompting him to inquire about it. “Speaking of, how is cornstarch used in cooking?” 
 
    His mom dragged another bag across the table to where she stood across form him, and started unloading its contents. “It’s a thickener for making gravy, or thickening stew. For example, if you take the drippings form a roasted chicken or turkey, then add a little oil and cornstarch, voila, you have gravy.” 
 
    He grinned, shaking his head. “I have a feeling it’s not quite that easy.” 
 
    She laughed, shaking her still full head of hair, even if it had gone completely gray already. She was in her mid-forty’s, with crow’s feet just starting to show at the corner of her bright blue eyes. She had put a little extra weight on her five feet, six-inch frame in the last twenty some years, but for the most part, was very healthy for her age. 
 
    “Well, technically, no,” she answered. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    He shrugged and continued unloading grocery bags. “I thought it was used in baby powder.” 
 
    “Yeah, same stuff. It helps prevent diaper rash.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    She gave him a sly look, turning her back on him. “Speaking of baby powder and diaper rash, are you ever going to settle down and have a couple of kids? I want grandbabies. I don’t think your brothers and sister are going to until you do.” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “Mom, I’m only twenty-six. And the others are twenty-four, twenty-two and nineteen. I don’t think there’s any reason to be in such a hurry just yet.” 
 
    She paused in unloading the groceries and gave him a serious look. “That may be so, but you’ve been in love with the same girl since eighth grade.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that,” he huffed, pulling out a chair and plopping down in it. He rubbed his hands over his face and thought about banging his head on the table. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Son? You know you can tell me anything.” 
 
    “I don’t think she likes me very much.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    He took a deep, sighing breath and sat back in his chair. “For one, she’s always angry with me. I try to be nice, and she bites my head off.” 
 
    She nodded her head, giving him a thoughtful look. “Maybe she feels you’re being insincere.” 
 
    “Anytime I see her, my brain cells desert me to the point I can’t be anything but sincere. Whatever I’m feeling or thinking shows on my face and comes right out my mouth. I always end up having a really stupid grin on my face.” 
 
    “Have you tried simply asking her out?” 
 
    “Our conversations never last long enough. I say something like, ‘Hi. You look beautiful today.’ The next thing I know, she’s storming off in a huff. It can give a guy a complex.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll figure it out,” she said, patting him on the shoulder. “I have faith in you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he sighed, sounding gloomy. 
 
    She just chuckled. “By the way, Jamie Townsend called. They’re having a barbecue tomorrow. We’re invited. I told her your dad and I probably won’t be back in time, but you might make it. Especially since I won’t be here to cook.” 
 
    “Isn’t it supposed to be too cold for a barbecue tomorrow? It’s pretty cold out there now, and I think it’s supposed to be colder tomorrow,” he said with a shiver. “If we get any more rain, the roads will be icy.” 
 
    “You never really know with this Missouri weather,” she shrugged. “Besides, when has that ever-stopped Carl Townsend when he wanted to barbecue?” 
 
    “That’s true. That man loves his barbecues.” 
 
    “That does however give me another idea of my own.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Nothing you need to worry about. You’ll know when the time is right.” 
 
    “Why does that cause me to worry?” he frowned, not sure he was going to like whatever his mother was up to. 
 
    She stopped at the door to the living room and turned back to give him a smirk. “Be afraid. Be very afraid,” she replied, then laughed maniacally as she walked off. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    Lucy pulled onto the parking lot of the Sapphire Café, and sighed as she came to a stop next to a bright orange muscle car. Well, at least Jenny is already here, she thought to herself. The Townsend family’s love for classic cars usually made it easy to till if one of them was around. She turned her car off and climbed out, making her way to the door.  
 
    She had dinner plans with her three best friends, Jenny Townsend, Jessie Long, and Mary Ellen Edwards. Due to the friendship between their mothers, they had spent a lot of summers together at one or the other of their houses, having sleepovers. So, despite the age differences between Lucy and the other three, they had all grown up close. Lucy had graduated with them, but was two years younger than the rest of them. She had skipped fourth and fifth grade when she was in school, and would have skipped at least one more year, if her mother hadn’t told the school she wouldn’t allow them to skip her through anymore grades. She had been concerned she might feel too awkward being in a class with other students that much older than her. The only reason she had allowed them to skip her the two grades they had, was because she knew she would be in class with the other three girls in the first place. 
 
    When she entered the building, she immediately saw her friends. She walked over to their table and plopped down in the empty chair with a huff. She yanked the menu up in front of her, not even bothering to say hello. She didn’t want to look any of them in the eyes. She knew they were going to ask what was wrong, and she wasn’t ready to answer. 
 
    “Well, hello to you, too,” Jenny laughed. “Is something bothering you?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” she mumbled, peeking around the edge of the menu, then withdrawing once again. 
 
    Jessie laughed, shaking her blond head, her green eyes sparkling with mischief. “I would bet you five dollars, I know the name of the bug that’s up her butt, but I figure you know his name just as well.” 
 
    “Tyler Wentworth,” Jenny and Mary Ellen replied in unison, nodding at Jessie. 
 
    Lucy growled, slamming the menu down, causing the table to bounce, and knock over the salt and pepper shakers. 
 
    “Easy there, Killer,” Jessie chuckled. “What happened?” 
 
    “That man is the bane of my existence,” she growled. 
 
    Jenny sat back and crossed her arms in front of her, giving the other girl a serious look. “How is Tyler Wentworth the bane of your existence?” 
 
    Lucy huffed, glaring back at her. “You know the answer to that.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Jenny said, feigning shock. “Did he tell you, you were beautiful again? Or did he tell you how brilliant and sexy you were? What compliment did he dare to give you this time?” 
 
    She growled again, picking her menu back up. “I don’t want to talk about it, anymore. I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Stop hiding, Lucy,” Jenny scolded. “That’s not going to fix anything.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to fix,” she snapped back. “Now, leave me be. I’m trying to decide what I want to eat.” 
 
    “Leave her be?” Jessie asked, turning a confused look on Mary Ellen. “What’s with her lingo, today?” The other girl just shrugged her shoulders, wondering the same thing. 
 
    “Come on, Lucille. You know that menu from cover to cover,” Jenny sighed. “You don’t need to look at it, to decide what you want.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it, right now.” 
 
    Jenny only relented, for the time being, because the waitress had finally worked her way across the crowded room, to their table. “Hey, Ladies,” she greeted with a bright smile. “Are you all ready to order? I got the feeling Lucy was using the menu to hide behind.” 
 
    Jessie laughed so hard, she snorted, drawing a dirty look from Lucy, which she shot around the edge of the menu, before going back into hiding. “Lucille, I think your covers been blown. Stephenie is sharp as a tack tonight, or she just knows you very well. You might as well put the menu down.” 
 
    “Stop calling me Lucille,” she said, barely keeping her volume below a shout. “I hate that name.” 
 
    “We’ll stop calling you Lucille, when you start talking and tell us what’s got your panties in a twist,” Jessie said, titling her head to the side and giving her a stern look. 
 
    “Don’t look at me that way. I feel like I’m talking to my mom.” 
 
    “Good. Maybe you’ll talk,” Jenny said, eyeing her the same way. 
 
    When Lucy noticed Mary Ellen was wearing a similar look as the other two, she groaned and dropped her head in her hands. “You three aren’t going to drop this until I tell you, are you?” 
 
    “No,” they all replied together. 
 
    “I ran into Tyler at the grocery store earlier. I was hoping after his eight years on the rodeo circuit, he would have grown up a little bit. He hasn’t. He still teases me every chance he gets,” she huffed, throwing her hands up. 
 
    Jessie shook her head and looked to the other two. “Will she ever understand, he’s not teasing?” 
 
    Jenny sighed. “One of these days, maybe, but it’s going to take a miracle.” 
 
    Lucy gave Stephenie her order, ignoring the other three the best she could. Once they had all finally placed their orders and the café owner, turned waitress had walked away, they all turned back to stare at her, waiting for her to spout off again. 
 
    Before they managed to draw even a groan from her, a guy they had all went to school with walked up and said hello. “Well, hello. How are four of the most beautiful ladies in Sapphire Springs doing tonight?” 
 
    “Hello, Harry,” Mary Ellen smiled up at him. “We’re all doing good. How are you?” 
 
    “Wonderful,” he said, looking down at Lucy. “I was wondering if Lucy would like to have dinner with me tomorrow night.” 
 
    Lucy sat up straighter and looked over at him. “I’m sorry, Harry. I really don’t think that would be a good idea.” 
 
    He nodded his head. “Well, a guy has to try. I guess you’ve still got a thing for Tyler, don’t you?” 
 
    “Harry!” she exclaimed, turning bright red. “Please, keep it down.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, looking around the crowded room at all the other people eating dinner. “I didn’t realize it was supposed to be a secret. I’m pretty sure most of the town already knows.” 
 
    Jessie snorted, finally unable to hold her humor inside. “I’m sorry, Harry. You’re a great guy, but I think you’re just out of luck where this one’s concerned. I’m sure she’s always going to have ‘a thing’ for Tyler.” 
 
    “Well, he’s a lucky guy,” he said, looking back down at Lucy once again. “I wonder if he knows just how lucky.” 
 
    “I don’t think he knows, yet,” Jenny added. “But if we have anything to do with it, he’ll know soon enough.” 
 
    Lucy gasped, turning a shocked look on her friend. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet,” Jenny said cryptically. “I’m still thinking about it.” 
 
    “Well, you ladies enjoy your evening,” he said, before walking back over to a table with a couple of his own friends from school. 
 
    Mary Ellen waited till he was out of ear shot, then turned back to Lucy. “Why won’t you go out with him? He’s asked you out several times just this last year.” 
 
    Lucy shrugged, picking up the dessert menu to give herself something to do. 
 
    “Harry is a really good guy. He and Rick are really good friends.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you go out with him?” Lucy asked, not looking up from the menu she held in her hand. 
 
    “Well, he’s never asked me out, and we’re like brother and sister, anyway. He spent a lot of time at our house, growing up.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she shrugged. “I know he’s a good guy. I’m just not interested.” 
 
    “We know,” Jessie added. “He’s right, you know? The whole town knows you’re in love with Tyler.” 
 
    “They do not.” 
 
    “Yes, they do,” Jenny chuckled. “Well, everyone except for Tyler, himself.” 
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