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Chapter 1

“Oh God, I can’t believe you’re really
here!”

Brook Logan found herself swallowed in her
mother, Madeline’s, hug.

Laughing, she dropped her suitcases on the
living room floor. “Seven years. Well, not really. I came home year
before last, for Mrs. Dupree’s funeral.”

Madeline let her go. Then, while looking
around the little house she had raised Brook in, murmured, “I miss
her. Everyone does. Mostly Sunny. We used to tease him about
spending so much time with her, but they were really good
friends.”

“I know. She and Aunt Gee Gee became phone
pals. She flew all the way to Ireland to see our first concert.”
Brook shook her head thinking of those years with her all girl
band. She said to Madeline, “First her and then Aunt Gee Gee. It
was like losing the only grandmother’s I’d known.”

Madeline nodded, very aware of how much both
older women had supported her daughter. Having mourned Aunt Gee
Gee, too, both herself and Max, as if grieving their own
mother.

Running her hand through her nape length
russet hair, she changed the subject. “So what do you think about
Mitch’s surprise?”

“It’s amazing what he’s done here.” Brook
turned, having admired the country garden landscaping outside,
remembering their straggling yard, growing up, and how her mom
struggled to grow anything resembling grass.

They walked around the interior. Here, her
stepfather Mitch had knocked out walls, put in big windows, and
opened it up. He had added a new porch too.

The colors inside were neutral-earthy, except
for the jade stone in the bathroom, and, the room that would be her
bedroom, was a cool lavender with white accents. The kitchen used
to be a nightmare from the 70’s, but now had a long granite bar,
built in sink, drop in stovetop. Though not large in size, there
was a new fridge, sleek shelves and wine rack. The airy living room
had a higher ceiling, recessed lights, and Madeline had added a
comfortable sectional in that main room as a welcome home gift.

“It’s hard to believe it’s the same house.”
Madeline put her hand on Brook’s shoulder. They were both eyeing
the French doors leading to the back deck.

“Yeah. I remember if more than three people
were in here, you felt like the house was full.”

They laughed.

Madeline helped Brook take the suitcase in.
they unloaded her car while talking, making general comments about
the changes in Diamond Back, Brook had observed driving
through.

Speaking of driving, the Volkswagen was a
long ago graduation gift Brook had only driven that time she’d come
in for the funeral, but kept in the garage. Mitch kept in good
shape for her—and she was glad to see it waiting at the airport,
even having to cram it full of her luggage and things. She had been
sending things ahead for the past year. Art, which was musically
influenced and great pieces Max, her half-brother, had sent over
the years, quirky things. Her precious collection of bass guitars
she had crated and double insured, which were hanging on the living
room wall.

Having lived the student slash vagabond band
life awhile, most of her boxes contained computer, laptop, books
and many posters, shot glass souvenirs, things her friends had
given her—things to remember them by.

Sitting on the edge of the darker purple
spread, Madeline watched Brook put away her things in a closet,
much bigger than the original. “I was worried, thinking you’d never
come back here to live.”

Brook turned from hanging up the garment
bags. Her eyes going over her now 45-year-old mother, who though
having laugh lines, a few pounds added here and there, still
retained a mother earth freshness, and whom Brook realized, once
she grew out of that teen judgmental stage—was a handsome woman.
Madeline still wore soft Levi’s and T-shirts or chambray, her
cowboy boots or clogs, cutoffs. Comfortable clothes most of the
time. However, they suited her. As Mitch often commented, not many
women could fill out the ass of a pair of Levis like his wife. He
made no secret he loved Madeline curves.

Brook moved her guitar case to the floor and
set on the other side, facing Madeline. She had gotten her mother’s
violet eyes, as had her half-brother, Max. She was taller than her
mother, long of waist, more angular—not having her mother’s
generous breasts—which were an asset in Europe she had discovered,
smaller bust. She still felt so much a part of this woman who had
struggled through entirely on her own, doing everything for her,
that Brook’s grandmother never had for Madeline, giving so
much—while her own life and secrets were haunting her.

Brook, as an adult, was amazed by her
mother’s strength.

Over the years, Madeline and Mitch had flown
to see her twice. She had met them in California last year, as well
as Max and Jason—Mitch’s son by his first wife. Brook having flown
there to celebrate with Max who’d won a journalism award. He was
taking a break now—Max—to do his writing and photography, having
built a vacation home at Copper Creek Lake.

Maxwell Lambert Griffin was the son Madeline
had given up for adoption, to her aunt Gee Gee, a son she had with
Mitch Coburn at seventeen. Jason being Mitch’s son with the wife he
divorced—all of them—like all of the Coburn’s, making a family
somehow, extremely close. Very supportive of Brook too.

Brook was aware that only she and her mother,
Renee Chambers, Mitch’s niece, whom she had grown close to, kept in
touch with via phone and letters. Ruby Peyton Coburn, Madeline’s
friend and sister in law, knew Brook intimate enough however, to
realize why she had stayed away longer than planned—longer than
anyone thought she would.

“I wanted to come back, to start life again
here, right after I finished my training.” Brook confessed. She had
studied physical therapy and worked with war veterans, later via
Max’s suggestion, worked with sports injuries.

For the first year away however, she had
waited tables, tended bar, joined a band… and tried to find some
balance after the devastation of Coy Coburn and her best friend
Karla’s betrayal.

She said, “It took some time to figure out
who I was. No longer the small town cheerleader and no longer the
someone everyone knew. I was angry and lost…”

Madeline covered her hand. “I know,
sweetie.”

Brook smiled and drew in a breath before
letting it out in a rush. “But, over time, I came to reach down
into the roots you gave me. The things I learned from your
strength. Yes, from your friendship with Ruby. I knew I could do
anything, but I saw what status and wanting to be something just to
be accepted, did to dad—who by the way, is on his 8th
marriage.”

“I heard.” Madeline chuckled.

“Yeah. He is no longer in car sales; in fact,
the business is bust. But he’s found some Vegas lady who keeps him
up.”

Brook shook her head. “Anyway. I wanted to do
something that mattered, even after aunt Gee Gee left me and Max
that inheritance. I loved the gigs, playing music, loved the people
I met, the places—but like Max, I am a child of my roots.

I wanted to see familiar faces and be where
what I did would make some difference. I love the music. Love, in
some sense, the club life, as strange as that sounds, but everyone
has to start being an adult at some point. That vulnerable part of
me was more afraid of it, than anything else. I could have lived
free and fun with the rest that privileged crowd, but something was
missing. Even in the best fun, it was just… not there.”

Brook looked around then back at her mom.
“When we did that concert for disabled veterans, I pretty much knew
what it was. Some of the group was negative about war and political
differences sprang up. However, to me, they were men and women who
fought for everyone’s freedom. I also learned in training, working
with kids and ordinary people, how touch heals. I missed the balm
of my family.” She shrugged. “It sounds corny but it’s true.”

“It doesn’t sound corny. It sounds like the
sensitive and caring young woman I raised. In some ways, Max is
like that with writing and photography. In its own way, it tells a
story, speaks to you, and makes you feel things.” Madeline squeezed
her hand then got to her feet, walking to the window, looking out.
“I know this still wasn’t easy for you.”

Brook stood too, and leaned against the
dresser. She wore low-rise denims and a Tank T-shirt of white
cotton, slip on sandals. She still streaked her own russet hair
with gold but wore it in a short chic style that set off her bones
and suited her svelte frame. “You mean because Coy moved back
too?”

Madeline looked over her shoulder, her violet
eyes concerned. “He’s built a house on the lake, three miles from
Max’s.”

“I was aware of that. Max said
something—”

“That’s not all.” Madeline turned and sighed.
“I got a letter from Jenna, who as you know, moved to the
Carolinas. She told Me Karla had met Bill Dodd at the upscale strip
club she worked in, and it looks like they’re going to get
married.”

Brook’s brows raised, shocked despite nothing
about Karla Boggs should be able to do so. Bill Dodd was
sixty-years-old now. She remembered from childhood that he owned a
big stone house in town and worked some foreman’s job at a
corporate chemical plant.

Well aware of Karla’s wild lifestyle from
hints Ruby dropped. Ruby having wed a Coburn, Mitch’s brother…and
was in essence Coy Coburn’s stepmother. She had thrown out bits of
information over the years. Yeah okay, Brook was shocked that Karla
was that money hungry—and that she had the nerve to move back to
Diamond Back, considering she’d all but extorted money from the
Coburn’s before giving them custody of the son she had with Coy.
Somewhere inside it bothered Brook, but she hid it from
Madeline.

“I’m sure we can avoid each other,” Brook
managed to sound casual.

Madeline was obviously not fooled. She held
Brook’s gaze and murmured, “As much as he’s been an off subject
between us. I have to admit, Coy has raised Levi on his own, even
when he played pro football, before the injury ended his career. He
made sure Ruby and Jude flew Levi out to be with him. He was a real
Dad to that boy.

Not once, did Karla show her face around
here, that is why this move of hers worries me. According to Jenna,
she has always lived high and fast. Because of the custody
conditions, the money they paid her—she has never violated that
agreement and interfered in Levi’s life. He is seven years old. Coy
says he hasn’t asked yet—about his mother, although Jenna keeps in
close touch and gets to see him. Karla, as I understand it, earned
a lot exotic dancing, but had friends busted for coke and pills. I
just don’t like it.”

“Mom—” Brook looked at her. “It’s not my life
anymore, nor my concern. I know, I do, believe me; I understand
Mitch loves Coy, and conceivably you do also, because y’all are all
family. I understand, even he and Max and Jason got close. But
I—”

“It’s not that, Brook. It’s that I think she
is doing it, because she heard you were coming back. That you’d
taken a Job at the rehab clinic.”

“Yeah, well. I had accepted it without much
thought. However, I heard also via Ruby that Coy still goes there
because of his injury. Unless I can schedule around him—I may take
Sunny up on his offer and work at the Tavern.”

“You can’t avoid him. You’ll want to see Max
and come to Copper Creek and he’ll be there.” Madeline searched her
face. “You told me you were over it…”

“I am.” Brook felt her stomach cinch at the
old betrayal. “But I haven’t quite figured out how to carry off
that, hey, we used to be old friends, first meeting.” She winced.
“I may be older and wiser, worldlier, but it’s never left me why
the best friend I grew up with isn’t around. And, why I hate those
freaking teen shows where girls are getting all screamy about the
prom…”

Madeline laughed and scraped her teeth over
her lip. “Eh, I think we all have those things that were supposed
to define our teen school years that once equated with betrayal or
some nightmare, we never quite get over it.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine.” Brook waved her
hand. “As to Karla— I don’t know what else she can do to me. I damn
sure have no intention of pretending we were ever friends.”

“No. I don’t blame you. Just wanted to give
you a heads up.”

After Brook nodded, Madeline helped her
unpack. She’d be leaving —because she and Mitch were restoring one
of the old buildings in Copper Creek, turning the mill into a sort
of concert hall where locals could play and funds could be
collected for vets, and many of the out of work locals.

In time, she and Brook sat on the newly
painted front porch, on the swing, sipping iced sodas.

“I’ve some other news,” Madeline pat Brook’s
thigh. “A secret someone asked me to keep.”

“What?” Brook glanced at her, eyes
narrowed.

Madeline reached in her back pocket and drew
out a card. “There’s a reservation for you there, at eight
tonight.”

Rafael’s. Brook read. Then gasp,
“Rafael’s!”

“Yeah.” Madeline chuckled. “Sunny and he went
partners—well, Rafael apparently was saving up all along to open a
restaurant. You know Sunny. He loves a good business deal. He
offered to be a silent partner—swears he can’t buy a decent meal in
Diamond Back at a nice upscale eatery. So…”

“Wow. With you working only two days, and
Lauren having left for greener pastures, who’s new at the
Tavern?”

“Nick manages part time. Of course, Ashley is
now the most popular face—I swear, divorce was good for her. She is
like a fireball still, but people love her. Lord knows there’s a
lot of people out of work, but Sunny comes in like clockwork.
Having left private practice. He is now with the DA’s office. Renee
actually works odd shifts now and then. Her cleaning business went
south. She still does the organic gardening and holistic medicines
on the side, but she actually fits in quite well too, at the
Tavern.”

“I’m floored.” Brook was. “Rafe—said nothing
in his letters.”

Madeline looked at her. “Did he write
often?”

Brook hesitated, and then murmured, “No. Just
sent an amusing card now and then, or called once in a while.”

“I’m still curious about what he said the
night of the prom,” Madeline confessed, grinning. “He’s got
interesting people working for him, Jordan O’Quinn, rides a Harley,
and has blue hair and a tongue piercing. Then there is Kris Kirk, a
male model look alike, who draws in the college crowd that you
would not expect to see there. Three very beautiful and dark
females with Caribbean accents. Quite chic—and I might add, keep
Max and Jason’s heads turned when we eat there…

There is an exotic Brazilian flavor to the
place, adobe exterior, and lots of color inside. The food…God, even
Mitch is trying to steal the recipes.

Brook tucked the card in her pocket. Saying
instead of answering the initial question, “You know when I came in
for Mrs. Dupree’s funeral, Rafe and I went for a long drive and
talked.”

“Interesting.”

Brook glanced at her. “You never told me that
he used to joke about taking me out, then?”

“You were so young. you know how he is—so
charming and,well, just the way he is. I didn’t take it seriously.
You were wrapped up in schoolgirl stuff.”

“Yep.”

When her watch beeped, Madeline had to go,
but Brook could tell she did not want to drop the conversation. She
snorted as her mother’s brow rose and Madeline elbowed her,
gritting playfully, “You’re really not going to give anything up,
are you?”

“No. Mom.” Brook kissed her cheek and
afterwards walked her down to a black pick up. Standing with hands
in her pockets, feeling that card there, Brook met Madeline’s eyes
after the engine started. “Tell Mitch I want spaghetti for Sunday
dinner.”

“Will do. He was upset he couldn’t be here to
see your reaction to the house, but you know how he is when he’s
working.”

“Yes. I love that man.”

“Me too.” Madeline smiled. “I feel younger
than I did before we got back together.”

“It’s all the sex y’all have.” Brook teased,
loving it when Madeline blushed and laughed. “Will Max be
there?”

“Yep. Most of the gang. Max has been taking
photos, driving all over. He’s as fascinated by the wildlife at the
lake as much as the locals. When he is writing or working, you
cannot drag him away. He has promised to be there Sunday. Jason has
been gone for a month, working down in New Orleans. He got back
this morning.” She got ready to back out, then said, “Oh, yeah.
Ruby’s and Jude will be there, with the twins.”

“Great. I have had a blast talking to them
over the phone, and getting those cute pictures they draw for me.
Hard to believe they’re nearly seven.” It was. And, Brook never
listened or thought of them, that she didn’t thank God that Ruby
got to be a mom at last. She knew they were life and breath to the
woman who had waited so long to have children—so long, for the one
man she had loved. The only one—Coy’s father—badass Jude
Coburn.

“Coy will stay away, I think.” Madeline met
her gaze.

Sound neutral Brook, she reminded herself. “I
assumed so.”

For a moment, Madeline lingered, obviously
debating it before she uttered, “But sooner or later—you’ll run
into him.”

“Don’t worry about it. Don’t worry about me,
Mom.” Brook smiled completely fake, then turned to go in, hearing
Madeline back out and toot the horn before going down the road.

For a bit Brook stood on the porch, peering
down the way at other houses, seeing people watering flowers, kids
on bikes, men gathered by a truck, talking. Maybe it was jet lag,
maybe not, but she felt somewhat surreal being there after all
these years. Hard to believe she was only seventeen when she left.
Coming back that short time for Mrs. Dupree’s funeral, she had made
herself not think of it as home—she had distanced herself of all
but the people she cared for here.

Someone down the way called out and waved.
Brook waved back, deducing that it was Mrs. Jacobs, a woman who had
filled her Halloween sack, bought candy for school functions and
the like. Somewhere in the back of her mind—there were stored
memories of Europe, of different sorts of people and cultures,
atmosphere. Yet those were also difficult first years of trying to
find herself. Trying to fit… where she could not. Of having to be…
someone else.

Eventually Brook drifted inside. She gathered
a change of clothing, and then showered. Later, standing in her
room, she smoothed on lotion, dried her hair, pulled on peach lace
panties and bra, and considered her petite body in the mirror.

Despite the right words Ruby and her mother
said to her that devastating night, it had taken her a long time to
feel even the most normal attraction to a guy. To allow herself—to
like herself.

She had seen flaws that she attributed to Coy
and Karla's betrayal. She had been confused. Because she had tried
to do the right things her whole life, respect people and herself,
and it had led to that instead.

Sighing, Brook began applying mauve shadow, a
bit of liner at the edge and mascara. She went to the closet and
pulled down a thigh length black dress, simple, summery and light.
After slipping it on she found matching slip on sandals and a black
supple leather bag, which she transferred the contents of her other
purse to.

When she looked again she saw an almost
twenty-four year old woman—no longer a girl, and with a bit more
wisdom in her violet eyes. She smoothed on some gloss and picked up
the card she had laid on the dresser, and headed out to her
car.

Driving into town, Brook passed the huge
stone house on the hill, with a winding upwards drive and matching
stone wall. It was two stories high, lit up, a shiny black sports
car in the drive—likely Karla’s.

Muttering, she shoved a CD in the player,
something her band had recorded that was amusing and rebellious.
Humming to herself. She was not really convinced that coming home
was going to be easy—living here, hell no, it wouldn’t be. But,
what the Frick, there were unanswered questions that could only be
answered here. She could not circle the globe and avoid dealing
forever, could she.

Just as she pulled up to the smooth adobe
restaurant, the cell in her purse rang. Brook had to look awhile
for a parking spot, squeezing in one finally—and fumbling for the
phone.

The car in park, she flipped it open. “Brook
here…”

“Hey, beautiful.”

“Max.” Brook rolled the window down and
turned off the CD. “What’s up? You coming to Mitch’s on
Sunday?”

“You bet.” He sounded like he was walking
around outside, crickets and katydids could be heard. “Just taking
a break, and wondering if you made the trip okay. I’ve been in the
darkroom all day.”

“Yeah, the flight was fine. I was so
surprised at the changes to the house, did you see?”

“Yeah. I helped outside.”

“Thanks.”

“No problem. Are you going to come and see my
digs?”

“Yeah. I will.”

“Where are you, I hear traffic.”

“Just pulled into Rafe’s.”

“Great place. He’s got all our business.” Her
brother laughed. “We’ve become his Saturday regulars, before drinks
at the tavern.”

“It looks busy.” She glanced around the lot,
street lights shining on the rows of cars.”

“Great food too. Well, I’ll let you go.”

“Kay—uh, Max?”

“Yep.”

“Nothing…” She chewed some of her gloss
off.

“He’s here,” Max, said quietly. “In his
house, I mean. I can see the lights at night. See most of the top
of the house during the day. Not that we don’t hang out—and Levi is
a great kid.”

“Hey, don’t worry about it. We’ve talked
about this, right?”

“Yeah. We have, Brook. But I’m not blowing
off how many years everything stuck with you. I was also covering
the teams before he was injured—we have a relationship—Hell, I
don’t know…”

“Let’s not, right now.”

“Okay.” Max grunted. “I love you, kid.”

She chuckled. “You too, big bro.”

Brook flipped the phone shut, stuffed it in
her purse, and got out, striding to the arched entry, met by a waft
of air, the aroma of spice, coconut—and something else wondrously
delicious.

A waitress greeted her directly. She followed
her through to the main interior, seeing aqua blue adobe walls and
tiled tables, tile on the floor—massive art on the walls that
depicted a Peruvian flavor. That was so Rafe, the mixture of exotic
mysteries.

Brook was about to give the girl her name,
when Rafael emerged from some back section. The dining areas being
divided walls with open arches. He spied her and stopped mid
stride, then smiled and came toward her—

Brook was musing in an amazed way, that even
since Mrs. Dupree’s death, he had grown more suave and handsome,
more exotic himself. The sensual face, lush jet hair, always a
breath catcher when she saw him. He was still well built, dark,
graceful, in that that unique way. He wore a lavender embroidered
shirt with banded collar and black slacks, nice shoes, and still
had that tiny diamond in his ear. His bruised lids, the slightly
flared nostrils—Lord yes, sensual lips, were all incredibly
sexy.

“I see you made it home okay.” He reached for
her hands.

She took his. “Yes.” Brook looked around.
“This place is incredible.”

He winked at the waitress, who smiled and
went back to her station, then kept Brook’s hand and turned, “Come
with me. I’ve a private table where we can catch up.”

She went with him, seeing heads turn, a few
whispers—not unaffected herself at his touch, his presence. Which—
surprised her more than she wanted to admit. He led her to the back
and through a door, to what was obviously his domain.

There was a round table with colorful silk
cloth, a candle in the center, two crimson leather chairs with
wrought iron backs. The place setting was lime green and sea blue,
the music just as exotic. Beyond the table was a black leather
sofa, desk and chairs, a few other things she did not take the time
to note, because he was seating her.

“Wine?”

“Yes. White?”

He nodded and left, returning with that and a
young waiter, a male who left menus.

Brook sipped the wine he poured and pleaded,
smiling, “You choose something. I’d order everything on here.”

Rafe grinned, and then chose from the menu.
After placing it, they relaxed with their wine.

“This suits you,” she reflected aloud,
looking up at the wrought iron chandeliers. It was a mix of style
and comfort but still with that foreign flair.

“Does it?’

She lowered her gaze, to observe him sitting
back, hand on the glass stem—his dark gaze moving over her
face.

He had gorgeous eyes. “Yes.”

He smiled, a bit crooked. “It’s a mountain up
from my beginnings, Brook.”

She skimmed her gaze over his face this time.
“You alluded to that before.”

Instead of elaborating however, he simply
held her gaze, making Brook flush because, dammit, he was so
handsome in that sensual way.

“You’re more beautiful each time I see you.”
He mused almost as if he was thinking and speaking it.

“Thanks.” Brook cleared her throat.

He seemed sense her discomfort and said next,
“You know Madeline has all of us come to her house twice a year.
Once, in the summer, and at Christmas.” He grinned. “Mitch likes to
call us Madeline’s dysfunctional family.”

“She loves all of you.”

“It’s mutual.” He shrugged. “Madeline has
protective instincts for people she cares about. She is an amazing
woman. Marrying Mitch only added more depth to an already endless
soul.” He laughed low. “Of course, Mitch likes the summer gathering
when he can get myself and Sunny, even Nick on the lake. Not that
the Coburn’s aren’t into winter sports. I think last year Ashley
broke her ankle riding sleds off the hill side.”

Chuckling Brook nodded. “Mom sent pictures.
Scads of them. I could imagine everything.” The food came and she
waited until it was served. Her nose and stomach teased by the
delicious aroma. Served on a bed of wild rice, she caught the scent
of pineapples and coconut among rice and other seafood. “There was
one of Nick looking horrified on the back of horse, I believe.”

He nodded for her to eat and said, “Yes. We
have caught on you know. The Coburn’s competing amongst themselves,
but they love to watch greenhorns look like idiots trying to keep
up.”

“And you?”

“I’ve ridden for years—well not here. I did
as a boy. Cars, I love. Jude cannot stand that he has lost on the
track to me twice. I don’t water ski, but the first time JW
overturned a boat on me, I swam fast enough to shore to impress
them.”

Shaking her head, chewing a delicious
mouthful, Brook signaled an agreement on the Coburn clan and their
blood sport competitiveness—and their “testing” of anyone who was
sucker enough to let them. Taking a sip of wine, she said
afterwards, “Are you a cornbread brother yet?”

He laughed deep and rich. “Yes. Nick regained
his honor finally. We all meet at the tavern, they come here for
dinner—it’s like seeing family.”

“I’m glad. How’s sunny?”

“Busy. Wanting to see you.” He wiped his
mouth and sat back. “He’s here more during lunch since he’s working
for the DA. Still goes to the tavern. I think he’s going to sale
his estate though and find a smaller house. He’s had a hard time
with the grief. For all they seemed opposite, they were close.”

“Yeah, I knew it would be rough on him.”

They finished their meal, and Brook drank
another glass of wine before shaking her head. “No more for me.
I’ve got enough jet lag; I’ll be yawning before I get home.”

He stood finally and held her chair, then
said, “I’ll walk you out. You can go through here.”

He escorted her though a back door.

It was a warm night, nice, tinged, and
breezy. Walking slowly to her car, Brook tossed her purse in, and
then leaned against the back of it, arms casually crossed while she
studied him.

Rafe had his hands in his pockets lightly; a
lock of jet hair mussed over one brow by the wind.

“I’ll be a regular customer.”

“Join me in back, anytime.”

“A paying customer,” she said dryly. “You run
a business. I love the food.”

He looked like he would argue, but then
glanced around and back at her. “I still go to the tavern on
Fridays, if you’re there, we can share a drink.”

“I’d like that. I may need a few after I
start earning my bread.” She smiled. “I hear Doc Taylor is cranky
as hell to work for.”

“Ashley said so. She went to him after her
injury. You going to play, music?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. I don’t know a lot
right now.” She peered down at her sandals to hide anything that
might show on her face. “Seven years is a long time. Coming back at
this age— things are familiar, yet a lot has changed.”

He was considering her when she looked up
again, and Brook knew, as a woman does, he had looked at her, over
her, when she had been talking.

“When you were in that time— we took that
drive and talked, I enjoyed hearing about your days with the band,
the gigs, and your friends. I’m glad you lived some of that
dream.”

“Me too.”

She remembered sitting in his car, chatting,
talking too much likely, yet laughing a lot, sharing with him some
of the best memories, the amusing moments—the wild stories about
her band mates—who were indeed much wilder than she. There were the
usual tales of horrible transportation, getting lost, sleeping in
cramped busses, losing instruments—having 40 people show up in a
place that held 2,000.

“I asked you if you were seeing someone.”

Brook remembered that, a casual question she
assumed. “I answered no.”

He walked a bit closer. Brook had to look up
as he considered her. Thinking—that his thick lashed eyes could do
wonderful things to a woman’s insides. They had that hot slow
sex/bedroom look, and it made her feel almost guilty thinking
that.

“I want to ask you something,” he murmured
low. “But I don’t want to, until you’ve been here awhile and
settled in. “

She raked her teeth over her lip. “You mean,
after I run into Coy Coburn again?”

“Yes.” His hand came up. His fingertips
rested at the corner of her lips. “If I asked you why you finally
came back, you’d give me all sorts of answers. But I don’t think
you’ll ever know the important ones—until you answer that one for
yourself.”

“So everyone assumes.” Her flippant tone fell
flat.

When he dropped his hand, yet did not move,
she glanced away and attempted, “I saw him on TV. He played pro
ball. It’s not like I’m—”

“Brook,” his tone was soft. “You didn’t date
anyone in seven years.”

“That’s—not true.” Her voice was weak. “I
went out.”

“Sure. Okay, Cariño.”

She looked at him, hearing something in that
retort. “It has been seven years. I was a kid then, for God
sakes.”

“Yeah? So was Madeline when she fell in love
with Mitch.”

“Kids do that, not all of them are—”

“Do you remember what I told you?”

“Yes,” her tone went husky.

He had told her that night, all she had to do
was call him—write him, tell him in any way she needed someone, and
he would be there. He had told her after graduation that he would
get tickets and fly anywhere she needed him to be—to talk, to hold
her, to make sure she never forgot that one man, would have given
everything he had, to be in Coy’s place, the night of the prom.

“I had to work it out myself,” Brook
whispered finally. “I don’t think there is any escaping the tearing
apart before the building something new. I had to grow up.” She
admitted, “I wanted to call, to write, and yet I felt I’d be using
you—At least I didn’t know for awhile, if you were just trying to
make me feel…not so… lacking.”

“You felt like that?”

“For awhile.”

“Then?” His brow rose. He watched her face
carefully.

“Then…I was thinking that everyone is
attracted to you, women can’t help but be, and I wasn’t an
exception. “ She actually flushed. “The allure of a guy like you,
Rafe, is so potent…” She didn’t know how exactly to put it and
shrugged finally.

Rafe leaned down. His lips touched her cheek,
and then skimmed back as he said with more accented sultry tones in
her ear, “I want you still. I will never lie to you, Brook. Before
yes, you had to grow up. You have been away doing that. But as much
as I intend to be your friend—and I will be, don’t misunderstand
it. I’m a man and you’re a beautiful young woman, I’ll seduce
you—given the slightest invitation or chance.”

His lips brushed her cheek again before he
raised his head. Brook shivered, feeling her nipples harden.
Affected, she breathed shallow, gazing up into those dark eyes.
There was no jest, no smile there—only a dark kind of smoldering
fire.

Sounding to quivering and weak in her own
ears, she managed, “I care for you, Rafe.”

“Yes, bonito, that’s mutual. But you want me
too.” He smiled slowly, a blinding white grin between those too
sensual lips. He turned to go. Looking back though, as she pulled
away from the car, he added, “We don’t need games between us,
Brook. We do not need to avoid each other. You know I am here for
you, as a friend. “

She nodded.

She had a fantasy memory of him, mingled
between affection, attraction, all sorts of jumbled things—but
nothing was like being a grown woman, here in the flesh with him
like this.

“I know, Rafe.”

“Get some sleep. You look tired.” He
admonished softly. “There’s no need to be so on guard. When
anything happens between us, it will be obvious to us
both—why.”

He turned and walked back. Brook blew out a
breath and swallowed. She would bet her entire inheritance that
women for 100 miles dropped their knickers for Rafael. Between the
food and the man, they probably orgasmed on their way out of the
restaurant. She wondered whom he had slept with in town? If he
slept with—

Oh shut up, Brook. Really.

She got in her car finally, sitting there,
telling herself okay, so she was not really surprised. Ever since
that kiss—that amazing kiss—seven years ago, she had known there
was chemistry. Yes, there were times in recent years she’d felt the
urge to call him, to see where it would lead, feeling all the
natural arousal after going out with someone she liked but could
not trust.

She had all sorts of trust issues.

Finally, Brook pulled out and drove home. She
showered, climbed into bed and lay in the dark—seeing Rafe as he
stood in that lot.

Brook groaned and shoved her head under the
pillow. She had a life to start. Was she ready for an affair? Oh
God, what a sexy, incredibly alluring guy he was. Dammit—she knew
he really, really, did care for her. Even just sex would not be
just sex with him. She could trust him. She would never worry about
that. However, she would worry about having a thing— when she
wasn’t through answering her own questions…


Chapter 2

Copper Creek Lake

Sunlight streamed through the big picture
window, softening the mellow wood of the bedroom walls. Coy Coburn
lay awake, listening to sounds of his seven-year-old son, Levi
watching cartoons.

Rubbing his hands over his rugged, stubbled
face, he then scrapped fingers through his wheat and sun streaked
hair. With muscles flexing and bunching, he finally raised his six
plus frame to a sitting position, the white sheet long since pushed
to the bottom of the bed. His sun browned athletic body felt that
same morning wash of sunrays.

He turned and put his feet on the floor,
pulling down the right leg of his thigh length black briefs. His
gaze drifted to the scar that went from his thigh, down past his
knee and half way to his calf. He hardly thought about the injury
that put him out of the pro football arena—unless it ached like a
bitch—and it did when it rained or when he had foregone the
required physical therapy.

The muscle looked as perfect as the other
leg, his body having always been muscled and cut, well-honed and
hewn since boyhood. The injury swelled a bit around the knee where
the cartilage had been shredded.

Absently rubbing at it, Coy glanced over at
the sound of running feet slapping on the wood floors. He watched
the door open, then his husky son stood there, butter blond curls
mussed from sleep and body browned from the active life all
Coburn’s lived—the children were as high strung and fearless as the
grownups, being a part of the horse riding, motorcycles, cars,
boating and everything physical, from diapers on.

Leaning against the doorframe, his PJ’
bottoms depicting his favorite character—wolverine, Levi said,
“Want me to start your coffee?”

“Yeah thanks.” Coy smiled at him and winked,
knowing how pushing that button to start his coffee maker was as
important a routine for Levi as it was Coy letting him help with
other chores. The kid was all about independence. He liked to help
and he had that whole, it’s you and me dad, thing, which Coy was
glad for, since he often felt guilty those first years traveling
round and having obligations away from Levi.

Coy stood and reached to the end of the bed
for a pair of soft frayed-hemmed denims. He drew them on, doing the
buttons up on the fly, the last below his navel. He walked over to
the pine dresser and looked at his face, rubbing that scruff again,
and eyeing the white and wheat streaks brighter in his hair since
he spent most of his time out of doors. Nevertheless, even as he
did that surface thing, his topaz eyes were looking back in time,
and other than getting Levi out of those years, he avoided doing
that.

The man in the mirror, wide muscled chest,
thick muscled arms and back, long round muscled legs and taut
waist, appeared to be a man in his prime… and yet Coy felt he’d
lived a couple of lifetimes already.

Bracing his hands on the dresser, he regarded
the present image, all the while letting others he had deliberately
suppressed sift through his mind like shuffling through snapshots.
Some, were still so painful, so gut cinching to him; he ended up
closing his eyes and pushing away, unwilling to start the morning
like a thousand others since she had left Diamond Back.

He told himself weeks ago, when he had known
Brook was likely coming home to stay, that the past was the past.
However, it never really left him and was just too damn fresh, and
too present, sometimes.

“Coffee’s done!”

Shit. Pull it together, dude. Coy opened his
eyes, smiled at his son’s grinning face and followed him into the
kitchen.

The two-bedroom log home had an airy great
room, which was where Levi had been watching TV, and an open
kitchen divided by a bar. He went there, got a mug off a peg, and
poured some of the strong coffee he needed to function on.

Levi jumped up on a stool, on the other side,
his cereal bowl empty. He always got his own and was up at the
crack of dawn. He was half watching coy, who leaned against the
counter and looking back at his cartoons as he said, “I don’t think
it’s right.”

“What’s not right?” Coy lowered the cup.

“That we’re not going to Uncle Mitch’s when
the whole family will be there. I don’t know why we can’t meet Aunt
Madeline’s daughter—and Jett and Remy get to go.”

“I thought me and you were going to fish.”
Coy had come up with that as a way of subverting this conversation.
Since the Coburn’s were close, and they always went to each other’s
houses, and when everyone got together for eating, music, fun, they
were normally a part of it—there wasn’t an easy way to opt out for
himself and Levi.

“I like to fish, Dad. But, everyone will be
there. We always go. I don’t mind fishing…. But they’ll be funner
things for both of us going on there.”

Coy took another sip, trying to think fast.
He did not need to be asked not to show up for Brook’s reuniting
with the clan. He did not need to be told that she was Madeline’s
daughter, so of course she would be at Mitch’s a lot.

He figured his own presence would create an
uncomfortable situation for her, but he didn’t know about Levi. He
loved Levi like his own soul, and wasn’t sorry for having him. That
did not mean he wasn’t regretful of the circumstances that made
him. Karla had been Brook’s best friend—and though Levi had never
really asked many questions about his mother, thankfully, likely
due to the fact he had so many stand ins with the Coburn women.
Including Ruby, Coy’s step mother who had kept him a lot while Coy
was with the team, and who still came and got him often, loved
him—Levi would be a very tangible reminder of a very painful
betrayal—his betrayal.

Levi had Coy’s husky build, and was tall for
his age, a Coburn obviously, but with Karla’s turquoise eyes, and
her curls. He looked at the kid and his heart just swelled.
Nevertheless, because of the hell, Karla put himself and the family
through, Coy could not respect her.

She’d told him outside the courtroom that
she’d gotten pregnant by him to more or less sell the kid to
them—knowing they’d pay her to let him raise and keep it, when she
threatened to go off and do something drastic. She’d told him that
her mom screwing up with Tony Singleton was just the push she
needed, but that she’d planned it carefully, been waiting for him
to come outside at the prom. She had wanted to leave town and was
broke, stuck, and if she had to carry a kid nine months to get that
escape, she would.

Coy drew himself back to the present saying,
“We can go another time. I figured after we fished, maybe we’d go
into town, catch a movie.”

Propping his jaw on his fist, Levi gave him
one of those under the lashes looks, a slight frown on his cute
face. It was a mumble this time, “We can do that too, any old
time.”

Coy opened his mouth, but a tap on the French
doors drew his eyes from Levi to the figure standing there. His son
had already whirled around and jumped off the stool saying, “It’s
Max.”

His hips still leaned against the counter,
Coy watched Brook’s half-brother step in and ruffle Levi’s hair,
the two of them exchanging an affectionate greeting. Coy had to
smile inward at the Kentucky born but upper class Max. Since he had
taken time off from sports reporting and moved in his own house on
the lake, the man’s suave and urbane look was replaced by the
writer/ photographer casualness. It was not that Max didn’t still
have taste and style, lately though he was all ratty jeans and
T-shirts, or denim shirts instead of Armani suits.

The women in the family compared him to
Johnny Depp and Madeline to a young Clark Gable—he certainly had
something that though a Coburn in height and sinew, the dimples in
his cheeks, those violet eyes were unique to only Madeline and
Brook. Coy knew he had had several affairs since coming to town,
and somehow managed to keep all the women as friends. The lucky
bastard.

“Coffee?”

Max took one the stools. “Thanks, yes.”

Coy turned and took down the mug and poured
it, wincing as Levi apparently took a seat beside him, and informed
Max how unfair it was that they weren’t invited to Uncle Mitch’s
this time.

Turning, Coy met those black rimmed violet
eyes as he set down the mug.

Taking a sip, Max murmured, “Maybe I can talk
your dad into letting you come with me.”

“Oh. Boy—”

“You need to feed Ralph.” Coy looked at his
son. “And make sure his water bowl is full.”

“Yeah. Okay.” Levi raised his brows. “Can
I—”

“Feed the pup and let me talk with Max a
little.”

Levi sighed but jumped down and went through
the house to the back deck where the dog food was kept.

As he got out of earshot, Coy murmured to
Max, “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

Max met his gaze. “Levi’s a great kid, and
the past has nothing to do with him. It is why I stopped by anyway,
to ask if I could take him. He likes playing with Jett and the
others. Let’s be honest, the situation—as much as it’s complicated,
is not something he’s going to understand.”

“I think that…hell, I know, she would never
show any negativity towards Levi—but I have to consider it.”

“She’ll see him eventually, Coy.”

“Yeah well. It’s also that I don’t want to—I
don’t want to seem like I’m insensitive.”

“That would imply— you think she hasn’t
gotten over something that happened in high school.”

Coy swallowed. “I really hope she has. But I
don’t underestimate it, either.”

Max took another sip and let the cup rest
against his palms but he was staring at Coy in a half-brooding way.
“You and the family all drew together during Karla’s trying to pull
the puppet strings. Everyone supported you, and we have all loved
Levi from the get go. It is understandable that Madeline took
longer—”

“Yes. I never thought she was unfair in
keeping that wall between us for as long as she did. You and I had
our strained moments.”

Max nodded. “But Madeline is a loving person,
and just as she loves Levi, she found her way of caring for you
too. Coy. Brook is not so different from that. No matter what she
feels about you—or Karla—she’d never hold it against, or show it to
an innocent kid.”

“I believe that.” God just saying her name,
talking about her, his stomach was all tensed up.

Max sat back. You and Brook are going to run
into each other too.”

“I know that. But this is her reunion with
the family. It doesn’t matter how long it’s been—I don’t want to
look like the ass here.”

“Fair enough. But, let me take Levi. If I
don’t, he will have his feelings hurt. He will not understand no
matter what excuse you give him. He’s used to the family getting
together and him being there.”

Coy looked up and sighed. “All right.” He
glanced down at Max. “But if she looks freaked out or if anything
is off—”

“I will. However, I am sure my sister is cool
enough to take it for what it is. A good kid, someone in the
family—Brook’s grown a lot in seven years. Despite what she
experienced here or in the world out there on her own, she’s always
been as caring as Madeline, at her core.”

Coy nodded, although he carried an image in
his mind of that devastating night. He knew deep down what the
betrayal of himself and Karla had done to her. Even now, his
freaking heart was beating too hard.

He had seen Brook’s pictures over the years
at Madeline’s, Ruby’s and Max’s. He had heard her band’s CD’s, saw
the concert pictures —some up on the wall at the Diamond Back
Tavern— knew about her other jobs as waitress and, the classes. He
had seen pictures of her all over Europe with friends who were in
clubs, partying, or standing by some landmark. He had seen her
change from a beautiful and classy girl, into a more attractive and
chic young woman. She always had a certain class and style, a
certain grace. Even when she was in the band, she did not lose that
attention catching uniqueness.

Yeah—He’d seen pictures Max had taken, and
he’d sat at Mitch’s when the gang was all there, and some news of
her was shared—because even away, the Coburn’s claimed her and
wrote her, and made sure she remembered it. They celebrated her
achievements, ordered her CD, s got autographed posters and post
cards and wore T-shirts with the band Logo. Just as his own career
had been supported and celebrated by them, so had Brook’s life—so
it was not as if he could just forget her.

Shit. He never could. That had less to do
with family, than it did how drastically his life had changed
because they were not together. Being a father certainly made him
skip all the collage partying and wildness—even if he’d had any
left him after that night. However, his relationships, everything,
was different because of what he and Brook had—and how it had
ended.

Those first years he had seen video of Brook
with all sorts of friends, many of them male, handsome, some wilder
looking than others. Nevertheless, he would always feel gut sick.
Lucky for him, there were distractions, responsibilities, and
commitments in his life—so that he could actually have a life at
all.

Coy said finally, “Everyone changes in seven
years—all of us do—from the kids we were in school to adulthood.
But I don’t doubt Brook’s basic character.”

“Yes.” Max eyed him again. “Whatever she
feels about you, she’ll make no secret of it, like adults do. But
she won’t bring Levi into that.”

Coy nodded, feeling hollowness in his stomach
expand.

Max looked around to make sure Levi was
outside and said, “Did you hear about Karla moving back?”

“About the marriage, all of it, yeah.” Coy
grunted in disgust. “That old man has no idea what he’s in for.
She’ll gather her usual crowd and take over his house, drain his
bank accounts, and manipulate him into believing he loves her for
it.”

“I thought there was some sort of restraining
order—”

“There is. She cannot come near Levi, because
of the felonies she racked up in Georgia, and because she did not
exactly hide the fact, she would have sold him to anyone if I
hadn’t claimed him, when we had those hearings. She was pretty damn
cold, smug, through the whole thing. A couple years back—when she
sent those fake ransom notes, and had the family crazy worried, I
gave them to Sunny, who had her picked up. I believe the bitch
would have taken him and terrorized him for a few thousand
dollars.”

“Probably, to support her drug habit.” Max
shook his head. “She’s going to be trouble.”

“Doubtless. But not for Levi. I have met with
Sunny and the DA. Bill won’t hear a thing against her—says she was
young and confused and swears she has cleaned up, and walks on
water. The poor sonofabitch is in for a shock. Between the law and
the family, she won’t get near Levi.”

“That’s only smart. If not her, then some of
her questionable friends. I don’t doubt she’ll have some hangers on
living in that house. From what I hear, old Bill worked most of his
life, scrimped and saved, never wed, which is why he is the richest
man in Diamond back. But there’s no fool like an old fool, and
finding Karla in that strip club was the beginning of his
downfall.”

“I think she found him. She grew up there, so
she knew who he was.”

“Yeah likely. I still think she’s going to be
nothing but trouble.”

“Yeah. I want to insulate Levi against it
though, so—”

Max agreed and stood as the boy come in.

“All done.” He said, “Boy dad, Ralph was
covered in mud. I’ll bet he’s been running those ducks again.”

“We need to break him from that.” Coy smiled
and nodded.

“Yeah. So am I going?”

Both men laughed.

“Looks like it.”

“Oh, boy. You too, Dad?”

“Not this time.” Coy went to him and gave him
a hug. “I think it’s going to be pretty crowded, and I was just
telling Max I need to go pick up my guitar from the shop. It’s
probably fixed by now.”

“Aww, Dad. You should come.”

“Next time.” Coy pat him, then said, “You’d
best go brush your teeth and dress.”

Levi sighed again, but was too excited he was
getting to go; he went toward his room with the bathroom beside
it.

Coy walked with Max, out to the wrap around
deck. It poised out over the lake. Cattails were sticking up out of
the water in places, and brushy grasses swayed around the banks.
There were several docks dispersed along the miles that Coburn’s
owned.

Between his place and Max’s, there were some
boats docked, as well and cleared areas with picnic shelters and
grill pits. Though most of it was native forest, the clearings were
planted with flowers. Trails were made from riding horses, four
wheelers and motorcycles, over the years. Late nights, early
mornings, it was alive with whippoorwills, owls, and nature amid
the fog that hung between water and sky. It was nothing to sit at
night with a full moon shining down and watch deer and other
wildlife come to the banks to drink.

This was morning and sunny, so there were
various birds, some migrant, and some native, soaring overhead. By
sunlight, the lake seemed undulate endlessly between emerald
landscapes, alive with the calls, barks and croaks from all sorts
of non-nocturnal creatures.

Max leaned on the deck rail, looking down at
the water. “He’ll have a good time.”

“I know.”

The man straightened. “I’ll pick him up
around three?”

“Sure.”

Coy managed a half grin as Max nodded and
left. He looked down at the water and his reflection, wondering how
often the temptation to see her was going to haunt him. His strong
veined hands tightened on the treated wood railing. Fuck. Fuck. A
rush of warm chills went over his back and up his neck just
thinking how close she was now—how she was actually here. He felt
that rush of his blood, all the things he used to feel—and had
forgotten.

You are so in trouble, you sonofabitch, he
sighed in his mind. You have to get yourself together and remember
that no matter what Karla had done, it was you who betrayed her
trust—destroyed all of her young woman dreams of love and sex.

Coy felt his throat lock. When he thought
back, he hated his eighteen-year-old self. He hated that what he
felt for her could not override his dick back then.

He shuddered and turned, pasting on a smile
for Levi. What he really hated—was that he could not do anything to
change it.

* * * *

“I got two days a week, unofficially.” Brook
sat in the back room of the Diamond Back Tavern, with Renee, who
had finished her shift. “In the correspondence, Doc Taylor said the
clinic was slowing down since they opened that big rehab place in
Brownsville.” She shrugged. “I can’t complain. There’s not much
here.”

Renee, had quite a tangled past of her
own—having not spoken to her mother, Mitch’s sister in years, and
only recently made contact with her siblings. They were also in
various stages of craziness from Deena’s control freak nature and
overbearing bitchiness—

Renee inherited their grandmother Dovie
Coburn’s old farmhouse in Copper Creek. She had been somewhat of a
city girl the first time Brook met her, but like many, fascinated
with her roots, and falling in love with her crazy Coburn family.
At first, she and Madeline were friends, but soon she had started
writing Brook—and being close in age, they had clicked.

Renee had brownish black hair, cut in a
mussed style to her ears. She was short for a Coburn, being only
five feet one, and though curved for such a shorty, she had
beautiful light blue eyes and naturally milky smooth skin. Her face
was classic—like most Coburn females, she had good genes.

Renee also had a great sense of humor,
family, and self, which helped Brook thought when you declared your
independence at fifteen. By now, she was well known in both Copper
creek and Diamond Back.

She nodded to Brook’s comment and said,
“Well, you know what Sunny said. He would like to hire you. This
place still hasn’t slowed down.”

“I’ll call him then.” Brook nodded. “I need
at least three more days and I can work longer shifts here.”

“Great. Have you thought about my offer?”

Back over the years, Renee had talked about
them forming a band. “I thought you played with the family, the
younger Coburn’s?”

“I do. Keyboard. But there is nothing like an
all-girl thing here. We’d have no competition.”

“I’m up for it, but we’d have to see how my
schedule works out and advertise for members, try and find a place
to practice.”

“We can do that at the farmhouse. It is big
enough. I know a few girls around, and what the hell, we can do
weekend gigs outside town.”

“I’m open to it.” Brook smiled. “I’m a
little…weird still, about the whole coming home thing. It fits, but
it doesn’t. Ya know.”

Rene sat back and nodded, her blue eyes going
over Brook’s face. “I’ve had people ask a few things. Like some
here remember you from school mostly—a few know about the whole
mess with we-know-who.”

“Gossip is part of living here. I knew that
when I came back. It is something mom hates—she was always so
conscious of it. But I didn’t bring it on myself—so.”

“Don’t worry about it. I think a lot of it
is—what happened after you left.”

“Yes.” Brook knew she meant the shit with Coy
and Karla, the custody thing. “So, who are you dating now?” Her
gaze went over Renee’s black silk shirt and jeans, the Tavern
uniform. She knew outside that, Renee’s sense of free style would
rival Ruby’s, which was still unique.

“I don’t have a serious relationship,” Renee
evaded.

“Hmm.” Brook regarded her. “Methinks that
means you and I will talk it about it more in private?”

“Oh yes. I’ll unload, of course.”

Chuckling, Brook then snorted, “God, remember
those long phone calls overseas—all the bitching and moaning.”

“Me-doing that, and you just
cheerleading.”

Brook laughed again. “Hey now, there was the
one guy….”

Rene eyed her dryly. “Two years you called
saying, should I, shouldn’t I? I don’t know Renee, I like him
but—but.”

“Yeah, yeah. I had serious trust issues.”

“No, my girl.” Renee snorted, too. “You had
too many gorgeous choices. I swear to God, you would send me those
photos via e-mail and I would be slobbering in envy, and seriously
thinking of taking a flight to Europe.”

“They would have loved you.”

“Yeah all right. The really hot guys were
probably egomaniacs.”

“Most of them. But some were cool.” Brook
sighed and looked around then muttered, “Most didn’t want to commit
though, so that was always an issue for me. I always thought, what
if care for him, and he’s playing the field? I knew I couldn’t
handle that.”

“Nope.”

“What about that guy you ran off with back in
the day—do you ever think about him?”

“Yeah, sure. I think, the poor guy must be in
another country. I mean we were kids and I wanted away from
mother’s suffocating and controlling. He liked me enough to play
knight to the rescue. Mom, of course, dragged the boy to court and
scared the shit out of him.” Renee shook her head. “I honestly hope
he’s somewhere with a nice wife and kids, having a nice life.
Because I drug him into my mess with mother.”

“He’s probably thinking back on it as an
adventure.”

“Yeah right.”

They laughed.

Brook looked at her watch. “Well I got to' go
pick up a few things. The fridge is empty. Are you coming to
Mitch’s?”

“Yep. With the whole damn gang there, we
won’t get to chat much. I imagine Madeline will hug you every five
minutes.”

“Mom is so cool. So happy.’” Brook stood and
when Renee did, they walked out together. “I think I love Mitch as
much for that, as I do for himself.”

“He’s the best.” Renee agreed. They paused in
sight of the VW, Renee’s jeep being on the back lot. She went on,
“He still has to break bad on the clan sometimes though. When he
does, they all walk on eggshells for a week. You know how it is.
One of the younger guys, our cousins, opened a tattoo shop. When
Deege came home from Afghanistan and brought some buddies in, there
was more than drinking going on there, if you know what I
mean—Mitch was extremely angry. He’s all for entertain’, embracing
anyone, but anything hardcore like the cousin was doing—He ended up
turning Terry in.

“What happened?”

“He got a break. Rehab and stuff. He is still
resentful. Moved out. One of the girl cousins runs the place.
Sometimes that happens. Mitch found out Terry was shooting up in
front of some of the kids—His parents were worn out from all sorts
of trouble with him.”

“He’s probably lucky Mitch did step in.”

“Yeah. Deege was cool with it. He didn’t know
a couple of the guys well, but still, he did not want that going
on. I mean even GW brews a bit of “shine” now and then, but
everyone— particularly the older ones, have been there and done it,
they try and keep the younger ones from making bad mistakes.”

“Yeah.”

Rene waved. “Go, get your grub. I have get
home, shower, and check my on line business. Holistic meds are
booming now.” She laughed. “My organic gardening is great, but most
of the time I sell everything right there in Copper Creek, to the
family.”

“Hey, don’t knock it. In some ways they all
keep each other in business.”

“True. Have a good one.”

Brook nodded and went to her car. She backed
out and drove to the biggest market/super store, because she was
out of everything. She took her time, had the cart half filled.
Since she was not quite as health conscious as Renee, she cheated
with chocolate and snacks.

The place was crowded and she noticed stares,
a few double takes and greeted people with a smile, hoping it was
because they recognized her but were reticent to approach—and not
because of the past. She decided to take it all in stride.

At the counter, she could barely see over the
cart, hefting up water and a six-pack, some juice and milk, before
starting on the groceries.

“Let me help you out.” A young guy, who had
bagged, offered when she had paid.

“Thanks.” Brook let him, aware he was
flirting a bit as he asked whom she was, said he hadn’t seen her
around. She gave him sketchy info, no long rambling history.

Used to packing a lot in a small in a space,
she did the emptying and thanked him.

“Any time.” He winked and walked off.

Grinning, Brook finished and put the cart
back, feeling pretty darn good—even if it was an eighteen-year-old
showing interest.

She drove home and unpacked in several trips,
feeling better seeing something in the fridge, and having personal
items, magazines—even a couple of movies laying around.

Taking off her jeans and top, she pulled on
low-rise cut offs and a white tank T-shirt, an old pair of leather
flip-flops. She opened one of the cold beers and went to the back
deck. Sitting on a lounger, hearing neighborhood sounds, kids,
horns, and a buzzing saw.

Closing her eyes, head back, Brook thought,
just absorb it, take it in, and do not let yourself start thinking
of the past.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

Sunday, Brook pulled on jeans and a lavender
blouse, smiling at the prospect of seeing the Coburn family,
because she knew the whole gang would be there. There wasn’t any
such thing as a simple family meal in Copper Creek, where they
owned the entire hollow and surrounding area. She had washed her
hair, dried it, finger styled it into the short uneven but chic
layers. She wore light make up, and glossed her lips, pulled on
comfortable shoes, grabbed her purse—and headed out.

It was a beautiful day. She rolled the
windows down, popped in a Black Eyed Peas CD and sang, “I Got a
Felling” along with it. Renee would be there. So many of the kids
she had met were now teens and the teens were grown up, some away
at college and married. She looked forward to seeing GW. Aching for
him, because he’d lost his wife to breast cancer. Mitch had told
her how the man had sat by her bedside day and night.

For all GW looked intimidating, and was one
of the orneriest of the bunch, the big and brawny cousin was an ole
teddy bear at heart. His wife she recalled had been deeply
religious, but with a sense of humor—Lottie knew how to scare the
bunch into behaving around her, and for all everyone thought GW was
the boss, he wasn’t. Gruff and rough around the edges, loving his
beer and Snuff, GW loved his wife, obviously. At least it had been
obvious to Brook they had loved each other. The family had rallied
around them as usual, but Brook suspected when alone, GW likely
missed her dreadfully.

She sighed, thinking of Deege, too, anxious
see to him and Lee as much as her brother Max—and Jason. Though
technically Jason and she were not kin, he felt like an older
brother. A handsome and roguish one. He was so much like Max, for
all they only shared a father, and hadn’t known each other growing
up. They had many of the same charismatic qualities.

The wild bunch, Brook thought amused as she
reached Copper Creek.

Nearing Mitch’s house, passing Jude’s
first—at one time Coy’s home, she did not look over lingeringly.
There were vehicles parked everywhere, on the way to Mitch’s drive.
On the hill, trucks, jeeps, a few four wheelers and motorcycles.
One of the lanky teens ran down, to direct Brook to a
spot—presumably saved for her.

Kids ran everywhere, people lined the porch
and steps, already waving and making her chuckle at their yells.
She tooted her horn, parked and got out, leaving her purse in the
car. Picnic tables were scattered about. Just because Mitch cooked,
her favorite spaghetti did not mean there would not be 50 dishes
brought by the others, chicken for sure, potato salad, cornbread,
in some form.

“Hey, beautiful.”

She craned her neck, spying Jason leaning
over the porch rail. “Hey yourself, handsome.”

The cleft in his chin deepened as he grinned
and winked. Always mature, though having enough of a rogue in him
to balance out the serious hard working side, the years gave Jason
more of the handsome promise in his youth. Were Max was ropy and
hard muscled, tall and taut to go with the innate suave, Jason had
the Coburn brawn that was sleeked enough to make most women want to
tear his T-shirt off. When she had shown his photos around to her
friends in Europe, they had been nuts for wavy black hair and
sapphire eyes.

She’d had to give one of the girls a picture
her Mom had sent of Jason and Max, shirtless, ridged, brown,
standing barefoot on the boat dock—with their bodies and hair
dripping wet. They had thought Brook was lying until they saw those
home photos, when she said the Coburn’s were hunks.

Over the den of kids running everywhere,
teens listening to music somewhere else, and several dozen adult
voices, and laughter, she heard the relay of “Brook’s here!” and
felt her heart swell—feeling a whole lot sappy about this crazy
bunch, too. Before pulling back from the rail Jason gave her that,
you had better get up here or they are coming down, look.

She headed that way.

Doing some smiling, hugging of the teens who
mostly lined the steps, she gaped and shook her head at the young
ones all grown up. They were in different stages, school age,
braces, hip, but none of them shy or introverted. It was not
allowed for a Coburn. Was not in their DNA.

“Baby girl!”

Brook stepped into the arms of bearded and
barrel chested GW. He wore a ball cap with Bass Pro shop on it. His
head was shaved slick. He was in a wife beater and pair of
overalls. He smelled like wintergreen, which she knew was the snuff
he pinched. But God, he was distinct. Nowhere in the world did they
make them home grown, big hearted, and yet tough as the mountains,
like GW. His wicked humor aside, he would do, and had done,
everything he could for the family.

Accepting the giant’s bear hug, she
whispered, “I’m so sorry about Lottie.”

“Me too, sweet thing. Me too.” He released
her. They shared a wink before his brother Alvin grabbed her and
lifted her off the floor.

Tall. Huge also with a bushy red beard, and
close cut hair, Alvin muttered, “Still skinny as a bean pole.”

“I’m not skinny. You’re just the size of a
tree trunk.”

He guffawed and set her down. His blue eyes
twinkled. “Well you’re pretty enough to be one of us.”

“Modest as always.” She kissed his cheek.

“Hell. Those pictures of your slicked up
European men ain’t got nothing us.” He stroked his beard and
winked. “We eat their kind breakfast.”

“I think that’s what they thought of the
photo you and GW sent of yourselves.” She cracked up thinking of
it. Apparently, they had been at the lake when the buff brothers
got their beefcake shots taken. As crazy as they were, he and GW
shucked down to their drawers and made someone take one of the both
of them—holding Max and Jason over their heads…before they threw
them in the water. Between the barrel chest, the bushy beards, tree
size legs and hair…it was some picture.

Alvin, when he finished crowing, managed, “We
just wanted them to know to mind the way treated you. Just in case
they thought Max and Jason were the only body guards you had.”

“It certainly kept me from getting dates—even
when I wanted one.” She joked.

He was still laughing when she moved on to
the others.

For awhile it was a whirlwind, a roar of talk
over talk and shaking the hands of boyfriends, new spouses, being
ribbed without mercy by the ones who knew her. They had stored up
plenty of ammunition; half of them pretending she’d lost her
southern drawl—become a snob, and some teasing her over wild photos
of band mates they had seen on line. Those were convinced that
anyone with as many piercing as their drummer had was in some
strange occult. She played it up and earned many laughs out of
it.

Finally, Brook turned at the door and met
Mitch’s baby blue eyes.

“Aren’t you supposed to lose your hair and
get ugly,” she teased her own eyes watering as he hugged her.

“Madeline won’t let me.” He squeezed hard and
then set her back from him.

“I love the house. It’s great. You did a
wonderful job. I love you.”

He grinned that handsome grin of his and
looked pleased. “I’m glad you like it.”

“Where’s mom?”

“In the kitchen, with the other ladies.” He
stepped back to let her in. They walked that way, Mitch holding her
hand and saying, “She’s so happy you’re home. She’s laughed and
cried, and laughed.”

Brook looked at him grinning. “She’ll get
used to me again.”

He stopped and dropped her hand just before
they reached the others. “That means you’re really staying, for
good.”

“Yep. That’s the plan.”

“I’m so glad Brook. Not just for her. But for
you.”

She read the question in his eyes and nodded.
They had not talked of Coy, not in letters or phone conversations,
but everyone she had met today had some memory of why she left in
their gaze.

“I’m going to be all right. Make mom believe
that.”

“Hell. You’re Madeline’s daughter. I know
you’ll be okay.”

She kissed his cheek. When she looked up it
was to see Madeline standing there watching, a fond and sappy smile
on her face.

God, she loved that woman. She totally
understood how a girl from her mom’s background found everything
she needed in Mitch too. They were just made for each other. He
needed her as much as she needed him. Together they were able to
handle and navigate through the wild and crazy family and laugh and
cry and be okay at the end of the day. Probably— because they ended
those days in each other’s trusting arms.

Damn, but she was getting as sappy as her
mom, wasn’t she.

Brook went to her for a hug and kiss, sharing
an extra hug before they parted, because the others were talking to
her, greeting, welcoming her home.

It became a bit chaotic after that, people
coming in and out, filling plates from the tons of food lining the
tables. The front hewn counter was covered with cakes, pies,
sweets, and the wall lined with coolers of beer, water, sodas and
tea. Brook found a space on the back counter to eat some of Mitch’s
scrumptious spaghetti. Afterwards she hopped up and sat there
sipping beer, calling back at those who spoke, joked—or asked her
to toss another box of plastic silverware, cups.

She was enjoying it. The roar, the jokes, the
chaos. It was normal in the best kind of normal way. She liked
watching them interact, and amused herself seeing which of the
young adults inherited the same ornery streaks as their parents.
Which of those older ones now—did the threatening and scolding.

Ruby and Jude showed up shortly. Ruby
squalled and rushed a Brook, enveloping her in a wonderfully
scented hug, so that Brook hopped off the counter to keep from
falling.

Dressed as usual in an outfit only Ruby could
pull off, a white and black stripe Audrey Hepburn retro look. Her
hair was shorter, the curls tamed to waves that suited the style.
She wore wedge heeled hemp sandals. After kissing Brook’s face off,
she said on a breathless laugh, “I feel like my first born is
home.”

“I love you, Ruby.” Brook grinned. “I like to
think you’re my back up Mom.”

“Anytime, sugar. No matter how grown up you
get.”

“Absolutely.” Brook agreed.

Ruby introduced the twins. Even though Brook
had photos of them, had spoken to them on the phone, they were
simply precious in person. Both smiled and answered her questions
about school and what not.

It did not surprise her that Jett, the
daughter, was the tomboy. She had on cute overalls and sketchers;
her straight hair was the same blond hue of Jude’s. There was that,
fearless, not afraid of anything— and I know I can do anything—look
about her that amused Brook. She figured they girl would display
the protective instincts that Coburn’s have when anyone around her
was threatened.

Remy, curly brown haired seemed the artistic,
sensitive one. He wore jeans and a T-shirt, blue converse, his
amber eyes having that observant, taking it all in, expression.
Though they both spoke comfortably and laughed at her lame jokes,
she had seen in his drawings even when he was a toddler that he had
Ruby’s gifts.

When they ran off to join the others, and
Ruby was drawn away, Brook found herself facing Jude.

His hair was still that streaked honey blond
and long, but it was layered, stylish and hip. He had not given up
his black T-shirts, leather and motorcycle boots, but any fool
could see the changes. His visage had always been handsome but in a
hard way. Jude was the bad ass, the kiss my ass, brother. However,
Brook saw what having Ruby and kids had done for him. There was a
light in his eyes that was love.

“Hey.”

“Hey.” She smiled.

His sinewy hands came up. “Do I get a
hug?”

“Sure.” She laughed and hugged him, feeling
the tight lean strength of his body. He was deep tanned. She saw
that twinkling diamond ear stud as he stepped back, raking fingers
through the layered hair. Both his wrists had tattoos and she did
not doubt for a moment Ruby had designed them since her name was
clear in the center of one.

“You look great.” Jude skimmed her over,
grinning. “I saw all the pictures you sent Ruby, but you really are
grown up and beautiful.”

She blushed. “Y’all gotta’ stop that. All
that gushing will turn my head.” She laughed and rolled her eyes.
“As GW says, I still ain’t got no ass.”

Jude laughed loud at that, and then before
joining Ruby leaned down and whispered, “Next time he says that,
ask him how’ would he know, he ain’t seen below his beer gut in
twenty years.”

She snorted and returned his wink before he
joined Ruby.

Drifting, she finally ran into Renee on the
porch. The woman was wearing cut offs and a white T-shirt. Clogs.
They air kissed and exchanged a grin as they were caught in a
crossfire of a good-natured debate between the men about some local
drag race. Brook made her way down the steps and was going to
stroll around the side yard when Max’s voice drew her
attention.

Looking down where he had parked, she felt a
sweat break out on her back, knowing before they reached her—who
that curly haired boy beside him would be.

Inwardly chasing calm in a surprising grip of
panic, she hugged Max, held onto him a bit long, and felt the flex
of his sinewy arm reassuring her before he murmured, “You’ll like
him. It’s going to be okay.”

Her arms slid lose and she took a step back.
Her gaze going over the waiting boy, whose mouth held a curious
smile. Those wheat and white curls like a halo on his head. Despite
his husky build and tallness for his age, he was simply perfect. A
beautiful kid.

“Hi. I’m Brook. Max’s sister.” She held out
her hand. All the while, her eyes saw both Karla and Coy in him.
Her heart hurting and stomach so tight she had to think to
breathe.

“I’m Levi.” He took it and smiled, obviously
looking her over. “You’re prettier than pictures. But kind of
skinny, not the bad kind though.”

“Thank you,” she offered over Max’s
laugh.

Their hands parted and she watched him tuck
his in the pockets of his shorts. His shirt had a wolverine graphic
on it. However, she could not stop looking at his face. Karla’s
eyes, Coy’s hair color, Karla‘s curls, Coy’s nose and chin. Coy’s
mouth. It was painful and yet amazing how they blended in him to
make such a good-looking boy.

He said finally, “Coy’s my dad. He’s Grandpa
Jude’s boy. He couldn’t come. He had to pick up his guitar.”

Brook made herself smile. “Yeah. Well. I’m
glad you could be here. I’ll bet you’re anxious to see all the
cousins.” She glanced over where the kids were already chaffing to
come and get him.

“Yeah. It’s cool. Dad wanted me to fish with
him today. I like to fish. But I like it when the family‘s all over
here.”

“I‘ll bet you do. Gives you a chance to play
with your cousins.”

He nodded and moved his feet a moment before
his eyes met hers and a second passed. “Aunt Madeline takes all us
kids out for Ice Cream, into Diamond Back on Wednesdays. She talks
about you all the time. I saw tons of pictures of you here.”

“Mom’s the greatest.”

He swallowed and looked as if he would say
something, then finally murmured, “I got lots of grandma’s and
cousins and stuff. I don’t have a mom yet.”

Her stomach twisting, heart suddenly hurting,
Brook managed, “Like Wolverine, huh. You’re a lone wolf.”

He laughed and nodded. “Well kind of, except
I have a big family. So I’m lucky.”

“You’re very lucky.” Glancing at Max, who
gave her a searching look, Brook reached out and touched his face,
then dropped her hand. “It was really good to meet you.”

“You too.” Levi smiled fully now. “I’ll see
ya later.”

“Okay.” She nodded, watching him run off and
join Remy and Jett. She remembered her mom saying he knew nothing
of Karla, and likely, if he did, it would only hurt him to know the
truth of why she’d had him. Although the family probably loved him
to pieces, she felt for him. She did not want to, but he was a
child, despite how strong he looked, he was just a little boy.

She was aware without looking up and around
that many of the Coburn’s had stopped talking, or whatever they
were doing, to witness that meeting.

Nevertheless, she glanced and Max and
murmured, “He’s beautiful.”

“Really good kid too. Normal, pain in the ass
sometimes. But a Coburn.” He laughed but hugged her again, saying
before he let her go. “Coy wasn’t going to let him come. He didn’t
want to upset you. However, Levi would never understand being left
out. I talked him into—.”

“It’s fine, Max.” She stepped back, their
violet eyes holding. “Who can resent a kid? Really—it was a long
time ago. This is Coy’s family…”

Nodding, Max said, “No one assumed you’d
treat Levi with resentment. It’s just your homecoming, and you and
Coy haven’t spoken in—.”

“We’ve nothing to say to each other. But if
we do, I can be civil.” She gave a shrug that would not fool
anyone. “It’s water under the bridge. Honestly.”

He sighed, looking totally unconvinced, but
nodded.

“Go eat.” She gestured toward the house,
grinning. “Before they leave you nothing but scraps. I’m just going
to steal a beer out of one of these coolers and go sit in the side
yard awhile.”

“Okay. If—”

“I’m fine. Jeez. You and mom.” She rolled her
eyes, laughed, and pushed him toward the house. “You know how this
bunch is, and the noise level. I’m just going to enjoy a bit of the
nice day before I re-join everyone.”

He kissed her temple and left, sauntering
toward the steps but not without flirting and teasing along the
way. One of the younger boy’s girlfriend turned red and giggled as
he complimented her pretty smile. Her brother did is slow, honey
Kentucky drawl of, “Y’all be good…”

Brook snorted watching the girls heads turn
and watch the smooth, sleek, male walk off, while their
“boyfriends” looked resigned to having “Cuz’s” that drew females
like flies. She found that beer, settling under an oak on a
weathered picnic table to sip and look around.

For two hours, she was either there or with
the teens. They had her come to one of the SUV’s to listen to
music, a few demos’ they’d made too, as many of them played in
bands. Six Coburn’s’ sang gospel. She was flattered they wanted her
opinion. When they asked her about her experience, she gave them
all the same answer. Hers had been a cover band. They had not
rocked the charts. It was all about the experience and traveling
around, playing the music they dug. Brook wrote songs, but she had
never offered them up for the group to do, they were a mix of
genres and the band was mostly pop.

She had seen the bad side too, the drugs, the
egos, the players—and they had been taken, scammed a few times.
However, she would not trade the experience, and said so.

“You gonna play around here?”

“Renee asked me to. I’m considering it.”

“You have to, man.” One of the guys holding a
CD she had sent of the group encouraged. “Shit. We’re just home on
spring break. With classes, sports, I am lucky I get to listen, let
alone play. It’s the same with Kayla and some of the others.”

She nodded.

One of the girls said, “Mitch and the gang,
they’re always booked somewhere. We do okay with the dance clubs,
some of the hipper bars letting us play. But most of the musicians
head for Nashville or others out west.”

“People have different dreams. Ideas, about
what success is. Some just like making music.” Brook shrugged.

After chatting awhile, she left them and
checked her watch, standing by the edge of the house. Clusters of
people were everywhere, some of them neighbors. It was hard to
believe how time had flown.

Somewhere over the noise, she heard a car
horn toot and leaned around a group to see a new truck driving slow
by the house.

People were calling out, and when she heard,
“Dad! Dad, wait!” Brook knew Levi was running down the yard, trying
to flag his father down.

Since the talk died down quite a bit, Brook
got that nape crawling feeling there were eyes on her from the
porch. The group in front of her moved, and some of the teens,
apparently clueless about her and Coy’s past, were adding their
urgings to Levi for Coy to come up.

It was quite a situation. On the one hand,
these were his people and family. On the other, it was her
homecoming. Half the adults, likely some of the younger ones, knew
the details, and many did not. She was okay with not having been
family gossip, so that was cool. It was that between it all—there
was likely Coy stopped in the road, feeling put on the spot. Here
she was—not wanting to be the one to get him out of it.

She could always leave. Just walk casually to
her car. Nevertheless, to leave without speaking to Madeline would
make her mom and Mitch think she had gotten upset about
something.

Sighing, feeling nausea and the beer
churning, Brook walked up the steps, intending to go in to the
restroom and let fate sort it out. Suddenly her head hurt too.

She tried to pretend casualness the way
everyone else did when she stepped up and headed for the door.
Someone opened it, and she went inside. Unaware of anything
unfolding outside, people were in the kitchen and den chatting,
sipping coffee or sodas.

Brook spied her mother sitting with her hand
on Mitch’s thigh as they talked to Ruby and Jude. She cast a half
lame smile and quickly found the guest bathroom

Leaning against the door, hands pressed to
her stomach, Brook closed her eyes. Breathe. Relax. Breathe. She
drew up air into her nose and looked sightlessly around the deep
blue and natural wood powder room. Since it was soundproof, she
pushed away and went to the mirror, patting her face with cold
water.

Her eyes looked too dark, too telling. She
finger combed her wind-teased hair, seeing only the shake in her
fingers. Finally, Brook walked to the big spa tub and sat on the
tile edge. Arms around her middle, she tried to pull together what
she would do if he came up, and they came face to face. She had
thought of it before, but not in this setting, not with everyone
watching, his kid here, everything.

Hearing her own deep breaths and exhales, she
realized she could not stay in here very long or her mom and Mitch
would freak. Assume the worse. Be pretty damn close to the
truth—that she had freaked out.

She stood, smoothed the lavender blouse and
low rise jeans, eyed herself in the mirror, angled face flushed,
lips a little too tense. Come on, get it together. You are way
beyond it. Years past it.

Those were young girl feelings. She was a
grown woman now.

Brook took a last in and out pull of air and
grasped the handle. She took the time walking up the hall toward
the great room to shed the nerves. Like before getting on stage,
playing while boos and missiles were flying. She could do this.

“Hey.” Her mother appeared from somewhere in
the kitchen. Everything, worry, panic, love, was in Madeline’s
eyes. “He’s—”

“—I know. It’s all good.” Brook really did
not want anyone to see her hanging on her mom. Madeline meant well,
but Brook was all for looking cool and collected. She said, “Have
you seen Renee?”

“She ran home to get something.” Madeline’s
eyes were searching.

“K. I think I’ll go out and find Jason.”

She tried to relay to Madeline not to hug
her, not to act as if anything was wrong. And Madeline didn’t. She
folded her arms though, as if she wanted to, even as she stepped
back and smiled, saying, “I think he’s playing his guitar
somewhere.”

Nodding, Brook went out, ignoring searching
looks and asking someone where Jason was.

“Out under the oak.”

“Great.” She smiled and headed down the
steps. Her side vision fully aware of who stood there— ruffling his
son’s hair, and talking to some of the younger crowd. He had played
pro ball. He was their hero, regardless of her past with him.

She found not only Jason, but also Max,
sitting on the picnic table there. Max was smoking, so she took the
cigarette from his fingers before going around sitting on the other
aside, atop the table.

Jason finished adjusting the clamp on his
guitar and both their eyes said they knew Coy was there, and why
she was sitting there smoking. He reached down, got a frosty beer
from the cooler, and handed it to her.

Talking around the cigarette in her lips as
she opened it, she joked, “Trying to get me drunk?”

He winked at Max saying to her next, “We
didn’t get to be a bad influence on you, so were making up for it.
Although,” He nodded his head toward some people walking a path
toward the horse barn. “We all avoid the weed heads in the family;
they’re the French fried branch.”

She laughed, coughed around the smoke, and
muttered, “You’re terrible.” before she took a long pull.

Max, who had laughed said, “I’m sure she’s
tried it, considering.”

Brook looked between them and sniffed,
“You’ll get no confessions from me. I know you’re just curious
about it because my wild vagabond life with the band.”

“C’mon on, tell us all your secrets.” Jason
teased. “I’ll tell you all of Max’s.”

Brook took a drag, blew smoke and shook her
head, grinning as she looked at them again. “I’m twenty four. I
think that gets me past confession age. “

Jason played a melody as his eyes went over
her. She felt Max’s too because despite background noise, they
could hear a chant going up as some of the young men were
apparently talking Coy into playing some back yard football.

Brook smiled crookedly, raised her brow and
then the bottle, taking a drink, and saying afterwards, “Play that
funky music, white boy.”

Laughing, Jason played, both of them singing
Big Green Tractor with more exaggeration than was required. More
twang than either of the half prep school half Coburn (craziness)
men spoke with.

Jason was singing and swaying, wiggling his
brows at her while he twanged, “Take you for a ride on my big Green
Tractor….”

She ignored the fact that Coy was somewhere
behind them in the flat back yard playing ball. Brook finished that
beer, the cigarette. Loving her half-brother, her brother by
default, Jason, for distracting her the next hour singing not only
stupid songs, but also making up words that would make Madeline
wash their mouth out with soap, no matter how old they were.

Some of the lyrics were “dirty”, some
just…disturbingly hilarious.

At the end of one, they opened beers, she
took water this time, and gum Jason offered. While they joked back
and forth about some woman, Jason apparently had his eye on, but
Max won the date with, Brook was the one who heard Levi calling out
to get Max’s attention.

“Levi is hollering for you.” She touched
Max’s arm.’

He hopped down and turned, looking beyond her
as she sat still with her back to the rear yard. “Okay, little man.
I’m coming.”

Brook watched Jason stand and as he set the
guitar in the case, she offered, “Thanks. For the entertainment.”
Walking round to stand beside him as Max jogged off, she added,
“I’m fine. Really.”

“Miss Fine Thang. I know you are. High
though,” he teased with a white smile. Buckling the case next, and
hefting it to rest on the tabletop.

“Yep.” She grinned, wished, if only—that were
true, and waved toward the house. “See you later.”

Brook’s intention was to leave. The sun was
going to set soon. She had some pre-set excuses. She needed to call
Sunny about taking that job. 3 days a week hopefully. In addition,
she needed to unpack some boxes. Oh, there were a dozen things she
could come up with. Hopefully, none of them would make everyone
guess the obvious.

However, fate was real bitch sometimes.

Several people coming down, needing to get to
the cars as they were carrying empty pots and plates, boxes,
blocked her from going up the steps.

What made her look toward the back, she did
not know, but the timing was shit.

Coy was walking toward a cooler, opening it,
extracting water. He drank one down and got another, having not
looked forward yet.

It just was not fair, dammit.

He was a grown man. More of everything. Those
broad shoulders were enhanced by a sweat-damp white T-shirt. A
torso obviously rigid, ribbed, and honed. The hip jeans molded to
his long powerful legs and lean hips. Television image was nothing
compared to Coy in the flesh. A skintight football uniform had
nothing over his casual yet sexy laid-back style.

That face… virile, potent. His hair was wind
tossed, streaked naturally by sun. His skin looked a toasted
almond. The handsome eighteen-year she had last seen… now had a
man’s rugged visage. Lips—she remembered against her will, that
were soft, sensual. He smiled, laughed, at something someone called
out behind him and glanced that way. Those strong white teeth
flashed, causing her stomach to flutter inside.

Brook felt breath shuddering uneven past her
lips. She had not expected this. She thought she would be cold in
her response. That is what she’d felt at a distance, time, being
far away. This was not supposed to be possible. She should
detached, able to view his handsomeness, without feelings—

Coy finally looked forward. He stilled and
blinked. His eyes were intensely jasper, made more tigerish and
tawny by his dark skin. In the process of taking a drink from the
bottle, he lowered it.

Brook swallowed and looked away, turning and
jostling people, getting up the steps.

“Are you okay?”

She swung her gaze toward Renee who had
spoken, just before going through the door. “Yeah, sure.” Brook’s
smile felt strained. “I’m beat. Ready to head home.”

Searching her gaze, Renee nodded. “I’ve made
progress getting a band together. I’ll call you. I’ve talked to
Jordan, the girl who works at Rafe's, about it before. She’s
in—”

“Sure.” Brook was not together, and was not
able to fake it at the moment.

Renee must have sensed it because she let her
go inside.

* * * *

Coy was still staring ahead—as if Brook’s
image would reappear in that spot, instead of the blur of family
who passed by. He’d quit the backyard game, and had Max take his
place, because his knee was still healing inside. He could feel the
strain on the tendons. He wondered how long she had stood there. He
wondered—if people could see his legs were shaking.

He finally turned and half leaned against the
house, his leather athletic shoes digging into the grass. After
peeling up the T-shirt, using the hem to wipe his face, he rubbed
the cold sweat from the bottle over his brow.

Shit. Shit. He arched his chin, finished the
drink, and tossed the plastic in a bin at the corner of the yard.
Hands falling lax, his head slightly back and pressing—on the cedar
planks, he let loose a string of curses that did nothing to help
his chaotic insides.

Why was it, that pictures were different?
They were flat and un-animated. However, in the flesh, in the rays
of sunset…Brook Logan, took his breath away as quick as she had the
first time he had laid eyes on her.

No—not true. The woman, the twenty-four year
old woman—with that classic face and sexy mussed short russet and
gold hair. In jeans, in a lavender shirt, she should not have
looked classy, sleek. However, that graceful neck, that way she
held herself…. Those damned violet eyes.

Coy ran his tongue over his lip, nostrils
flaring as he tried to relax his tense body. All the lies he told
himself over the years came back to mock him. That he hadn’t lain
for hours replaying every conversation, every touch and, kiss they
had shared. That he had not paced on some balcony in some nameless
city wondering if she had met the perfect man—make love with him.
That he hadn’t looked through Madeline’s stack of pictures—or stood
in the great room of Max’s house, staring up at the blow up image
of her—one Max had taken in California, and ached so bad he felt
sick.

It was one outside an upscale restaurant,
after the journalism awards. She had been dressed in a black gown
that covered her slender curves, yet left shoulders and arms
exposed some flowing thing that had pressed against her thighs and
hips from a balmy breeze. Her hair had been styled back, side
parted, her make up a little darker, smoky, and her eyes glistening
and lips slick with cranberry lipstick, tiny diamond ring and
bracelet, earrings. The pose revealed the natural grace so innate
to her, simply standing by a pillar and palm—looking at Max, with a
hint of smile.

Coy cussed again and headed around back,
waving to those who asked him if he was okay. He commandeered a
pack of cigarettes and lighter he saw laying with his cousin Roy’s
ball cap and shirt, then walked around to the picnic table in the
shade.

He could see her car perfectly. Be right here
when she left. Lighting the cigarette, he sat on the bench, leaned
back against the table edge, legs out, ankles crossed, while he
inhaled. His mind was sifting, drifting, with no order to the long
ago actual memories of them kissing. Of his fingers on her soft
stomach or his mouth on her virginal rose nipples.

Four drags and he shook that off because he
was getting aroused.

He had an image of himself that first time he
had let one of the groupies that followed the team into his hotel
room. The detached image of him fucking her and letting her back
out without even asking her name—or caring too. He didn’t do that
again. It just left him empty. That had been his whole problem, he
had fucked women since Jr High School, and knew even before he had
screwed everything up, and it was like yesterday’s snack, there,
gone, easily forgotten.

Coy was down to the last few drags when she
came into view. He tensed all over again, his eyes too hungrily
going over her. He expected, had waited, but what he did not count
on, was seeing his son jog up to her side.

Crushing out the smoke, he half sat up, able
to hear as Levi caught up and offered, “I’ll walk you to your
car.”

Every protective instinct he had was going
haywire. Not breathing right, blood pounding in his head, Cody’s
senses were on high alert, ready to spring forward if there so much
of a hint of rejection from her. His earlier thoughts were replaced
by his love for Levi.

“Thanks. I’d appreciate that.” Brook had
paused. He could see by her profile she smiled.

Trembling worse than before, he fought to
uncoil the muscles on his six plus frame and slow the pound of his
heart. “Shit,” it wasn’t even voice that came out but air, tense
air. Calm down. It’s all good.

Coy watched them stroll to her car, of course
Levi was chattering away. She appeared to be answering back. When
she reached the car, putting some covered plates Madeline likely
pressed on her in first. She straightened, standing by the open
door, more facing him as Levi was obviously still talking.

He sensed the moment she pierced the shade
and saw him. He actually felt it.

Coy stood but lit another cigarette. Under
his lashes, he observed her posture and movements were now
tense.

Levi, God bless him, he turned and spotted
Coy. As Coy blew smoke out his nose, he knew with a sinking gut,
his boy was now pointing and talking about him to Brook.

His instincts now calmed, he became aware
from all the blood rushing and receding, of the sun setting fully.
He could see fine enough to know Levi was going to make the big
mistake—come running up there—to tell him to come down and talk to
her. Because his son was a Coburn, and they were like that.
Because—all Levi knew was that everyone was glad Brook was home and
they were all kin,

It happened almost before his thoughts
stopped. Coy knew, as any fool did, she had probably tried
everything to assure Levi they knew each other and it was
unnecessary.

“Hey. Dad. Come down and say hey to Brook,
before she leaves.”

There was no point in saying anything. He put
out the cigarette and was a step behind Levi as the boy sauntered
back down the slope.

The kid glanced between them when he stopped;
paying a lot of attention though it was innocent enough.

“Welcome home, Brook,” he offered, their eyes
locked and his voice sounding rough, low, to his ears.

“Thank you.” She gave him enough time to feel
a familiar ache looking into those violet eyes, before she glanced
at Levi.

His son was saying something about him being
on TV, playing ball, the usual stuff a proud kid says. Coy heard
her say she knew that, and wasn’t it cool. He tried to look casual
taking a step and laying a hand on Levi’s shoulder. “Don’t talk her
ear off, son. She’s had long day.”

“I wasn’t. Was I?” His son frowned and looked
at Brook.

“Not at all. I enjoyed it. But I really do
have to go. I’ll be back often and we’ll see each other.”

“Yeah. You’re family again.” Levi grinned and
looked at Coy. “She’s pretty, ain’t she, dad. Aunt Madeline’s
daughter. She’s Max’s sister too.”

“Very.” Coy felt his throat flex and looked
from his son who stepped away to Brook.

Her face was tense, cold almost.

Levi said another goodbye and took off,
leaving Coy standing there. He figured there were eyes from the
porch, the yard, probably the damn windows, on them. Her eyes
flickered that way before she moved, got in the car, and closed the
door. The window was still down.

Coy stepped up and braced a hand on the top,
leaning down and saying while she put the key in and turned it,
“I’m sorry.”

Her profile was chilly. “He’s a great kid.
Beautiful. Perfect.”

Gruff and soft he supplied, “I’m not sorry
for him, Brook. I’m sorry for the betrayal that made him.”

Brook flickered a glance at him, the engine
running. “Great. Fine. We are all past it. Now I have to go.”

The tight, cold words, her darker eyes,
should have warned him. Nevertheless, Coy had to add, “If you’ve
reached the age you have, without a moment you’d take back, you’re
damned lucky.”

Her voice was soft, almost silken when she
held his gaze and uttered, “Fuck you, Coy.”

He stared at her, knowing she had waited
years to say that. She deserved to say it. “I’m sorry. I deserve
that.”

She was holding the wheel, both hands, and
turned to look forward. Her tone tighter now, taking a deep breath
and letting it out she voiced, “It’s history. Erased. We’re all
grown-ups now, so there is nothing more to say about it. In fact,
I’ll accept your apology—so you’ll realize I’ve no intention of
listening to it again.”

“All right.” Coy said it, but he would always
feel that gut burning need to undo everything for her sake.
Because—she had been wonderful to him, more than he deserved, and
he had been a bastard of the worst kind. “I was a stupid asinine
kid, with no self-control. It had nothing to do with you. You were
too good for me—.”

“Just—don’t,” she grit.

“You were more mature in some ways than me,
then Brook. You made a difference in my life, but I’m the dumb ass
who threw it away.”

“Shut up.”

“I am. I will.” He saw her hand reaching for
the shift. He murmured before standing, stepping away though, “With
you, I would have made love for the first time. The only thing I
had known was sex for the sake of it. I regret how I destroyed your
faith in me, in what we had. And I regret for myself—that I never
got to experience that either.” He stepped back, seeing through the
window that her face was flushed, her hand not steady as she tried
to shift to reverse.

“I love you, Brook. I always will.”

Her head whipped in his direction, her eyes a
deep, aching, violet. “You sonofabitch,” she whispered. “You
self-indulgent, sonofabitch.” She turned and in seconds was backing
out. The little VW slid as she U turned on the two lane. Gears were
grinding when she floored it, heading down the road.

Coy turned. It was sundown now—but light
enough to see Madeline standing a few feet from him.

“You heard?” He walked slowly up to meet
her.

“Yes.” Her eyes, so like Brook’s, searched
his face. “You and I have come to an understanding.” She reached
out and touched his arm. “I do understand youthful mistakes.
Screwing up our best chances. I didn’t say anything, the things I
wanted to say—years ago, for Brook’s sake, I didn’t beat the shit
out of you for tearing her apart like you did.”

Coy rasped, “I’m sorry, Madeline.”

“I know.” She sighed heavily and dropped her
hand. Arms folded around her middle, she supplied, “But for Brook’s
sake this time, I’m going to say this, whether she’d want me to or
not. Let her live her life and love whomever she will, Coy. I want
her home. I want my daughter here. Among all of us. I am selfish,
completely selfish, about it. Don’t do anything that will keep
Brook from building the life, having the kinds of experiences, any
grown woman her age should.”

Coy nodded. He couldn’t challenge that. He
had no right to.

Madeline turned and they walked toward the
steps together.

Mitch was there. He drew Madeline down to sit
between his spread knees. He handed her a mug coffee, then looked
at Coy, who stood watching them. People were leaving, walking
around them, but Coy had not felt anyone else really, since he had
seen Brook.

Mitch’s arms were loose around Madeline. It
was a protective, lovers, relaxed way of surrounding her. His light
eyes on Coy he murmured, “You’re not a stupid man, Coy. You know
that Rafael has a thing for her. He has waited for her to come
home. He had something for her even when you had your shot. So, the
only thing I am going to say is—he deserves it. That I don’t know
Brook’s private life, it’s none of my business. But whomever she
dates, serious or not, she’s a sophisticated woman who is going to
be with them—because she wants to be, and the rest can go to
hell.”

Coy caught a small smile on Madeline’s lips
as she took a sip from her mug.

He arched his brow and looked at his uncle.
“She just said, fuck you, to my apologies. You think I don’t know
she’s not her own woman?” Under his uncles laugh Coy grunted before
heading around them up the steps. “I’m on easy terms with Rafe
Martinez, but that don’t mean I’m going to give him my
blessing.”

“I wouldn’t think so. “ He heard Mitch mutter
when he was a step ahead.

Coy’s last word on it was, “Coburn’s give up
when they’re dead. Not before.”

 


 


 



Chapter 4

Brook had planned to call Sunny Monday
evening. As it happened, she ran into him in town and he invited
her to lunch at Rafael’s. Rafe was not in that day, Sunny said Rafe
bought a house two years ago, and was still renovating on his time
off.

Brook parked her own car and settled in the
passenger side of Sunny’s beautiful Lincoln town car. As he drove,
she eyed his raven hair, combed back as usual and in a tight braid
to mid back. The blue-black stuff was shiny even on an overcast
day. Still big, handsome, with broad shoulders, and distinct Native
American features—more so than the French blood he’d gotten from
his Dupree side, he had on a deep red western shirt and jeans, his
comfortable cowboy boots.

“They let you dress that casual in the DA’s
office?” She joked, having on a black skirt and purple silk tank
herself, with flat sandals.

He glanced at her and winked one of those
beautiful brown eyes. “I’m officially a liaison, so I’m in and out.
But yeah, unless I’m in a court room or doing the social rounds,
nobody better tell me how to dress.”

She laughed. “And the women in your
life?”

“You’re so like Madeline.” He gave a turn
signal. “Not subtle.”

They parked and got out. Not picking up the
conversation until they were at a window side table having mandarin
chicken salads and limewater. Brook got a kick out of watching him
flirt with the dusky skinned waitress. The woman was curvy, with
beautiful lush lips and flirty eyes. Sitting back and watching
Sunny—who obviously came in there a lot, she was amazed he was
still single.

Once they had been served, he finally
supplied, “Just between you and me. I came close to marriage
once.”

Chewing her salad, she waved her fork for him
to tell her more.

His sexy grin was half abashed. “Right out of
law school. I had a 6-year relationship with a woman.’

Gulping a drink of water, Brook stared at
him. “You did?”

He chuckled. “Um yes.”

“What happened?”

“Her family.” He took a bite and made her
wait a bit before saying, “They traced her ancestors back to the
Mayflower. You know the sort. Not even my French blood would have
been easy to swallow. Her father was a politician, who had groomed
some Harry stick-up-his ass, for her. I was brash and full of
myself, sure I was equal to any challenge.”

Brook shook her head. “You’re telling me they
disapproved?”

“That’s putting it mildly. At social
occasions, he would always let his tasteless humor get the better
of him. Make some asinine crack about Indians. We are talking New
Hampshire society here—summer in the Hamptons and all that.” He
chewed a bit then uttered with some dry humor, “Here I thought the
family pressure was what ended it for us. For many years, I would
have said so. However, the truth in it was, I was nothing more than
her rebellion. She eventually went home, married her father’s
choice, and manages to make the social pages quite often.”

What’s her name?” Brook was definitely
curious. However, when Sunny gave it, she gaped at him. “That
congressman’s wife?”

“Yes.” He sat back and nodded.

After absorbing that a moment, she snorted
indignantly, “Well, you’re too good for those people. Too good
looking for her too. And—”

He laughed and shrugged. “That was eons
ago.”

“Is it why… you’re not married?”

“I don’t think so.” He shrugged again, looked
around, sliding his empty bowl up. He asked for coffee, ordered her
one, and then said, “Aside from having a habit of filling my life
with work—I’m restless. I never actually meet women my age, who
want to get married. They are career women, independent. Like it
that way, apparently.”

“Not even to a handsome, rich, successful
lawyer slash tavern owner. They must be daft.”

When he said nothing, she teased, “What about
women—not—your age?”

He looked up from stirring his coffee so fast
it surprised her. Before she could analyze it though, he asked her
if she was going to work for him, she said yes, and then he asked
about the band. Afterwards, giving her the name of some clubs that
would be good venues, when they were ready. He had contacts, many
contacts.

By the time they were walking out to the
parking lot, he had managed to tease her about Rafael’s obvious
torch for her. That, Brook realized, was why the man was a lawyer.
He kept her talking and distracted until she was getting in her
car.

He had parked behind it, was standing by the
bumper when she had the door opened and glanced back at him. “How
did you meet Rafe?”

“Do you think that’s my story to tell?”

“No.” She winced. “Sorry.”

“You’re going to give him a shot this
time?”

“Any woman who ignores Rafe’s interest is
either stupid or dead.” She intoned dryly, “And, we also have a
history, sort of. I don’t really need to know everything about him,
to trust him.”

“So you’re over Coy.”

“Of course.” She shrugged but used his own
tactic to cover a split second hesitation. She murmured, “Did I
sense something when I asked you about younger women?”

“No.”

Brook studied his face. He was too damn good.
“You know, Sunny. No one thinks anything about that shit. Age. It’s
irrelevant if you enjoy being with someone.”

“I’ll remember that.” His brow arched, trying
to make it seem as if he were indulging her in a subject that
was—irrelevant to him.

Brook mused, surely, the ass hats down at the
DA’s office did not care about Sunny’s private life? Then again, it
was somewhat political. However, Sunny ran the tavern too. He was
not like the suits. She murmured, “I never thought you cared a shit
what people thought.”

“This is a strange conversation.”

She laughed. “All right. Just pretend you
didn’t hesitate for a split second.” Brook grinned affectionately
at him. “For my part, I hope you’re happy. That’s all.”

He came over and kissed her brow. People were
going by in cars. “There,” he muttered amused, “That should feed
the gossip mill for the next week.”

“Probably.” She snorted, getting into the
car, she looked over as she started it and sunny stood there
watching her. “She’s a lucky woman.”

“Stop fishing, Brat.”

Brook laughed. “I’ll see you at
work—boss.”

He shook his head and walked back to his car.
She pulled out, watching in her rear view mirror as he pulled out,
a few cars back. For all the teasing, there was something wrong,
off, and she could not put her finger on it. Despite his grief, his
loss, and she sensed he felt that absence of Mrs. Dupree keenly.
Despite all that, something was on his mind.

Sighing, Brook shook her head. It was while
she was in the mini mart, later she heard that Doc Taylor had a
stroke. Talk was about how at first the clinic slowed because his
wife wanted him to retire. However, when the bigger rehab place was
done—better equipment, advanced, cutting edge stuff, the old doc
lost even his regular patients.

She heard some gray haired woman say that Doc
was trying to hold on, resisting retirement, his wife wanted a few
years with him, just to have tea, enjoy their garden, because he
had worked all these years. His wife was the receptionist and Brook
supposed he could not afford to hire someone else anyone.

Still, it was depressing. She tossed a few
things in the basket and listened to the women behind her talking
about it, the both of them in their sixties or seventies.

“She’s got him down to 3 days now. Nobody
comes in but a handful. He knows there is more at the new rehab in
Brownsville. He just doesn’t know when to quit.”

“He’s forgetful, I heard, since the stroke.
Ellen said that she was afraid he’d just die right there, right in
that old run down building.”

Brook paid for her things and drove home. As
she cooked a light meal later, she wondered depressingly if the doc
had hired her without his wife’s knowledge? She had sent her resume
many places, but she did not have the hands-on training she would
like to have acquired. She would just be starting out, which was
why she had thought his small clinic would be ideal. Nevertheless,
it was not the place she remembered. In addition, it was not the
job he had made it sound like.

Now, she did not know what to do.

Sitting on the back deck, changed into a
running suit, she decided to stop by and talk to his wife. It
sounded like the writing was on the wall. No matter who ran it, it
could not compete with the new one. Moreover, it sounded like—his
wife wanted him to realize that—out of love, Brook mused.

Well, there was the Tavern, and there were
other jobs, not many in this economy. It wasn’t the money. She had
money. She had wanted to do something useful. She had to think
positive. Things would work out. Something would come her way.

She hung out on the deck the rest of the day,
sent some e-mails via her laptop, and, kept her mind distracted.
Brook did not want to think about that encounter with Coy. If she
did, she’d have to admit that she had not been the cool and
composed person she’d fantasized she would be.

* * * *

In the middle of answering mail from her
friends overseas, she heard the rumble of a motorcycle pull up.
Setting aside the laptop, Brook went to the rail to lean over,
looking toward the front of the house.

The young woman was already parked and headed
toward her. Likely seeing the backlight and hearing the music
wafting from the back of the house. Brook had a CD playing low in
the stereo by the doors.

Making her way up the plank deck stairs, the
woman offered her hand. “Jordan O’Quinn.”

“Oh, you work at Rafe’s?”

“Yes.”

Brook would guess her age at twenty-four or
five. She was dressed in faded denims with leather chaps over them,
motorcycle boots and a leather vest. Her hair was a dyed deep
sapphire blue, cut short in back. She had a tongue piercing and a
tattoo on her nape of a beautiful butterfly. Her eyes were a
gorgeous deep green.

“Renee sent me over.”

“Great. Let me get you a soda or
something?”

“I’m good for now. Thanks.”

“So what do you play?”

“I play slide guitar. Grew up playing gospel
and blues.”

“Awesome.” Brook smiled hugely. Something was
going to work out well.

With a half skeptical smile of her own,
Jordan took a seat on the end of the teak chase, her helmet resting
beside her.

“Okay, I’ll take a beer.”

Laughing, Brook fetched light beer for the
both of them.

As Jordan was lifting the beer for sip, Brook
saw fingerless leather gloves on her hands. Despite the appearance,
there was a bit of a guarded edge to the woman—something more than
cautiousness.

They talked music, Brook’s band, everything
about bands for a bit and Brook kept trying to figure out what it
was that kept the woman from relaxing.

However, it was much later, doubtless, after
Jordan assured herself she could trust Brook—or that Brook was
serious about the offer to get a band together, the woman said, “I
backpacked through Europe. Nothing like you see on TV though. I was
tangled up with a Brit. Guy who was playing in a band in Seattle.
He talked me into going over with him—dumped me. Just left me
standing on the street. I had to work anywhere I could, just to
feed myself. Played music wherever they’d listen.”

“How’d that happen?” Brook sensed the pain
there despite the off-handed laugh.

Jordan looked around and then fumbled in her
boot, extracting a short cigarette; she lit it and got up, walking
to the railing and looking out toward the wooded lot. “My Daddy was
a hell fire preacher. I grew up in Memphis.” Taking a drag and blow
the smoke out tensely Jordan added, “I got…attacked, after a tent
revival one night, ended up pregnant. He… beat the hell out of
me.”

“Your dad?”

“Yeah. Called me a harlot, Jezebel—all that
shit. Didn’t believe I was raped. Anyway, I ran off. But he had me
dragged back. He and Momma decided they would raise the kid, but
after it was born, I was to leave. They said I’d corrupt it.”

“My. God.” Brook came to her feet, walking
over and laying her arm on the woman’s shoulder.

Jordan glanced at her, then away, obviously
wanting to hide her pain. “I was just a kid myself. Scared
shitless. They had friends, people who considered them upstanding
pillars of the community and all. So when the baby was born, they
already had adoption stuff fixed up. I threw a fit, got thrown in
Juvie. By the time I was out—nothing I could do. I was a kid,
hadn’t finished school, all that.”

“God. I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah. My girl, she would be ten now. After I
left, I didn’t have anything but a few changes in my backpack. I
drifted. Got that gig in Seattle—and the only reason I trusted the
guy was that I’d told him about it—that someday I was going back,
to fight for her…”

“I don’t know what to say.”

Jordan shrugged, drew and blew smoke again.
“Nothing to say. It’s over. When I moved here and Rafe gave me job,
great pay, I took a weekend to go there…. My Momma wouldn’t even
let me in the door. Said my daughter hated me—they made sure my kid
knew I was a slut and good for nothing.” Jordan’s throat cleared
and she rasped, “Her name is Leigh. I…I hid out, waited for the
school bus to run, so I could get a look at her.”

Brook’s eyes burned. She wanted to say
something more, but there was nothing to help such an awful
reality.

“She looks like an angel.” The smile was
quick and pain filled. “Just like one.”

“I’m sure when she gets older, she’ll—”

“No. Not if they have anything to do with
it.” Jordan took a last drag and flipped the cigarette away. Her
leather-covered palms cupped the railing. “They’ll keep feeding her
lies, and warping her mind. “

“Still. I think we all come to an age, where
we seek answers for ourselves.”

“Yeah, maybe. I’ve had to live, keep going.
The hardest were the first few years, not just growing up, but
doing it while surviving.”

Brook said, “I think you’re damn brave. I
couldn’t have gone anywhere without supportive friends,
family.”

Jordan turned her head. “Maybe.” Then
skimming Brook’s face, she uttered, “Renee told me a lot about your
family, the background.”

“It’s complicated.” Brook laughed softly.

One jet brow rose, “I’ve seen your mom; the
Coburn’s a lot, at Rafe’s. A few times, at the Tavern, when I was
waiting for Renee to get off work. “

“The Coburn’s are—crazy. Nice, over
protective—but loveable.”

Those green eyes met hers. “She told me about
Coy.”

“Yeah…” Brook’s smile faded and she breathed
in and out slow, to release her tension, before turning to stroll
to her seat again. Sitting down, she studied the wood planks of the
deck. “That was teen age stuff.”

A moment of silence passed before Jordan
said, “I like your mom.”

“Everyone does. She’s a strong woman.”

“They’ve invited me over, but I’ve never
gone. I’m not much for that family stuff. Don’t know much about
it.”

Ah, that tough protective wall. The
survivalist, who knows, not to be vulnerable.

Brook looked across at her. “You go to the
farmhouse?”

“I’ve jammed with Renee a few times. She’s
easy to get along with…” The half-smile flashed. “Too damn upbeat
all the time to be normal.’

“It’s all that organic food she eats.” Brook
snickered. “But whatever my past is with Coy, or any Coburn, I can
tell you that if you give them a chance they’ll take you into their
hearts, become your champions. Shit, they will drive you crazy with
some of their redneck ways and blood sport competitiveness. But
overall, you’ll never regret it.”

“I guess.”

Brook said, “And, if we’re going to get a
band together, we’ll be at the farmhouse, and I can bet you any
amount they’ll be Coburn’s walking in and out.”

Jordan pushed away from the rail and took her
own seat again, this time resting her helmet on her thigh, absently
fingering the chinstrap. “I’m pretty much a loner. It works best
that way.”

“I’m cool with giving people space,
respecting their boundaries,” Brook murmured, “But one thing I
learned about a group, is that you become something like a family.
Spend so much time rehearsing and stuff, you end up knowing a lot
about each other.”

“I won’t cop out on you.”

Brook smirked, “We won’t let you anyway.
Particularly, if you are any good. And if Renee thinks you are, I
know you are. So just get used to us.”

“I’ll try.” Jordan smiled a bit and nodded.
She looked around and then back at Brook. After a bit, getting to
her feet, she offered, “You and Renee decide when we get together
and I’ll arrange my schedule at Rafe’s. I think Renee has a cousin,
Donna, who plays drums. She said something about Ally Coburn…a
Keats now, I think. She’s divorced with a couple of kids, runs the
tattoo place in Copper Creek. Word is there’s no better at rhythm
guitar and—if rumors are true, can play sax.”

“If she’s a Coburn, it’s in the genes.” Brook
laughed.

They walked down the steps and to Jordan’s
Harley. It was an awesome bike, obviously custom made. After she
had the helmet on, was astride it, Brook said, “It should be
interesting. Kick ass, combining all our music tastes and styles.
Once we work out the kinks, we’ll try some original stuff.”

“I’m good with that.” Jordan nodded. A
heartbeat later she said, “Some of these people around here don’t
like me. They don’t know me, but they don’t trust me—because of the
way I look.”

“Some of these people—” Brook supplied, “Are
narrow minded asses, who wouldn’t enhance your life anyway.”

Jordan laughed at that.

Brook stepped back; watching Jordan start the
engine and turn the bike, then ride off. As she did, Brook noticed
a few more tattoos, a snowy dove on her left shoulder—and across
her spine, low down, was a phoenix.

She walked back inside, thought about Jordan,
a cool chick obviously, who had all the outward toughness, the bad
ass looking shell—inside had overcome, struggled—was still dealing
with pain and loss. It was amazing how strong women were. How they
had to be. Jordan had a beautiful face, semi full lips, slim nose,
and incredible dusky skin. Those eyes—but honestly, people would
not see that. Brook was not ignorant of the negatives of living in
a small country town.

Brook cleaned up the deck before she headed
inside for bed. Nothing made life perfect, but choices, the wrong
ones could make it complicated. Fates, things out of our control
—could throw it all out of balance, too. And you were never the
same.

Later, as she lay in bed, she once again
summoned up her determination to make life work here. Of course,
she still had to deal with Coy. But she would do it. She would do
it —and not show one damn remnant of that past pain and
heartache.

She heard him saying those words to her, I’m
sorry, I love you. and set her jaw teeth against any response. He
had said everything right and she’d got to say what she had wanted
to years ago—fuck you. She just had to try to maintain the distance
and she could not, would not, be his buddy and friend. To hell with
that.

You should be able to. She heard her mind
whisper. Why can’t you?

Sleep…Just sleep…and stop thinking.

* * * *

“So, did you like her?” Renee asked the next
day, dropping by Brook’s on the way to work. She set a basket on
Brook’s counter and began taking out homemade jams, honey with the
cone, and all sorts of aromatic herbs, everything from eatable
stuff to bath oils.

“Of course I liked her. She’s cool, and she
bloody plays slide guitar!”

“I wasn’t sure, you know. She’s kind of
standoffish.”

“Cynical, you mean. She has right to be.”

Renee nodded. “I sensed that.”

Not sure how much the woman had confided to
her, Brook said instead, “What do I owe you for all of this?”

“Not a thing. It’s a welcome home
basket.”

Brook opened the jam, dipped her finger in
it, tasted and rolled her eyes. “OH, this is good. I was afraid you
were expecting me to eat something—”

“Tasteless and weird?” Renee laughed. “No.
All of those are natural, but it doesn’t mean bland.”

“Good, because I’m skinny due to some
recessed gene—not because I live on bean sprouts. I love food.”

“You’re not skinny. You are svelte. There is
a difference. Skinny people have bones poking out. Like those
Glamour models.”

Brook laughed and poured them a soda. She
eyed Renee’s work uniform, black pants, a T-shirt and black clogs.
Renee’s hair and makeup looked good. She was really an attractive
woman. A pocket-sized beauty.

“You know, for a city girl, you’ve actually
taken to this country living pretty good.”

“Please. Mom was one with pretensions. Not
me. I do not think the sibs do either. Well, except for the ones
off trying to be something they’re not.”

Brook leaned against the counter, listening
while Renee told her one of the twins was into Goth, vampires,
something that was sure to freak “conservative—it’s all about
appearances”, Deena, out. Her other brother was experimenting with
drugs. The youngest, Lily was something of a wild child too.

“You weren’t really, were you?”

Renee shrugged. “I could have been. I might
have, if Uncle Mitch didn’t encourage me to stay here. Who
knows?”

Reaching for her hand, Brook said, “I’m glad
you’re here.”

“Me too.”

Brook was about to discuss the rehab center,
and starting work at the Tavern, the following day, when someone
knocked at the door. She went to answer it, smiling at Rafe
standing there—looking gorgeous.

“Come in.”

He stepped inside, spotted Renee, and greeted
her.

“Hey.” Renee came across and they hugged. She
said, “I’m off to work.”

“Don’t rush off. I was just going to—.”

“No. I’m running late as it is.” Renee
laughed waving off his concern. However, she shot Brook a
brow-wiggling glance before heading out the door.

Brook closed it and joined Rafe, who was
looking over, and sniffing the jars and vials on the counter.

“She’s good at this.” He waved his hand.

“Yes.” Brook asked, “Can I get you
something?”

“Soda.”

She got it, and then invited him out on the
deck. Brook noticed he wore nice hip jeans, and a black silk button
up shirt. God, but he was almost too good to look at. On the deck,
he slipped sunglasses on. His wavy hair ruffling, he leaned back
against the rail and sipped his soda.

Brook half sat on a lounger, wondering why
she felt so awkward suddenly. She had on old cut offs, was barefoot
and wore a red T-shirt. She had not expected company, but she
didn’t mind—except that she was makeup less and not exactly looking
her best.

It apparently didn’t effect to him, because
Rafe slid the sunglasses up and his dark eyes went over her in
that, likes what I see, way, before offered, “I came by to see if
you’d like to go out later?”

“I’d love to.” She told him she would start
at the Tavern, day shift, the next day.

Rafe nodded. His gaze roamed her face. “How’d
it go?”

She knew he meant the (welcome home.) “Great.
Good to see everyone. Typical Coburn bash. Too much food, and
plenty of noise.”

“And?

“Yeah.” Brook got up and walked to the rail
closest to her, looking down at the fishpond Mitch had put in.
“Levi came with Max.” She filled in a bit, telling him how she
liked the boy, how beautiful he was. Then she said, “And Coy was
coming by and Levi waved him down—”

“And you two talked?”

“Not like that.” She shook her head and
turned leaning back as he was, but not avoiding his gaze. She told
him how Levi had rather put them on the spot.

“What did Coy say?”

“That he was sorry.” She looked away and then
let out a long breath. Before he could ask more, Brook murmured,
“What time you do you want to go out? And do I need to dress
up?”

“Casual. I thought we’d go eat someplace
besides my restaurant, then have drinks at the tavern.”

“I like your place.”

He smiled. “Thanks. I expect you to eat there
a lot. But there’s a place I like—”

“Sure.”

“Brook?”

She met his gaze, somewhere in her mind
noticing how impossibly thick his black lashes were. How sensual
his face was. “Yeah?”

“It’s a date.”

She gathered he was laying it out there. Not
some old friend thing, but a date.

“I’m flattered you asked me.”

He smiled that familiar Rafe smile. “You
can’t be too surprised—after I put it out there the other day.”

“Actually, Rafe,” she said honestly, “I
imagine you could have your pick of women, and maybe you do.
Despite how biased my family is, I’m really not some raving beauty,
so I’m not sure what you see in me.”

He pushed away from the rail and sat the soda
down. Coming to stand near her, bringing some lime scent and sun
with him, he murmured, “Maybe it is the residue of what I felt when
I shouldn’t. I was attracted to you—and I am not sure I can explain
all of the reasons why. But it’s never really changed.”

Brook felt all the right things, flushed skin
and tingles under his intense focus on her. She confessed, after
clearing her throat, “I like everything about you, Rafe.”

Rafe reached out and cupped her cheek. “It’s
mutual.” He leaned in but kissed her so soft, so quickly, she did
not get to savor it.

When he dropped his hand, Brook watched him
finish the soda. They walked back through the house. He said he
would pick her up at seven.

Brook leaned against the front rail, watching
him get into a deep green sports car. He paused with the door
open—and looked up at her for some moments. Again her body warmed,
her blood rushed. In spite of that rescue on prom night, in spite
talks, and his funny cards, all of it—she was seeing Rafe the
man—the one who wanted to date her—intended to. If she’d cut her
favorite, most sexy guy, out of a cologne ad, or whatever, he still
wouldn’t compare to Rafe, standing there, looking delicious. It
didn’t hurt that he had all the other qualities you would want in a
man either.

“Casual.”

She nodded. “Will do.”

He flashed a white grin, and got into his
car.

An hour later Renee called for all the
details. “Ooh. A date with Rafe. A real one!”

Brook laughed. “Don’t make me nervous. I've
known Rafe for years.”

“Not really. I mean—”

“Yeah, okay. I’m aware of the honor.”

Snorting, Renee declared, “Honey, most the
women would give their right tit to date that man.”

“I’m sure he’s no monk.”

“You hear rumors. But hell, you figure half
are made up, half are envy. Even if he was player, he wouldn’t be
with you.”

“I know that.” Brook sat on the edge of the
tub. “It feels—almost like it’s something we—need—to do.”

“Yeah. He liked you back then, and you
fantasized about him—”

“Did I tell you that? I don’t recall telling
you that?”

“You don’t have to. I saw you all
sparkle-eyed and flushed. You are human. I’d assume you
wondered…”

“Umm.” Brook released a breath. “Well, I
better get off here and pamper myself a bit.”

“K. I’ll by on shift if y’all stop by.”

“We will.”

“Oh, goody.”

Brook chuckled. “I figured you’d like
that.”

“I’d love to see you fall in love.” Before
Brook could comment, Renee said. “Got to’ run. You go get purdy.
See you later.”

Brook hung up and began running her bath. She
realized she was excited—nervous. And—really excited.

 



Chapter 5

Rafe pulled on a tailored crimson shirt with
his black jeans. He turned up the cuffs, and did the buttons,
leaving the top two undone. Through the oval standing mirror, he
could see clear though to the bathing room, where he had taken out
the walls. Putting on his watch, he smiled absently, remembering
what Sunny had said when he had seen the derelict Victorian. After
calling it a money pit, and being unable to talk Rafe out of buying
it, he had dubbed it, le pigeon coop.

The place had been terrible. But Rafe took
his time. He traveled all over when he could, buying wood to
restore it. When he couldn’t afford the real antiques, he bought
reproductions, not many yet. The house had narrow rooms, and he was
changing that. He had seen the place, walked in and ignored the
gaping hole in the roof, the busted windows. He saw the circular
room up front as a great room, mentally tore down the dining room
and eventually did that, opening up the gutted kitchens.

He finished dressing, and ran a hand through
his damp hair, turned and scooped up his keys. Leaving the room,
Rafe entered the hall, seeing more board walls for now. Taking the
newly restored stairs to the lower floor, his black leather shoes
echoed amid the high ceilings.

The house meant something to him, represented
something. It would be the first home he had ever known.

He checked on everything, making sure the
outside lights were on before he headed out to his car. The lawn
was gone. Weedy, taken over, he had new sod put down. It did not
look pretty but it was another of those one-step at a time
things.

Getting in the car, he gave Brook a quick
call.

“I’m ready.” she assured him,

“On my way.” He clicked off and backed out,
seeing the neighbor’s houses only an acre away. Newly built, big
houses. The place had been a farm and lots were sold off. The agent
assumed whoever bought the Victorian was buying for the land, to
tear it down. Rafe let them assume. He had saved everything he
could when he worked at the Tavern, and when Sunny realized his
talk about opening a restaurant was not just talk; another of his
dreams had been realized. Sunny was like that. Despite being a
businessman, loving new challenges, he was a man who believed in
giving people chances.

Rafe would not be alive today without
Sunny.

Grunting, Rafe slid a CD into the player. Its
melodic Latin sounds filled the car while he debated when and if he
should tell Brook about his past. Not tonight, he decided. He had
waited too long for tonight. He was not going to spend it talking
about himself.

When he reached Brook’s house, he saw her
walk out on the porch before he could cut the engine. He got out,
opening her door for her, his gaze going over her short black skirt
and chic white blouse. She had on sexy black shoes, and had a light
jacket over her arm. She smelled like a spring bouquet.

“You look hot.”

She grinned and got in. “So do you.”

He slid behind the wheel, guilty of glancing
at her shapely legs while he backed out. Peeking up at her face,
his heart beat a little faster. She wore some shimmery mauve eye
shadow, enough liner and mascara to give those violet eyes an
exotic look. Her lips were glossed with pink shimmers.

“You’re going to wreck doing that.”

He laughed softly and got his eyes on the
road. “Do you mind the music?”

“Not at all.” She relaxed in the low-slung
seats. “It’s nice.”

He drove in the night traffic, more aware of
her perfume, her presence, not even able to think about over the
years, because what mattered was right now.

“The restaurant is Indian cuisine. You like
it?’

“Yeah.”

He talked a bit about nothing serious, a
little about the town, answering her questions. Some about the
restaurant, and his first months opening it. It was easy, normal,
and pleasant. Though, part of him felt that way around Brook. Part
of him was unexpectedly nervous.

Rafe did not have to worry about dates or
women. He never had. Brook was just—different.

The parking lot was not as crowded as he had
feared. After parking, the rest of the time was filled with getting
in, being seated. The Indian music was somewhat loud, but the food
was good. He and Brook kept up a steady stream of the same
conversation through the meal.

They had strong coffee—and then out in the
parking lot, stood by his car a moment to just enjoy the spring
night. He glanced over at her profile as she stood watching people
go in, gazing around at the traffic.

She sensed his stare and turned her head. “It
was lovely.”

“Glad you enjoyed it.”

Her teeth raked her lip in a sexy way.
However, when Rafe leaned and kissed her, he again did it softly,
quickly again. He pulled away from the car and opened her door.
“Ready for a drink?”

“Yep.”

He got in, pulled out, and they were headed
for the tavern. Holding to the gearshift his fingers were inches
close to her thigh. He could touch her. However, Rafe didn’t want
to do anything wrong. Nothing too fast—, despite that in his own
emotions. Shit. It seemed like seven years, until today, had moved
too slowly.

“Hey?”

He glanced from the road, to find her
studying him.

“We both need to relax a little.”

Rafe laughed and looked back at the road. He
breathed out and nodded. “There’s some tension.”

“Bound to be,” she murmured.

Attraction, he said mentally. He added a few
words in other languages he spoke, that described why his heart was
trying to break his ribs, pounding too fast.

They reached the Diamond Back Tavern. It
looked like the usual locals were out for a weeknight.

Rafael parked and helped her out, keeping
hold of her hand as they entered. A band was playing in back.
Popular country tunes. He wanted her to himself, somewhere at the
intimate tables, but he asked first, if she wanted to check out the
band?

“I’m good with whatever.”

He started that way and Nick Peyton hailed
them from behind the bar.

Rafe still held her hand as she hurried over,
leaned and kissed Ruby’s brother. Ignoring chuckles and jokes from
people on the stools. Afterwards they talked a bit.

“Going in back?”

“For a little,” Rafe said.

“Renee’s back there. She’ll take care of
you.”

“Good to see you.”

“You’ve got the day shift tomorrow?” Nick
asked Brook.

“Yeah. So don’t be too hard on me.”

He laughed and winked, assuring her he would
be gentle.

They went through the back, unable to see the
patrons clear because of stage lights. Though Rafe saw Renee, and
Renee saw them, waving after she set down a tray of drinks.

“You’re here.” She came over, kissing both
their cheeks. “Let me lead you through this gloom.” She took
Brook’s free hand, taking them to a back table.

Rafe ordered beer and Brook the same. After
Renee brought it, she chatted before she was in demand again. He
relaxed back, sipping on the light beer, his chair to the brick
wall behind him. Brook, close to his right side, was seated to view
the stage.

It wasn’t a big band. Three guys, who sang
good harmony and were doing a McGraw tune.

They were mid-way through the beers when
Brook looked at him. He felt that sizzle and crackle of attraction,
a skin-warming flush of desire.

The ballad was soft. They could talk. He just
couldn’t form anything for a moment while he tried to read her
expression.

“I was thinking of that dance…”

He thought about it a lot, too.

Rafe released the beer and slid his hand so
that his fingers covered hers. “Let’s see if we still move as well
together.”

The lead was singing, Kevin Sharp’s, Nobody
knows it, but me. Even though he smiled, Rafe was still feeling the
heat and chemistry when they stood, making their way to the almost
empty dance floor.

He took her in his arms smoothly, feeling
chills at the supple way her body just moved and molded to his. It
was just like the first time—perfect. He was going to play hell
keeping his body from telling on him.

* * * *

Brook let Rafe skillfully lead the slow
dance. His scent was a little heady, warm male and desire, his body
strong and graceful—as sensual as she remembered.

Her bare thighs brushed against his legs, his
hand firm and low on her spine, the other cupping hers, near his
shoulder. He danced so well, the sways and turns, a subtle dip of
hips that she gave herself up to it. The words of the song—one that
may have reminded her of someone else, faded back as the world
seemed to.

She had not felt this intimate, this safe,
this feminine, this turned on, in years.

Turning her face into his sinewy neck, she
felt her breath modifying, felt the slow burn of hunger, and was,
somewhere in her mind—aware that her body was telling on her to.
Moving against him, close, close enough to feel the hardness of his
thighs, the rigid sex behind his button fly. She was playing with
fire, and relishing the burn. The song was almost too short, ending
before Brook had time to get herself under control. It was not half
a beer that fogged her eyes slightly and intoxicated her.

Nevertheless, Rafe was obviously an
experienced man, an aware one. He kept his arm around her, leading
her into the shadows of their table, but only long enough to put
down money and leave a tip.

In a bit of a haze, Brook didn’t respond to
Renee’s knowing grin as they left. Likely, she had watched that
dance. She was jolted only slightly when they walked out into the
front, the sports on the multi TV sets loud. Nevertheless, Rafe did
not let her go. It seemed only steps before they were at his
car.

He turned at the back of his car and cupped
her face. There wasn’t any soft pecks when she stepped close,
between his slightly spread legs. Her hands on his shoulders, Brook
made a soft sound at the velvet feel of his lips. A rush of air
escaped her nostrils when that beautiful mouth parted and he slid
his tongue inside.

Getting hotter and more turned on, her
fingers dug in there while they explored the secret recesses of
each other’s mouths. Sensual, sexual, the heat was electric. She
felt it in him too—that spike of lust.

Rafe pulled back to nibble, to tease, and to
do sensual things with his lips on hers. At some point, he stopped
and drew her to him, his arms hard around her, locked at her spine.
Her own were around his neck.

Rafe’s heart thumped hard behind his tight
pecs. She felt the overlay of warmth on his skin, under the shirt,
the rise of his scent, heat, and hungers. Brook’s legs trembled.
There was no way to hide it.

His mouth found her ear. Her eyes were still
closed as he kissed it. Neither wanted to part, but they couldn’t
make out in the Tavern parking lot.

He leaned back. Their eyes locked. Rafe
released her, scrapping his hair back in a way that revealed his
tension. She smiled and moved away, then walked to her door, her
body feeling him when he came up and opened it.

Brook got in, put her seatbelt on, and
watched him do the same. He started the car and changed the CD to
another slow and sexy one.

Her hand covered his on the gearshift. No
words, just that telling action,

Rafe glanced at her, and then back at the
road, his fingers stroking hers while he drove.

It wasn’t that far to her house. Brook didn’t
say anything after he parked and opened her door. He was behind her
when she let herself in. She did not bother with lights.

The moon shone through the French doors and
there was a soft amber one from a lamp in the kitchen.

Kicking off her shoes, she turned at the
sectional—and reached for him.

They floated down, his body over hers, his
legs between hers, so that the short skirt covered nothing and rode
up. Kissing deep and scorching, their breathing was crashing and
short, intense.

Her hands left his back to bury in his hair,
her body arching as Rafe drug a palm from under her arm, down her
side. At last, it was against her necked thigh. The high cut
lavender panties were lace and silk, nothing but a scrap. He kissed
her, nibbling her throat and ear. Brook was overwhelmed at the
firestorm of hunger rising in her. Unaware until then, that any
such passion existed inside her body.

She was still caught up in it, when he lifted
his torso, bracing himself on his elbows to look at down at her.
She was some time getting her eyes to drag open. Her hands now on
his sides, she took in his sexy dark gaze, the muss of his wavy
hair falling over his brow. His lips were darker where she had
kissed them.

His voice and accent were thick as he
whispered, “Things are going too fast?”

“I’m fine. I—No, I’m not fine—but it’s
okay.”

He laughed low and sexy, but shook his head.
Rafe moved so that he lay against the back, fixing her, so he could
look down at her, her legs over one of his. He rubbed his way
softly down her stomach; his gaze searched her face, watchful,
reading her in a cautious way.

Brook, still trembling, reached up and traced
his seductive mouth.

He leaned down, kissed her, that hand going
under her blouse, up, to the front latch of her lace bra. When his
fingers found her nipple, she sucked in, gasping against his
mouth.

Rafe raised his head, and sliding up her
blouse. He began to softly lave her nipples, to bite gently and
then soothe them.

“Rafe...” It was a moan in the shadowy
room.

Adjusting more, he arranged the material out
of his way. His lips and tongue driving her crazy, — so soft, so
easy, and yet hot. Her nipples ached, burned, and were harder than
she could stand.

His palm began to glide down, smooth, over
her ribs, and trembling stomach. The muscles there quivering. Brook
closed her eyes, her hands in his hair— gently now, feeling each
time he moved his head in circles or switched from breasts to
breast. The velvet, warm, tongue, was skillfully driving her
mad.

Hand going down, over the short skirt, the
hem bunched, he then glided his fingers. Resting his hand inside
her trembling thigh, Rafe’s palm felt warm, masculine. A little
moan of need, of desperation, escaped her lips .He lifted his head
again, watching her face, while his hand inched closer to the
juncture of his thighs.

She bit hard on her lip, her heavy lids not
quite shielding her desire, as she parted her legs a bit more.

“You’re beautiful.”

She released her lip and swallowed. “So are
you. God, Rafe…”

The little smile was incredibly sensual. His
fingertips were easing under the damp lace, and finding the wet
heat of her sex. He didn’t penetrate her. He teased her, the pad of
his finger playing there until her moans were rolling together, one
after the other. Finally, he glided the pad upwards in her slick
heat and abraded the swollen nerves, dipping his head, alternating
between suckling her nipples, and nipping her lips, flicking his
tongue along the seam of her mouth.

It was too much. Brook had no control over
anything. He was too good. The storm just swept her up. Rafe dipped
his finger in her moist sex again, gliding it up to rub and chafe
her clit. His beautiful lips were suckling her nipple, hard, when
the heat seemed to contract, draw, then implode, rushing through
her head to toe, like white burning sparks. It had her dizzily,
floating, flying, and sexually splintering, in a delicious way.
Then—decelerating, into warm silken waves that kept flowing and
flowing through her.

Brook turned instinctively toward him
sometime during the last ripples of her climax—aware of his
speaking Spanish, whispering in husky tones, as he held her,
soothed her.

Eventually she mumbled, “That was selfish of
me.”

Rafe gently forced her head back, capturing
her gaze. “I promised myself I’d do that, a long time ago.”

“I want you.” Her hand moved down, skimming
over the hot erection straining the material of his trousers.

He groaned something, but rose slightly,
capturing her hand, moving it away. He got himself up off the sofa.
Sitting on the edge now, by her hip, Rafe rasped, “It’s time for me
to go, Cariño”

Brook took his soft kiss, and sat up as he
stood. He went to her restroom and returned, looking as if he had
splashed cold water on his face. The edges of his hair was wet. He
had raked his hands through it.

“Walk me to the car.”

She grasped his hand to delay him by the
door. “You don’t have to go.”

“I do.” He kissed her, and then met her gaze.
“We’ve just got started. You will regret doing anything more on a
first date. And I don’t want regret from you.”

“But—”

“I’ll live.” He laughed sexily and tugged her
hand, hugging her tight, the both of them embracing a moment while
he whispered in her ear, “I like your body, your scent, the way you
feel and move. I like your sweet, sweet breasts. I could feel when
we danced what you were feeling. I like that too. Feeling your
tongue in my mouth—if you could have read my wicked mind…”

She laughed, muffled, but he went on, “What I
gave you was tame compared to what I wanted to give you. Making
love, mi amor, is like a long feast, we should savor each little
nuance and flavor.”

She sighed and nuzzled his shoulder. “Someone
like you should give lessons to the rest of the men in the
world.”

He chuckled but murmured, “Sometimes, raw,
hard sex is the only thing that will do. As I said, we have just
gotten started. Slow burning, feeling, tasting, touching, I like
that. Don’t you?”

“I’m a woman, aren’t I?”

He released her, taking her hand though.
“Come on, it’s time for me to leave.”

She walked him to the car, leaned down when
he rolled the window and cupped his face, kissing him.

His eyes were a little glassy when he started
the engine.

“Rafe. I—Damn, I feel selfish.”

“Don’t. I got a little of what I wanted. It
was really my mouth I wanted down there. Now, go in, before I pull
out.”

She flushed and muttered, “You say that and
leave.” However, Brook went in, watching his headlights after she
had gone inside.

Leaning her head against the window, she
sighed but then smiled. Glad—more than she could express, that
finally, she answered one question—she could feel attraction,
desire, hunger, for another man.


Chapter 6

Ashley met her when Brook showed up for work
the next day.

“Man.” Brook laughed after they hugged. “You
haven’t changed at all. How do you manage not to age?”

“Divorce.” Ashley laughed and handed her a
half apron. “I recommend it.”

“I haven’t gotten married yet, but I’ll keep
it in mind.”

Carrying her Starbucks espresso to the bar,
Brook and Ashley joked while they set up for what was likely going
to be a slow, weekday crowd. It was the weekends, Friday and
Saturday mostly, when the place was packed.

Other than having a new hairstyle, the red
stuff now in a choppy chin length, Ashley Villers really hadn’t
changed much. She was still hyperactive, amusing, and Brook got
most of the local gossip from her without asking.

She said after they finished and were
relaxing on stools, “So you and Rafe—finally?”

“Yeah. We had our first date last night.”

Ashley grinned. “Women will hate you. But I
am glad. I talked to Madeline yesterday.”

Brook groaned.

“Yeah. She told me about Coy coming by—all
that.”

“He’s in that family. I knew that when I came
back.”

“And you’re older, worldly, soooo over him.”
Ashley’s brows were raised.

Brook insisted, “Very, Completely.”

“Um.” Was all the red head said before she
changed the subject to some of the other Coburn’s. They talked
until Nick came in, and then yapped with him too.

Brook was almost a head taller than Ashley.
Today she had worn black slacks and matching tank, her comfortable
shoes. Ashley had on a cute black skirt and blouse, cowboy boots.
After a few customers came and went, Nick started conversation,
asking Brook about the bars and clubs she’d worked in—laughing at
her re-told horror stories of the time she served drinks wearing
micro shorts and a tiny top—Brook did that a whole week at that
club, before she decided it wasn’t her thing. There were too many
places to get hired, and though the tips were not as good, she at
least wasn’t mooning someone every time she bent over.

Customers picked up at the Tavern around noon
with the after lunch crowd. Brook tried not to see their questions
as being nosey. She answered them in a breezy way, knowing though,
that sometime over the years; she had probably been the source of
town gossip for many people. Ha. One of those girls that went
overseas, and got all wild with sex and drugs, no doubt.

During the work hours, she interacted with
Nick and Ashley, wondering with perfectly normal curiosity if the
two were or had been involved. Nick was a handsome man, still wore
a close-cropped goatee and had beautiful hazel eyes, Ashley one of
those fireballs that was energetic and smiling a lot.

Opposites. But hey, sometimes—

It was impossible to guess however, since
their working relationship was so good. For all his humor, Nick
still had a bit of Wall Street conservative in him, his guardedness
under an urbane and witty facade. He did not flirt. He teased in a
dry manner. However, he was hard to read. Ashley—was so upbeat and
friendly, it was hard to tell which was flirting and which was her
normal ebullience.

“You did all right, kid.” Nick told her at
the end of the shift.

“Kid? Gah, when are you guys going to stop
calling me that.”

“When you’re sixty—maybe.” Nick winked and
handed her the tips. “Not so good today, but you’ll rack up on
Friday.”

“I don’t need the money.” Brook said
honestly.

“I know. But still, you should take what you
earn graciously.” He grinned crooked and then leaned back against
the bar, his arms folded causally. “I don’t need this job either.
But I enjoy it.”

“You’re a natural.”

“You’re a lot like Madeline,” he observed.
“Growing into yourself, in a good way.”

“I’m flattered you think so.” She got her
purse. “She loves you guys.”

“It’s mutual.” Nick admitted and then waved
her to the door. “Go. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Brook left, yawning. It was not a hard day,
but she had not slept until the wee hours.

She got home, showered, climbed into bed, and
fell in a deep sleep.

Rafe called her the next morning, as she
headed to work. He wanted her to come by and have dinner when she
got off.

“I’d love to.”

“We’ll eat in my office. You don’t have to go
home and change. I know you’ll be tired.”

“It’s just getting used to working again,”
she admitted.

“Heard anything from the Doc?”

“No. That reminds me though; I need to find
out if I do have a job there. I guess I’ll stop in there next
week.”

“You’d rather be doing that, wouldn’t
you?”

“Honestly, yes. However, it looks like it’s
not going to be what I thought it would. It may be closing sooner
than later.”

“That’s the rumor.”

“I’m here.” She pulled into the lot.

“See you this evening.”

She clicked off and got out, carrying another
coffee and starting another day at the Tavern. It was almost too
fun to be called work, given that she worked with Nick and Ashley.
Getting into her day, Brook began to memorize the regulars, their
favorite drinks, talking more easily with them.

She was having a normal day—when someone
mentioned Karla.

Standing at the bar, she met Nick’s eyes as
he heard the two men talking about old Bill marrying the Boggs
girl. The words stripper and addict were thrown in there. Exotic
dancing was not a term this kind used. If there was a pole, you
were stripper. She deduced Karla had been busted once and it made
the news. It was too damn bizarre to be hearing that. Of all the
things she’d felt about Karla, she would never have guessed those
would be her choices.

She served up the drinks, going back and
forth several times while the conversation went on. The gist of it
was, people thought old Bill was a fool. It appeared that Karla was
already spending his money on fancy clothes and cars—cars she drove
younger men around in.

Eventually, Brook would run into her.

Tense by the time the shift was over; Brook
was not very talkative as she shared a more informal meal with
Rafe, sitting at the leather sofa. She picked at the salad and
sipped lemonade.

“You’re beat.” His hand smoothed back her
hair.

“I’m sorry.” She sat up and put the plate
down. “I’m lousy company.”

He kissed her leisurely, and then pulled her
back to lie against his shoulder. “You working this weekend?”

“Meeting at Renee’s, the farmhouse, with some
girls. On Saturday morning, before Renee’s evening shift at the
Tavern.”

“Are you sure you’re up for it?”

“Yeah. I’m just acclimating.”

He laughed and held her awhile, then sat up.
“Go home and rest.”

She stood. “Sunday. You busy?”

“No.”

“Come by the house, noon?”

“Love to.” He walked her out the car. After
kissing her again Rafe murmured, “Don’t cook for me though. I’ll
bring something.”

“You afraid of my cooking?” She started the
engine.

“No.” He grinned, then tapped the door, “Call
me, whenever.”

“I will.” Brook drove home feeling guilty.
She had not been very good company. She should not let Karla—or
talk about her—bother her. Nevertheless, they had once been like
sisters. She still couldn’t believe where Karla’s life ended up.
She did not understand it. She did not understand Karla not making
good choices to stay in that precious boy’s life either.

 


 


 



Chapter 7

Coy dropped Levi off at school Friday and
went through the drive though—for another strong cup of coffee. He
had some things to do for his Uncle Mitch, supplies for the men
working out at the old mill. Although Mitch’s contracting business
had slowed down, he had asked Coy when the concert hall was
finished, ready, (And they were calling it The Old Mill,) because
the locals had for a hundred years—Mitch asked if he’d handle the
booking and marketing. Coy agreed to. He could do that and still
take either job he was offered, one broadcasting the local sports
events, the other teaching at the High School. For now though, he
was the go-for, and what he could not find in town, he ordered on
line.

He got about that, filling the truck bed up
from several hardware and tool stores, before snapping the cover
down over them.

Pulling his sunglasses down over his eyes, he
was digging his keys out of his denims pocket when a new car swing
in across at the post office. Coy knew when the engine shut, the
door opened, and that backless stiletto hit the ground—that it was
Karla.

She got out, smoothing down a too tight, too
short, green dress, so snug across her ass that he could see the
outline of her thong. He shook his head, intending to leave before
she spotted him. She had on sunglasses and her hair was dyed whiter
blond, the curls piled up in some high puff and falling down her
back.

Having his door open, he glanced across,
watching her walk to the door, musing that her already large
breasts had grown a couple of sizes with implants she was too young
to have needed.

For fuck sake, he had nothing against
strippers, but you would think if she was moving back to the same
town as the kid, she would at least not advertise on Main
Street.

Grunting, Coy started the truck and was ready
to pull out, waiting for traffic to let him in, when Brook’s little
car passed.

Shit. He cut the engine and waited, looking
though the rear view and hoping she wouldn’t pull into the post
office. She passed it, and must have made a U-turn. Her car was a
few spaces up behind him, when he saw her get out.

Chewing his lip, debating, knowing Karla the
way he did, he cussed again, cut the engine, and got out. Coy
started walking up toward the drug store.

The contrast between Brook and Karla was
pretty damn vivid. Brook had on cream linen pants, brown sandals,
and a V-neck peach shirt. Her hair shiny and warm under the morning
sun, and small square sunglasses over her eyes—she looked hip,
fresh, casual and summery.

“Hey.” He drew her attention just as her hand
pulled on the door of the drug store.

She stopped, looked at him, and with a
tightening of her lips, started to ignore him and just go in.

He stepped in her way. “I just wanted to warn
you, Karla is over at the post office.”

Brook’s head turned that way, looking across
the street. “She’s free to come and go as she pleases.”

Coy grunted. “She is. But—”

“—I can take care of myself. Now, if you’ll
excuse me.” She glared through the pink tinted lenses.

He stepped out the way, watching her yank the
door and go inside. He turned and went back to his truck. He didn’t
leave though. He leaned his hips against the door, lit a cigarette
and rested the coffee on the cab.

Coy told himself he was not playing guard
dog, or Brook’s watchdog, that Karla seeing him might not be a bad
thing. He did not want her to forget that she wasn’t to come near
Levi. He sure as hell did not forget how selfish and dangerous she
could be.

Pulling on the smoke, Coy watched Karla exit,
sifting through mail and magazines. She tossed them into the car
seat, but almost like radar, her head lifted. Her gaze was looking
up, across and toward the Drug store.

Shit again.

Coy ground his teeth as Karla walked to the
back of her car. She was so focused that way, that she hadn’t seen
him yet. Sure as shit when the VW rolled down the lane, she pranced
right out the road. Right across from him.

Brook hit the brakes. Karla went round and
leaned a bit toward the window. He almost smiled as Brook kept
looking ahead, and didn’t even roll the thing down.

Karla would not be ignored. She knocked on
it, and in a brittle voice, heard half way up the street said,
“Why, Brook Logan! You ain’t going to ignore your old friends, are
you?”

The window came down slowly and Brook’s voice
carried, “I’ve not done that. And since you aren’t one of them,
could you move your ass out the road, please.”

Snorting, Karla stepped back and
straightened, but taunted, “Heard you was out with Rafael the other
night? He is good, ain’t he? Looks like you’re just stuck with all
my left overs.”

Coy tensed, but heard Brook say after a
slight hesitation, “I think you’re a little Confused about who
likes eating out of other people’s plates, but never mind. I’m
really not interested in your life, sex or otherwise, and I’m sure
you’ve something better to do than worry about mine.”

Karla laughed but Coy heard the anger in it.
He took a step away from the truck and crushed the cigarette,
heading toward them.

Karla was saying, “Still think you’re hot
shit, don’t you? Gone off to Europe and had your little band. Come
crawling back to Mama when you didn’t make the big time.”

Brook retorted. “I’m not even going to bother
trading insults with you.”

“Karla!” Coy reached her, aware of a row of
cars trying to get by. He grabbed her wrist. “Stop acting like a
fucking spectacle. People need to get by.”

He was hauling her toward her car, but Karla
spun and used her free hand to slide her glasses up. “My, my, if
isn’t just like a high school reunion. You and little Brookie—”

“You’re stoned.” He could see her glassy
eyes. “It’s not even noon and you’re high. That is no excuse
to—”

She jerked her hand free. “What? You gonna
play badass protecting Brook now? Is that how it is? She’s back
here and you think she’ll—”

“Whatever I think is none of your damn
business.” Coy growled, shoving his own glasses back to glare at
her. “You make one wrong step in this town, one whisper that makes
gossip Levi might here, and I’ll see your ass in jail.”

“I can do what I want. You Coburn’s ain’t
God. I know my rights.”

Coy shook his head. “I could call the town
cops right now and they’d take one look at you and see you’re
stoned.”

“Ha! Why don’t you do that, Coy? If the old
man’s money don’t fix it, I’ll give a few lap dances and blow jobs
and be out by tonight.”

Coy let her go and looked over his shoulder
to see Brook had long gone. He glanced back at Karla. “Leave her
alone. She’s never done anything to you.”

“I wasn’t bothering poor little Brook.”

“I’m not playing games with you, Karla. Keep
you act together or Bill Dodd or not, you’ll never set foot in this
state again.” He turned and strode over to his truck, ignoring the
fact people were on the streets, already whispering.

Karla screamed before getting into her car,
“You’re a fool, Coy Coburn. Brook Logan wouldn’t piss you out if
you were on fire now. Playing her body guard ain’t doing nothing
but making you look the fool you are.”

Coy flipped her the bird and got in his
truck. He started it and headed out, but turned off toward
Rafael's. He pulled in, backed beside Brook’s car. It was parked on
the side near a private entry. She was just sitting there,
apparently not having been inside yet.

He looked down from his truck window into her
car, pushing his glasses up on his head. “She’s a lying bitch.”

Brook hadn’t looked over, and did not still.
She was staring at the entry door, fingers resting lightly on the
bottom of the steering wheel. “Go home, or wherever you were
headed, Coy.”

“Brook.” He sighed willing her to look at
him.

“That scene wasn’t about you, Coy.” Suddenly
she yanked her keys out and got out, squeezing by his truck
door.

Coy muttered a curse as she knocked on the
door. He pulled out with a squall of tires. Fuck it then. It was
not his place to defend Rafe. He didn’t know whom Karla screwed or
vise versa, he didn’t care. He had simply been trying to remind
Brook not to trust the bitch’s word.

Heading toward Copper Creek at the maximum
speed, Coy reached for cell on his side pouch and pushed a speed
dial.

“Sunny Lightfoot.”

“Hey, it’s coy.”

“What’s up?”

Coy told him about what occurred in town.

Sunny offered, “I’ll send her another copy of
the restraining order, just to remind her of her boundaries.
Unfortunately, we can’t do anything about her harassing Brook—until
it gets threatening.”

“She was stoned out of her head.”

“No doubt. Pills I heard. There is no point
in talking to old Bill. He’s blind and lust drunk. Poor sucker
can’t see the writing on the wall. She’ll drain him of everything
he has, and walk off and leave him destroyed.”

“No doubt. But I am worried. Maybe if she
weren’t on the drugs I would believe it was just her envy of Brook.
I don’t know. But you know how gossip is, and some kids loud mouth
mother is going to say something and he’s going to say something to
Levi.”

“Might be time you told him something. Not
all of it, hell he’s too young. But you’re going to have to, I
think.”

“Shit.”

“Have Madeline and Ruby help you. Have the
family you trust around.”

Coy tossed his glasses on the dash and
muttered, “I guess I will. I don’t think she’ll do anything to him,
but she’s got no intention of being circumspect in town.”

“Yes. I had a feeling she came back for a
reason. However, Coy, do not say anything about what went on with
Brook and her to Madeline, not until I talk to Brook. If she wants
Madeline to know…”

“Brook doesn’t see the real threat under
it.”

“There might not be.”

“I hope not,” Coy talked a bit more then hung
up. But I know the bitch.

When he arrived at the Old Mill, it poised on
a natural rim above a wide meadow, Coy was unloading first,
replacing a few saw blades next, and doing a few favors the men
needed. Later, watching all the men on scaffolding as they
re-shored the hewn beams, he made a decision.

Sitting down on the edge of his truck bed. He
was going to wait for Jude and Mitch to come down for their lunch
break. He respected Madeline and Ruby, but he wanted his dad and
uncle with him when he talked to Levi. He wanted their advice.

* * * *

Rafe stared at Brook as she strode past him
and turned. Even had she answered his surprised greeting, he could
read the body language, the chill in her eyes. She shoved her
sunglasses on her head, waited for him close the door, and give her
his full attention.

“What’s wrong?” He slid his hands loosely
into the pocket of his black dress slacks; his heart was beating
too hard under his green silk shirt.

“Did you sleep with Karla Boggs?”

Rafe closed his parted lips and held her gaze
with his pitch ones for a second. Stomach titling, he walked over
to his desk, opened a drawer, and poured a shot glass that set on
it full of tequila.

Knocking it back, he let the glass smack on
top of his desk. Again, eyes on her as she had followed his
movements, he rasped, “You know. There was a time I was nothing
more than trash on the streets. Far younger than the proper age—I
did things, bad thing, steal, sell drugs, and sell myself to rich
gringos for a meal…”

Her face paled. “Rafe —”

Rafe’s bitterness rose of its own accord and
was not to be squelched. Just the thought that she believed him
capable of screwing someone who betrayed her, made him gut sick. “I
have come a long way from there.” His nostrils flared. “At my
worst, bonito, I would not so much as touch someone who betrayed
those I cared for. I do not—betray my friends.”

Brook shuddered and took a step. “Rafe—”

Rafe picked up the glass and turned, having
spent hours after their date rehearsing just when and how to tell
her of his past. The only one, besides Sunny who would know. One he
thought, who would not judge him. He was furious that she didn’t
even trust what she knew of him all these years. If she did not
trust him, they had nowhere to go from that.

Suddenly the glass went hurling against the
corner .it shattered. Rolling off a string of mixed Spanish swear
words, he growled, “I’m not Coy Coburn. I thought you knew
that.”

He had startled her, clearly.

“I do. Rafe—”

Whirling to face her again he said, “You’re
not over him.”

“I am. Karla, said—”

“You know me, dammit. You know me better than
that.”

Brook’s face went starker white. She went to
the sofa and sat, arms around herself. “I’m sorry. I know Rafe. I
do know.”

“—Brook,” his tone came level now. It took
all that Rafe had not to go to her, but she was not a high school
girl, this was not about friendship—

This was about the chance he had waited seven
years for. He sat on the edge of the desk, his tone too cold, even
to his own ears. “I was fooling myself. We cannot have a
relationship. If this is what you’d think, not knowing my
background, my life before I came here—me telling you everything
about myself, sure as hell won’t improve your opinion.”

“I don’t judge you. I do trust you. I just
got… caught off guard.”

He shook his head then stared down at his
shoes on the imported tile. “I wait and believe that what I did
that night, might mean more to you than what Coy did. I told
myself, that you'd’ know me. Know—when you were a woman, that you
could trust me.”

Brook got to her feet with brittle movements,
wiping her cheeks. Her eyes still held tears. “I’m the fool. Rafe.
I know. I knew better. I just…Coy was there, and though he got her
out of my face—just seeing them—it…”

Far from soothed by that, Rafe intoned, “Coy.
You’re twenty-four years old, and it’s still Coy.”

“No. It’s not like that. That’s not what I’m
saying.”

He pushed away from the desk, looking at her,
his hands still in his pockets. “I answered your question.” Rafe
waited a painful heartbeat. Feeling the high he had let himself
reach since she had returned—given him his chance—shatter like the
glass. “I think we’ve said enough today, don’t you?”

It wasn’t really a question, but a
dismissal.

Brook read it clear enough. She breathed in
long through her nose, her eyes going over his face only a moment,
before she turned and strode toward the door.

Rafe stood as he was while it slammed—stood
there longer still staring at nothing. He shouldn’t have lost it
like that. No matter what he achieved, he was not what she wanted.
This was not how it was supposed to go down with them….

It was maybe a half-hour before he walked to
the desk and called up front, to tell the manager he was leaving
for the day.

* * * *

Rafe got in his car sometime later and drove
to Brook’s house. Pulling in by her VW, he strode toward the door.
Inside him was turmoil, clashing emotions, but outside the spring
sun, scents and sounds were falling soft around him.

She didn’t answer.

He walked around, up the back deck steps,
seeing the back door open. Going through the cool interior, he
noticed purse, mail, thrown on the counter. Rafe passed the kitchen
and went into the mini hall, to her bedroom door. His hand pushed
the half-opened door wider.

Brook whirled from looking out the back
window, a cold washcloth in her hand, eyes a little puffy—

The clothing she’d had on in town was in a
pile by the lavender covered bed. She wore only a thin strap rib
high camisole and matching sheer lace panties.

He gradually closed the door and walked to a
corner chair, taking off his shoes and socks. Standing again, Rafe
held her gaze unbuttoned his shirt, removing it, before he went to
her, took the cloth and tossed it in the corner.

Cupping her face, he tilted it up, his gaze
deep giving her a heartbeat to see his emotions, to reject him,
before he brought their mouths together. Laving his tongue over her
tongue, he felt her hands touch him, grasp him, felt her body mold
itself to his. With a small sound from her throat, hunger flared
like a fanned flame. He lowered his hands, grasping her firm ass,
to lift her, his own hungry sound echoing hers while she kissed him
eagerly in return.

Rafe half turned, lifting her, feeling her
tremble, feeling his own shudder when her legs wrapped around him.
He made it to the bed, set her on it. Their breathing tumultuous,
he peeled off the camisole, then leaned her back, kissing lightly
over her face, touching her lithe body, cupping, caressing, and
molding it, while his lips moved from her face to her sleek
neck.

Brook arched, moved sensually and sighed. Her
short nails dug into the muscles of his shoulders.

Kissing, laving, her neck and shoulders, he
dipped down, capturing her nipple, one then the other—suckling hard
then licking, petting, raking his teeth over them, until her rough
whisper of his name urged Rafe somewhere beyond caution.

His fingers hooked into the panties. He
backed enough away to peel them off. For a moment he simply admired
her lying there, heavy eyed, damp mouthed, flushed faced. Her
nipples like luscious pale berries against the creamy mounds, the
curve of her hips and waist, gorgeous, and that nest of russet
curls between her long shapely legs waxed to a teasing strip.

Rafe glided his palms down, up her shapely
thighs, and then parted them. He glanced up to find her half-mast
violet eyes moving from his torso to his face. Her lips were
swollen, her face sensual and wanting, violet eyes liquid and
darker.

Nudging her back slightly, he began to plant
soft kisses over her ribs, then down her stomach. The little naval
stud, he flicked with his tongue, played there, progressed, making
a line down to the moist curls. Her scent aroused him, hardening
his sex fully, so rigid the skin inside his thighs tensed. He
parted the curls with his fingers, tasted her, and soothed her as
she jerked and trembled.

“Rafe….”

She was flushed there, sexually swollen,
glistening and slick. His thumbs widened the lips. He tasted every
inch, softly licking, moaning when her thighs flexed in, and
quivering against his shoulders. Suckling her, drinking her,
breathing her, Rafe shifted, dipped his tongue in her sex, hearing
her gasp and moan.

“Please,” she whispered, “Please, I want
you.”

He wanted to stay there, finish, at the same
time he needed her beyond thought. Rafe straightened.

Instantly she sat up, came closer, her hands
smoothing over his ribs, his pecs, his sides. Her touch set his
blood burning. when she leaned in and flicked with her tongue, then
suckled, his nipples, Rafe’s dusky fingers splayed in her hair,
watching her mouth and tongue sensually bathe him.

Brook looked up through her lashes at him.
Rafe was lost. With a sexual hold on her hair, he titled her head
back and kissed her, raw, explicit, carnal.

Floating back, her fingers between them
unlatching his pants, Brook skimmed them over his ass with
trembling fingers. Rafe raised his torso, his sex full and thick.
He felt in the slit of his wallet for a condom, extracted it, then
pushed the trousers down his legs, off, and shifted her further
onto the bed. Discreetly he opened the placket and sheathed
himself.

* * * *

Brook moaned. Rafe’s dark warm muscle and
skin came against her. Her nails lightly raked his back, legs
parting, inner thighs quivering against his hard hips. Senses open,
magnified. Breaths, flavors, scents, were like erotic waves
cocooning them together. She was so thirsty, so hungry for his
kiss, his touch, his scent, anything, her nerve endings felt like
live wires.

The smooth head of his sex nudged hot against
hers, Brook moved her hips subtly, inviting. She arched her head to
see his intense face, his velvet lashes closed, his face holding a
sexual, sensual, expression.

His thigh muscles bunched, flexed. Rafe
entered her.

She was so hot, so tight, Rafe felt his balls
contract. He lifted his lashes the merest inch, seeing her through
a haze of mingled intensity. Seeing those white teeth—bearing down
on her lip. Ecstasy rolled over him as he pushed deeper, groaning,
shuddering while silken muscles fisted around his sex, contracting,
and robbing his lungs of air. Unrestrained then, he thrust fully,
whispering he knew not what—when felt her body jerk. She made a
mewling sound.

Brook held him, clutched him, her legs
clamping his muscled hips, breath bathing his skin in short pants.
After a shuddering second catching his breath, his graceful body
undulated, moving into flowing thrusts, leading their primal,
erotic, dance.

Nothing existed for that time, nothing
mattered, and not the dull sting of losing her virginity or the
moments it took to adjust to the fullness. She wanted this, wanted
him, and when he arched his body to whisper in her ear, soft, husky
love words, she wanted to meld him into her body forever.

He came half way out, circled his hips as he
gave her inch by inch again. Her long moan told him she liked that,
but he was not done. His hands took hers, holding them in his above
her head, he slanted his frame and thrust with sensual slowness so
that his sex teased between the lips on his down stroke.

Her climax was different from the first he
had given her, rippling and racing from those nerves, squeezing him
through the short but intense duration.

Rafe let his own erupt then. Like a welcomed
blanket of fire, Intoxicating, blinding, it burned through his body
from the soles of his feet up, outward until his skin flushed…every
atom felt an exquisite release.

* * * *

Making use of some of Renee’s aromatic oils,
Brook lay in a full tub of water, scenting, soothing, her skin. Her
head rested against the cool green tile, eyes closed—

She heard Rafe enter.

Lifting her lashes, she glanced from his
troubled dark eyes, finger combed hair, down, over his torso. She
accepted the iced wine he handed her. Sipping, she tasted something
delicious he had added to the wine and crushed iced. She let the
glass rest on the ledge. Observing as he took a long drink from his
own and then sat on his haunches, placing the glass on the floor,
before reaching out to trace the beads of water at her throat.

His eyes were ebon, shiny, and emotional. The
acoustics in the room gave his voice a hushed timbre as he locked
their gazes and uttered, “I was your first?”

Her lips curved, body stirring anew. “Yes.
Are you upset?”

“Yes.” He did not quite make a smile. Turning
his head, he scanned her body under the surface of the water, and
then brought his gaze back to her face. “You should have told me. I
would have taken more time.”

“It wasn’t bad,” She laughed softly. “It
stung, felt a bit—crowded. But I was completely, utterly, turned
on.”

Rafe lifted her glass to her lips, letting
her sip and then set it down again. His damp finger went down her
cheek; eyes on her slicked back wet hair and then her mouth. He
sighed, arose, and picked up his glass, reached for the knob and
opened the door.

She sat up, the water moving, shifting as she
wrapped her arms around her up drawn knees. “Rafe?”

He turned, hand on the knob.

“I’m sorry…. About earlier.”

He shook his head, his dark eyes going over
her face. “I don’t even remember it, Cariño. I’m….sorry…” He looked
emotional, admitted it, after resting his temple against t the edge
of the door a moment—then rasping, “You gave yourself to me…I
shouldn’t…I can’t even think straight yet.” He straightened and
shook his head.

Brook watched him go out the door, closing it
softly behind him. She finished her bath and drained the water,
wrapping in a towel and then padding to her room. She could hear
him in the kitchen.

It was early. Yet it felt as if it shouldn’t
be, considering. She smoothed on lotion and perfume, pulling a
violet summer dress on that buttoned up the front and fell to
mid-thigh. She styled her hair, applied just a bit of makeup, and
then searched around in boxes until she had unearthed sandals to
put on.

When she carried her glass to the kitchen,
Rafe said, “I’m going to take a quick shower.”

“Okay.” She eyed him, but he said nothing
more. Brook walked over to the glass doors. She glanced over her
shoulder to find he hadn’t moved.

He was just looking at her with his thoughts
far away.

Brook felt her stomach hollow and ache. She
was too mature now not to know that everything was wrong.

He finally turned down the hall.

Brook stepped out on the deck, basking in the
mild sun, feeling sexual still, and aware of her body like never
before, aware of the merest caress, even the flared hem of the
dress as it teased her thighs when the warm breeze rippled it.
Nevertheless, what she should have been savoring, she could
not.

She replayed the scene at the restaurant,
hating herself for that insecure and impulsive allegation. The look
on his face, the words he’d uttered, it made clear her mistake,
even before she had gotten the explanation out.

There was no excuse. Not with Rafe.

She was ashamed, horrified at how quickly she
had been provoked. She had been selfishly thinking only of herself.
Not thinking of the “relationship” they had in a real sense—not
thinking of Rafe. The fact he had been patiently waiting, slowly
wanting to build that intimate part, man, woman, and lovers, into
the existing friendship, as grown adults. The trust he’d thought
they had. He had his own secrets and fears, as everyone did. She
had always sensed they were serious. He should have been able to
trust her, tell her everything.

She had screwed up…. Really—messed up.

His showing up, the lovemaking, was hot,
passionate, and…intensely emotional, everything a woman would want
a first time to be. He had been skilled, sensual, and so good. So
perfect. However, because of her, the giving, intimacy, and all the
things he could have savored—was not what it should have been.

God Brook. You are so stupid. So damned
stupid.

Elbows on the rail, she dropped her forehead
into her hands. To him, it looks like you are still hung up on Coy.
It probably seemed like you just discounted everything you knew of
him and accused him of screwing Karla—

Brook turned, walking back into the house.
She sat at the corner of the sectional, in the shaded living room,
staring at the walls, waiting for him to finish his shower.
Ashamed—that she had handled everything so damned bad.

* * * *

His swarthy body soap slick in the steaming
shower, Rafe closed his eyes, able to still breathe the scent of
her. Joder! She had been a virgin. He hadn’t imagined that. How
could he assume, after all her travels, her experiences? He never
imagined that…

He had not come here to take her to bed—He
had meant to apologize, slip into his friend role.

It happened…

He was semi aroused, even now. He moved to
let the rain head rinse him. His hands brushed water out of his
eyes, sleuthing the rest of the soap off his flesh. Flashes of
their bodies in that sun lit room warped through his head.

Back, away from the stream, Rafe held his
swarthy hands up, looking at them, the lighter nails, and the
natural color of his skin in any season. The first time he had seen
his hand on Brook’s creamy white skin, he had gotten that
undeniable rush. He looked down over his tight pecs, brown nipples
and ridged ribs—down to the black curls around his semi erection.
The hard muscles in his stomach quivered with the memory of sinking
himself inside her. It happened. It was real.

Whispering a half curse, he shut off the
water. Rafe braced his hand on the tiled wall, head hanging, eyes
closed, and steam curling around him. His black hair dripped wet
beads that tumbled over his sensitive skin. Rolling his lips, to
smooth the water off them, he listened to his dense, rigid,
breaths. He knew with that instinct he had been born with, survived
on, it had happened too soon.

Before there was a boyfriend/girlfriend
relationship, the intimacy and laughter and getting to know each
other again as adults—he had bedded her.

Rafe cursed and stepped out, reaching for a
towel.

While he dried, he felt a knot settle in his
stomach.

How many one-night stands, sexual encounters
had he had? Letting himself get picked up by women. The car, the
parking lot, some back seat screwing and leaving, no formalities,
nothing but releasing—sometimes release from his fantasies. He
enjoyed women, liked them, flirted with them every day, had women
friends. However, his attractions, sexual chemistry were a
different thing. He had crushed on Brook seven years ago, knowing
her as Madeline’s daughter, when she was too young in too many
ways. He was not the kind of man a girl like that dated. And, she
had fallen in love with a damn Coburn.

Yet after the dance that night, the kiss, it
all melded together, attraction, chemistry, caring, wanting her.
Over the years, the occasional phone calls, cards, being friends—he
would think, she will find someone and fall in love, someone she
belongs with. Deal with it.

It was not as if he had stopped being with
women. It was just that what he felt for her filled a place…
reserved, special. She had not fallen in love with someone else.
She’d come home.

She had been a virgin.

Damn. It was like sparks and fire from the
moment they had seen each other in his restaurant. How could he
guess….

Rafe dressed, wiping at the fog on the mirror
before running a comb through his inky wet hair. He dropped the
comb on the sink edge and met his own gaze one more time, before he
pushed away, and left the bathroom.

* * * *

Brook sensed the change in the air, the
currents around him, the moment he appeared. Standing by the
counter a moment, to roll his cuffs back, Rafe’s naturally dark
skin was flushed from the shower, hair coal black and waving
already. There was tension and something else though, around his
sensual mouth.

She did not care what he had been. Now—she
knew he did. He felt strongly about it. She had ruined things
despite their lovemaking. Somehow, she had fallen short of maybe
what he’d needed to trust her.

God Brook. How could you be so dumb?

Rafe came over and stood, looking down at
her. She knew because he didn’t sit down, that he was going to
leave.

Brook got to her feet, gazing up at him. Her
arms went around his neck.

Immediately he held her, tight, very tight,
for an emotional second. The embrace became them holding each
other. She, holding on, wanting to say what she wouldn’t have to—if
she hadn’t screwed up today.

Lips against her temple, he husked, “It’s not
the way I imagined our first time in bed would be, not like I would
have planned it. Even if I didn’t know you were still a
virgin.”

She snuggled her hold a bit. “It was sexy,
perfect. In spite of what you think, Rafe, I had opportunities.
Plenty of times, the right time, seemingly the right feelings would
be there—but I never could get past the final point. It just did
not happen. I didn’t feel that with you. The instant we met, it was
there, all the intensity, and when you showed up a while ago,
kissed me, I let it take me away, that hesitation never came.
Everything felt so right, so wonderfully right.”

“Brook—”

“It was meant to be.” She turned her face
into his neck and murmured, “If nothing else in my homecoming is
right, or for whatever reason I’m here again— those moments, the
pleasure, you being the first, feels like a piece of my life that
was waiting for you, only you, to fill.”

He ran his lips across her forehead and then
stepped back, holding her hands, looking over her face.

“You’re not staying, are you?”

“No, mi amor.”

Her eyes stung. It hurt to swallow, but she
accepted that she was the reason for that too.

Quietly he released one of her hands. They
walked outside, down to his car. Brook let him cup her face after
he opened the car door, but the kiss he gave was on her temple. It
tore her up to feel the distance between them.

He obviously needed space and had his own
emotions and thoughts churning. She stepped back, turning, and was
leaning against the porch brace when he backed out. Watching that
car go down the road, tears ran down her cheeks.

* * * *

Two hours of daylight were left, when Brook
called her mother.

“Hey, baby, how’s your week been? How was
work?”

“Good, fine….”

There was a silence, then, “You’re crying.
Brook. What’s wrong? I heard about Karla, in town. Did she—

Wiping her cheeks, knees drawn up, on the
chase, Brook rasped, “Are you busy right now?”

“Never too busy for you. What’s wrong?”

“I—I need…Mom. I need to talk.”

“I’m on my way over.”

“No. No, I need to get out of here. Got any
coffee brewed?”

“I’ll have it ready. Are you sure Karla
didn’t—”

Brook cut her off, “You know Rafe and I were
dating?”

“Yes. I’m so happy that you—”

“—He just left….”

Since Madeline already guessed Brook was
crying, she said, “Come on, sweetie. I’ll be waiting for you,
okay?”

“Thanks, Mom. I’m just going to change.”

They clicked off and Brook walked through the
house, turning a lamp on, others off, before she went to her room
and changed into khaki pants and a cotton shirt. She tied a light
jacket around her waist and pulled on sneakers. Grabbing her purse
off the counter, she was soon in her car and driving to Mitch and
Madeline’s.

She had cried her make up off. Looking in the
rear view, the cold cloth she had held to her face had not helped.
At the moment, she did not care.

Mitch’s truck was beside Madeline’s jeep in
the drive, her mom took such good care of things, and the jeep
still looked new. However, it was just Madeline and Ruby she saw
sitting on the steps as she parked. Getting out, Brook felt that
warm rush of unconditional love as she walked toward them in the
lowering sun. They had always been her support system.

Ruby had on low-rise denims like Madeleine,
but her mother wore a white sweatshirt. Ruby, a funky tie-dyed
thing that skirted out at the waist. So Ruby. She cupped a mug in
her hand, and Madeline held two, as she stood and offered one when
Brook reached her.

“Thanks.” Brook sensed them looking over her
face as she took the first needed mouth full and swallowed. Her
blotchy face, that probably looked worse than her crying had been.
She lowered the cup from her lips, glancing above them a moment to
the porch.

Mitch leaned against the brace, hands in his
denim pockets, and light blue denim shirt unbuttoned. “You look
sad, baby girl.”

She smiled and shook her head. “Just…” She
shrugged.

He gave her a sympathetic smile, and then
said, “Madeline, why don’t y'all walk down to the barn? Show Brook
the new colts.”

Madeline looked back at him, troubled, but
Brook saw the love in his gaze as he winked and then pushed away to
walk inside.

When they did cross the yard, and take the
hilly path to the big barns, many of the pacing horses were
scattered on the hillside grazing, and two dogs were romping in the
sweet grass. Brook sighed as each woman linked their arms on either
side of her.

Brook mumbled, “I’m such an idiot.”

Immediately their arms went around her
waist.

Madeline admonished, “Whatever it is, Brook.
We all make mistakes.”

“It’s not a mistake. I just screwed up—”

At the barn, Ruby and Madeline waited
patiently for her to elaborate, occasionally rubbing her back,
while walking with her as she pat the mares and foals in the
stalls.

Eventually they sat outside, able to see most
of the hollow from the slope, the old farmhouse, down the way,
houses, gardens, while breathing the earthy scent of horses and sun
warmed grass.

Facing her, sitting close, making that secure
circle, Ruby and Madeline sat cross-legged on the grass. Brook the
same, fiddling with the sleeve of the jacket tied around her
hips.

She began softly, “As soon as I saw Rafe, I
felt this…intensity. Our first date was like nothing I’d felt with
anyone. Rafe’s everything he was before, but as a woman, being with
him—it’s, well, intense.” She peeked up to see a slight smile on
Ruby’s face.

Madeline was still waiting, still watching
her.

“You know what happened with Karla?”

Madeline nodded. “Coy told Sunny and he
called me, but Mitch and Jude knew via Coy. They’re taking a boat
out with Coy and Levi tomorrow, to try and talk to him about his
mother—” Madeline waved her hand. “We can talk about that later
though, tell me what happened?”

“I can’t believe it, even now. It seems like
something I’d never do.” Brook shook her head and looked down
again. “She—Karla—insinuated that she’d been with Rafe—and even
knowing how she is, what did I do? I go straight to the restaurant
and ask him—”

“Oh, Brook.”

Brook arched her neck, closing her eyes. “I
know. I know. It’s the same as accusing. And despite what I don’t
know about Rafe, I know he’d never do that…” She lowered her chin
and looked at Madeline. “His face, eyes, was so filled with
something close to…as if I’d shattered something…he’d had higher
expectations of me. I was impulsive, insecure, for those brief
moments. I know better, know him. Not just friendship. We both felt
the chemistry and deeper attraction when we were together.
Everything was just there. How could I have thought that of him? He
dates, I am sure. Or did. But he wouldn’t be with her in any sense
of the word.”

“What happened?” Madeline whispered
softly.

Brook looked between them. “As of this
morning, I’m not a virgin anymore.”

Ruby made a whoop sound, leaned and hugged
her. “Girl, I didn’t know you still were,” she laughed.

“I was.” Brook told of the whole scene then,
her driving home and crying most of the way, appalled at what she’d
done five seconds after it was too late.

Meeting her mother’s eyes, letting Madeline
squeeze her hand after relaying that, Brook then laid back on the
grass.

Knees bent, one hand absently rubbing under
the shirt at her lower stomach and eyes gazing at a deeper blue sky
and lowering sun, she murmured, “Rafe had apparently followed me. I
didn’t hear him pull up. I was crying—standing in my room.” She
closed her eyes a moment, “He walked in, held my face in his hands,
kissed me—drowned me. Everything came unraveled inside me in some
esurient way. All the reasons I never could get that far with
another man suddenly made sense. Because he felt, tasted, was, so
right.”

Madeline moved to recline by her side, softly
brushing her bangs back.

Ruby uttered, “Good. I am so surprised you
waited—but so happy. Dammit, I want to hear what it was like.” She
went to the other side, propped on her elbow. She rubbed brooks
shoulder.

With a half-smile, tears seeping that she
didn’t notice, Brook whispered, “Passionate, sensual. I suppose the
intensity in him, in me, waiting all these years—added to it. The
way he touched and kissed me, looked at me, I didn’t think of
anything… I just felt. And I felt— as if he peeled away some
invisible layer, exposed my senses, and introduced me to them.”

“Damn.” Ruby sighed enviously. “That’s good
sex for a first time. Good love any time.”

Brook was caught up in the moments and
emotions again. “I felt like a woman I’d been waiting to meet
evolved right then. Sexual, aroused, nothing existed or mattered
but flying, burning there, with him.” She sniffed back the tears.
“When he realized I hadn’t been with anyone before—I could feel
this struggle in him, something between tenderness…and primal
hunger.”

“Shit. “ Ruby murmured, “I love that,
guy.”

Brook opened her wet lashes. Her voice thick
with tears, “I would never take that back. However, even as I held
to that emotion, amazed at the change I already felt inside—feeling
so much toward him— more, different. I knew even before he said
anything—that he couldn’t relish it either.”

Madeline wiped tears off Brook’s cheeks,
kissed them and held her moment. Eventually she and Ruby were both
lying beside Brook; they held her hand, while Brook finished
talking. Telling them what had passed after Rafe’s shower and her
walking him to the car.

Brook moaned, “I knew I could trust him. Why
did I do that? How could I let her provoke me? Let either of them
mess up something with Rafe? That is not supposed to be me anymore,
Mom. I’m not that girl.”

“I’m sure Rafe knows that.” Ruby insisted

“That’s the thing, Ruby. He does. I know he
does. Nevertheless, I really didn’t consider him. Anyone who knows
Rafe, sees under his handsome exterior and easygoing style, he has
his own secrets, fears, defenses. He’s a grown man. We were
supposed to be building a relationship. I just freaking messed
everything up.”

“You guys just made love. He probably has to
process the fact you’re twenty-four and you gave him your
virginity. For Rafe, that is no small thing. He’s had feelings for
you over many years.” Madeline flexed her fingers comfortingly.
“You said, he told you, it was all too soon. It is soon, although I
believe every woman knows the right man, the one to be her first,
no matter how long you have dated. I know Rafe well; I love him for
everything he is, Brook. He does not take things lightly. It’s just
my guess, but being a guy—waiting for your chance with someone,
once it comes, you want it to go right. He doubtless fantasized
about it.”

“I thought of him, over the years….” Brook
told Madeline finally about what he had said the night of the
prom.

“Yes. But, neither of you know each other in
that lover/relationship way. Fantasy is not the reality. We have
strengths and weaknesses, joy and pain in us. Our hang-ups are a
part of us, our vulnerabilities. That is a truth for both of you.
That’s part of who you are, and who he is, too.”

“I don’t regret it.”

“You shouldn’t, sweetie.” Madeline sat
up.

They all sat up, Madeline gazing at Brook as
she wiped her eyes and finger combed her mussed hair. Madeline
supplied, “Being mature, grownups, dating, it’s all more
complicated. It complicates even a preexisting friendship, because
we are sensitive. We are vulnerable. Being lovers regardless if you
are fooling around or going all the way, attraction/want/need, it
removes certain protections we have built up. It makes us
insensible sometimes.”

Ruby intoned, “Yep. Welcome to the world of
womanhood and complicated shit.” She laughed softly. “You navigate
through unknown waters all the time. Guys aren’t like us, Brook.
They are going through their own thing too, but not likely to talk
as easily or in the same way we do. They get mad, get quiet, or
throw up some roadblock. You feel sometimes like walls come down,
but then doors slam with them. In a relationship you’re angry,
hurt, happy, confused, and crazy—and meanwhile, there’s the world
and your life going on.”

Brook nodded and looked around as the sun
dipped lower. “That sounds about where I’m headed.” Then, “I’m
supposed to practice with Renee and some girls tomorrow. I don’t
know what to think about the supposed job at the rehab. I have a
feeling it’s a scratch. I love working at the Tavern, but I feel
like I’ve already started to make mistakes since I came home.”

“You’ll make more.” Madeline snorted. “I wish
I could say everything will be all right. It will, because for
every time we lose our balance, something rights us again. But
there’s no substitute for living, dealing with it, experiencing
what has to be, because people are complicated.”

“I know.” Brook nodded again. “I knew that
before, I just had a stupid, selfish moment.”

They stood, dusting grass blades off and
slowly ambling back to the house. Conversation drifted, Brook
talked, and both women added their experience, learned lessons, but
Brook knew both were right. It took more to peel away layers of a
guy like Rafe, too. The complex things that attracted her to him,
things aside from looks, humor, were the things the woman she was
now had to deal with. Relationships meant not being selfish, seeing
only her side, and making assumptions.

At Madeline’s, they walked up the steps just
as Mitch came out the screen door. “Dinner is on the table. I’m
going to hang down at Jude’s for a few hours.”

Brook went over and hugged him. “I love
you.”

Stepping further out, he held her tight a
moment. “You too. Anything I can do?”

When she stepped back, Brook smiled softly at
him. “You already do, Mitch. You make my mother happy. “

“That’s easy.” He grinned sexily. “I love her
beyond sanity. And she likes it.”

Brook smiled. They went inside. Mitch grabbed
his cell, and then after a kiss on Madeline’s cheek, he was
off.

“Where are the twins?” Brook asked Ruby as
they poured iced tea and sat down to Mitch’s prepared pot
roast.

“Out at the lake. Coy has a difficult thing
to do tomorrow. He wanted Levi to have a great evening. I think,
he’s worried to death about what to say, how much to say. I don’t
envy him, but we have all tried to mother Levi, and he’s very happy
and secure. But you know what gossip is. People don’t care to talk
in front of their kids—who in turn repeat it at school.”

“I don’t envy him either,” Brook admitted
sitting down as they did. Dipping out a bowl full of stew, adding
corn bread. “I know all of you were worried, but I don’t hold bad
feelings for Levi. He seemed like a great kid, and he has that
something about him….

Madeline added after chewing a mouth full,
“He’s a Coburn.”

In spite of her past with Coy, brook laughed
with them at that.

It said everything.

Around nine, Brook stood on the porch, saying
goodbye to Madeline. Ruby had left a bit before, apparently, Coy
called and was bringing two happily exhausted kids home for her to
tuck in bed.

Brook had been standing there when his truck
went down, it hadn’t come back up, and so she wanted to leave
before any chance encounter. She could not deal with anything more
today. She could sympathize with what he had to do the next day,
but with all her emotions, Rafe’s believing she still felt for
him—her own reactions to him… that were not what she wanted to
feel, she was just too damn raw to have to do anymore self-analysis
tonight.

“Be careful. Stop by and see us before you go
home tomorrow.”

“I will. Renee goes in at five.” Brook told
her that Jordan O’Quinn was joining them, and what she had said
about liking Madeline.

Madeline smiled sadly. “Despite that tough
image, there’s something about her makes me want to put my arms
around her, comfort her. She’s awfully young to have that thick
armor, but I sense she could use a friend.”

“I know Renee likes her. I might see if she
wants to hang out. I know she’s had some experience with a band
years ago, but we should watch the acts at the Tavern, cruse some
of the local clubs, just to get a feel for what the audiences and
music is like.”

“I’m a whole lot excited.” Madeline laughed.
“Ruby and I still go out, but it would be great watching you guys
perform.”

“I hope it works out. I’m excited, too—but
cautious.”

When Brook walked down the steps, Madeline
called, “Be wary of Karla. I know you always give her the benefit
of the doubt. You think it’s just her trying to give you shit. But
she has changed, in a bad way, Brook. Poor Jenna grieved for a
couple of years, waiting for her to turn back into the girl she
thought Karla was. It did not happen. She would have supported
whatever Karla wanted to do— But Karla still resents her.
Eventually, she wouldn’t even call or write.”

“How is Jenna?”

“Moved on, thankfully. Built a new life with
a caring husband. He’s a counselor she met in one of those support
groups. They live in Athens and Jenna is very close to Levi. They
e-mail, write and call, and she got to see him often before moving.
I’m sure Coy wants to keep that bond.”

“He should.”

Madeline nodded. “I know you’re strong. You
can handle things. Even these unknown steps to building a life
here. However, neither of us understands Karla or where her anger
and resentment, that self-destructive streak, comes from. Add the
drugs, whatever she is on, and you get a skewed way of thinking. So
please, just be careful.”

“I will, mom. I love you.” Brook got in the
car and started it. She backed out, tooted to Madeline’s wave.

As she passed Jude’s, her headlights struck
Coy, who stood at the front of his pickup, talking to Jude and
Mitch. Shirtless, already dark tanned, wearing a pair of torn up
jeans—barefoot. The glow of her lights sparked in his amber eyes
and over his tanned, ridged muscle. Brook had to blow her horn
because Jude and Mitch threw up a hand. Coy didn’t, thankfully, but
even when she passed them and looked in the rear view, she could
see he had turned and was watching her tail lights fade.

Muttering, she headed home, pulled in and got
out, the landscape lights were shimmering on the new landscape, and
along the drive. She unlocked the door and went inside. As soon as
she had changed into PJ’s, she called Rafe.

“Hey?” She murmured.

“Brook, you all right?”

She slid down on the pillows. “Yes. No.
Yes.”

He laughed softly. “Um. I know that
feeling.”

Brook closed her eyes. “Don’t distract me,
okay. I am going to say, I’m sorry. So very sorry, for being an
insecure idiot. And, I’ll never be sorry about what happened
between us.”

A few moments passed. It sounded like he was
pouring something into a glass. A chair scrapped. Finally, he
murmured, “I apologize for losing my shit at the restaurant, too.
It’s—not entirely about who I am now, or what we were and the
relationship we started now…”

“I know. Do you want to talk?”

“Not tonight, mi vida. “ He laughed. “I’m not
much of a drinker, and I’m down to the worm on this bottle, so it’s
not a good time.”

She moaned softly, “I hate that I upset you
that much.”

“I’m celebrating.”

“What?” She could hear the smile in his
voice. He was smashed. Any other time it would have been amusing.
She had never seen him intoxicated.

“Mmmm. You know—the part neither of us
regrets.”

“Good.”

“Luck with the jam session. I’ll call
you—soon, okay?”

“Yeah.” Brook felt depressed. “Rafe?”

“Yeah?” He sounded like he was swallowing
another drink.

“I’m here for you too. I am your friend.
There is nothing you can’t tell me. Nothing. I have not acted like
the most together, mature woman in the world. But, aside from
everything else, it would kill me to lose our friendship. It works
both ways—I mean that. I’m here.”

Brook clicked off the phone and laid it on
the bedside table. Scooting under the covers, she lay waiting for
sleep, feeling slightly better she had left that there for him to
think about—hopefully remember. No matter what, she knew how
precious friends were, how rare good ones were. She and Rafe were
that, above all else. Please, she prayed, let him remember that and
not just what an insecure idiot I can be.

* * * *

At his house, Rafe picked up the glass, which
held the last of the bottle he had brought from work. He made it
outside and sat heavily down on the low wrap around porch, hearing
katydids and frogs, seeing a slightly blurred picture of distant
lights from the neighbors, streetlight.

He would pay for drinking, come morning.
Likely puke his stomach inside out. He planned to roof tomorrow and
his head would be splitting. Feet on the packed earth, he let his
torso lay back. He was drunk. The last time he had gotten drunk was
the day he and Sunny celebrated his getting a diploma. Since then
he had gotten a business degree, but for a boy who could scarcely
read until he was thirteen, it was a miracle. Thanks to Sunny,
there had been a few of those.

Rafe threw his free arm over his brow. He and
Brook. How could anything that started out perfect— be unfolding
so… fucked up? Well let’s see, his mind whispered, you already
thought you were not good enough for her. So her insecurities or
not, you lost your shit in the office. And, you are with someone
for the first time where it isn’t just the getting sex. There is a
blurred line between your past protective, caring, closeness, and
your own murk with sexual attraction and emotion.

There, nothing like tequila to knock the
truth loose.

He heard a rumble of thunder. Sitting up,
Rafe watched a few moments of lightening streak across the sky. He
hauled himself to his feet and went in. The upstairs roof was going
to leak.

He managed to lock up and place a pail under
the leak he was planning on fixing the next morning—but doubted the
spring shower would let him.

Rafe stripped, fell on the rumpled bed and
didn’t remember much else.


Chapter 8

Max did not envy Coy.

He stood on his back deck, rubbing his bare
chest while he watched Jude, Mitch, coy, and Levi, launch a boat
down at the dock. Levi was over the moon that the men were taking
him out. It had rained like a sonofabitch all night and most of the
morning.

The Coburn clan were aware that Coy and the
men were going to talk to Levi about Karla.

Until the wee hours of the night, Max could
see lights on at Coys'. He pictured him pacing, smoking—which he
gave up on and off—and trying to form what he would say. Max had no
advice. He did not know how much a boy that age needed to
understand. Given that Karla once faked a kidnapping, he admitted
he wouldn’t trust her either. It was more the fact she lived in
town now and was making a show of herself. Personally, Max was
worried too, about her attitude toward Brook. Considering they had
been best friends growing up, he figured Madeline and his sister
knew her better, but obviously screwing Brook’s boyfriend hadn’t
been enough. She had it out for Brook.

The boat raced toward the far cove, so he
turned and padded inside, looking around the rustic glass and wood
interior, wondering which project he should work on today?

The great room soared high, lots of natural
light from it being mostly windows. The loft jutted half over the
space, which was where his bed and office were. He had a dozen
things going at once.

Crossing the great room, he went into the
kitchen, pouring coffee and sipping, while he gazed out at the
undulating water. Maybe he would work on the set he was doing of
the Old Mill? He had been documenting progress on it. Talking to
locals as they came by to “check up” on what Mitch was doing. All
of them had a tale about the place. Where they played and romped,
courted, hid out, and in the old days, held barn dances, later days
smoked and partied.

If walls could talk…

The phone rang. Max moved to pick it up off
the island.

“Hello.”

“Hey, what’s your plans today?” It was
Jason.

“Work.”

“It’s Saturday, man.”

Knowing Jason too well by now, Max grinned
and sat on a stool asking, “What’s on your mind?”

“I heard Renee was finally getting her all
girl band together. Thought we’d be nice and maybe run Pizza and
beer over—”

“Are you that desperate for a date?” Max
ribbed him. “Most of the chicks there will be kin to you
anyway.”

“Not all of um. They always bring friends.
“

Max snorted. “Renee’s not going to be fooled
by you showing up like that.”

“Us. That’s why you’re coming, too. Brook is
playing bass. You got an excuse to intrude.”

“Jace, I doubt very seriously anyone who
shows up is going to be someone you ain’t already bedded.”

“Hey. Dude. I am employed. I’m single. How am
I supposed to find the woman of my dreams if I’m not looking?”

“You’re so full of shit.” Max laughed, but
got up. “All right sure. I’ll go with you, if only to amuse myself
by watching you crash and burn.”

“Ha, ha. Round noon?”

“Order them up and come get me.”

“I will—and just to put it out there, I’m the
one on the prowl, not you.”

Chuckling at that, Max returned, “You’re
still sore over that Jamison girl. Hell. I didn’t sleep with her.
Didn’t even take her out—”

“Doesn’t matter, you ass. I was working her
all night and you just waltz up and get her number—”

“I offered it to you.”

“Like I need you getting dates for me.”

“Sounds like you do.”

Jason retorted, “Just give a brother break
and stick to your rich intellectuals. You’re still friends with all
of them, you can call Ivy League ass up over the phone. Me, I did
not endear myself to anyone when I went those schools. I plan to
live here all my life. I want a girl I can mud wrestle with.”

They were both laughing when Jason hung
up.

Max had plenty of time to finish his coffee
and then shower. He was planning all the ways he could get on
Jason’s nerves as he pulled on jeans, slapped on expensive cologne
and a nice white shirt. He dried his hair, letting it settle on its
own, since it was straight in front, the back cut shorter. Carrying
his socks and timberlands into the living room, he sat on a slat
bench he had plopped by the door, and pulled them on.

Max was standing on the front deck, when
Jason pulled up in blue pickup.

“You pick this one, cause it matched your
eyes?” Max teased as he got in and buckled up.

“No. Lee has the work truck today. And, you
smell like a whore,” was Jason’s dry reply as he turned and they
headed out.

Amused, Max looked over Jason’s stylish jeans
and black boots, the aqua shirt he wore. “Renee’s going to know
what you’re there for. And bringing pizza by—looking like you’re
dressed up for nothing—”

“I noticed you ain’t in everyday clothing.”
Jason glanced at him and then snorted.

“I knew you wouldn’t be. Just didn’t want you
look like an idiot all by yourself. See? That’s brotherly
love.”

Laughing, they gave it a rest until after
they had picked up six pizzas and cold beer. When they pulled into
the farmhouse, both were checking out the cars, trying to match
them with a “type” of woman—the ones they didn’t recognize as
belonging to family, that was.

Carrying the beer, Max stopped by the Harley,
frowning. He had seen it before, and he just could not place it at
the moment. A real bad bike. Custom…

He caught up with Jason half way up the
steps, both of them turning to look across the way as someone
yelled over.

“Shit.” Jason chuckled. “Dad’s got our
number. He’ll razz us to death over this.”

Max tapped him with the beer, “This was your
idea. Move on.”

They did not quite make it across the porch
before the sexy reverberation of a slide guitar drifted out. They
looked at each other, stilling, as a female started singing She
Daisy’s “This woman needs” in a smoke and whiskey voice that made a
man think of rolling on the sheets between some warm silky
thighs.

They almost knocked each other down getting
through the door.

Renee saw them first, facing the door and in
the center of the living room at the keyboard. Deena having gotten
all the original antique furnishings, Renee managed to do a lot
with mixed matched pieces. On the left was a long antique sofa in
front of an unlit fireplace for now. Brook sat on it, Max thought,
looking like hell warmed over. She had her wrists over the bass and
had been watching the same player/singer they had heard through the
door. She was dressed in jeans and purple T-shirt, soft boots
propped on a trunk.

In a swift visual scan, Max recognized Alley,
a five foot tall Coburn cousin, long brown braid, cow girl in
style, she showed walking horses, was sitting at drums near Renee.
To the left was Donna Keats, rhythm guitar, tattoo shop
owner—sporting much of the body art herself, she was 30, born a
Coburn, divorced, single mother, if Max recalled right—wearing
shorts, flip flops and a sport top. She had long curly brown hair
clipped up. Two blondes he didn’t know—and that Jason was making a
beeline for—were near the kitchen doorway.

However, Max, after his and Jason’s entrance
caused all music to cease a split second, answered Renee’s knowing
grin at them with; “We brought beer and Pizza…”

She looked at Jason, and said dryly,
laughingly, “Thanks.” She had his number. Most of the family was
used any single ones showing up when “available ladies” were
around.

Max shoved the case of beer at Jason as soon
he had returned from placing the pizza on the kitchen table. Max’s
eyes were on the sapphire haired Jordan—holding that slide guitar.
He now recalled where he saw the bike. He was ass thrown that she
played slide—or sang like that. Although—she stopped and was doing
a great job at ignoring them, scribbling something on a notebook on
her knee.

Jason, his palm braced on the thick doorway
facing, leaned above the blonde, was making time.

Max made his way over to sit the opposite end
from Brook, trying to not intrude but having no intention of not
satisfying his curiosity. “You okay?” He leaned over and asked
Brook.

She nodded, holding his eyes a moment. “Yeah,
sure.”

He knew her. That meant she could not—did not
want, to talk about it here.

He looked at Renee. “Mind if I hang around
for a bit?”

“Sure.” She looked around at everyone. They
shrugged and nodded, preoccupied with whatever they had been doing
before he got there. All except Jordan, who hadn’t stopped
scribbling.

Max had seen her a lot. Often, at Rafael’s.
She was not his type, physically, so he didn’t flirt with her as he
did Sissy and Betina. Not that he dated everyone he flirted
with—rarely. Jason was right. Most of the women he dated were
career women, intellectuals, a few models, but when you were not
courting long term, or offering commitment, flirting was a
hobby.

“You blew me away,” Renee was saying to
Jordan. Max recognized the guitar she played as Jude’s. He gave his
uncle cred, but what he had heard coming in was impressive. She had
changed up the song, made it hers. He wanted to hear more.

Lucky for him, Renee also said, “We need some
back up harmony’s on that. Brook can do it.”

Brook intoned, “So can you. We blend okay.
Let’s run through it, before we take a break. Afterwards, I think
we should mix it up with some pop, to get the keyboards and drums
in there.”

“I’m not a lead singer,” Jordan said,
watching her fingers as she plucked a few strings. “I was just
giving you the changes….”

“Are you kidding me? You’ve got a hell of a
sexy set of pipes there.” Renee gaped at her laughing. “I’ve rarely
heard a woman who could mix sexy, blues, and whatever that smoky
tone you have, is. It’s unique. I felt my toes curl.”

“Where’d you learn to sing and play like
that?” Donna asked.

Max had been watching the sapphire haired
Jordan. He could almost see her quills come out as she glanced over
at Brook, then down at her hands again. “It’s a long story. I’ll
tell you sometime.”
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