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This is for my golf teacher Julieta Stack, who really did catch the little dog running amok on the driving range.
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I have always loved Robin Bayne stories, and she delighted me yet again with [Prodigal.] Filled with excitement and adventure, tears and laughter, the twists and turns will keep you reading until you reach The End!
~Loree Lough, author of 75 award-winning novels
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This was it. Showtime.
Drawing in one long, deep breath, Daniel stepped over the threshold of the Martin’s Mansion catering hall, his heart pounding to the beat of the keys he jingled in his pocket. His mouth felt full of cotton balls. The place hadn’t changed since he’d last been here—when was it, his high school prom or something? In fact nothing in town seemed to have changed much in nearly ten years. Men and women in fancy clothes entered around him, ignoring him and checking their coats before heading into the reception hall. As they passed, strains of music flowed into the lobby. He tried to move his feet forward but felt glued to the spot on the marble tile floor. A waiter walked by and stared at him openly. Cold air rushed past his ears as the glass doors behind him swooshed open again and again. It amazed him that the blood pounding behind his eyes wasn’t sufficient to warm him.
Someone lightly touched his shoulder, and he turned to see that his escort had arrived.
“Daniel, are you ready?” Liza smiled, probably meaning it to look encouraging.
She wasn’t good at encouraging.
He nodded but answered, “No.”
“Yes, you are. You’ve been anticipating this moment for how many years?” Liza patted his arm. “Look at it this way: your reception here will be much warmer than mine will be.”
Daniel glanced down at her. “That’s probably true. Are you sure you want to go in here? I can make the grand appearance on my own.”
Her hand still on his arm, she nodded slowly. “It’s something I need to do. Let’s pray first.” She bowed her head, her long neck stretching from the white sweater she wore.
He wondered briefly if she’d worn white to look pure and innocent.
“We’re like lambs going in for slaughter.” An uneasy laugh belied her confidence, and she tugged at him. “Let’s go.”
With head held high, Daniel situated Liza at an open table, and then strode toward the head table. His heart pounded above the noise of the band’s quick beat. The wedding guests chattered as they do, and Daniel strode right into the middle of the hubbub, glasses clinking around him.
And then all was quiet.
The band stopped.
The chatter fizzled, and a good fifty well-groomed heads turned in unison to stare holes into Daniel’s head.
Or so it felt.
He said nothing, but moved to stand directly in front of his parents. They had aged, he realized with pangs of regret. It was as if the ventilation system was pouring tension into the room. Long moments passed, and Daniel stepped back, preparing to leave.
And then Mom smiled.
She rushed for Daniel, wrapping him in warm arms and soggy tears of welcome. His father followed, letting loose a swarm of various relatives who joined them in a huddle to greet the long lost son. The breath he hadn’t known he held eased out and his gut unclenched in relief. He knew the questions would come eventually, but for now, knowing his family still wanted him was all he needed.
“Dance with me?” His mother smiled and held out one hand. They moved to the dance floor and began to sway to the classic, “Someone to Watch Over Me,” a song Daniel thought very appropriate.
Mom moved closer so he could hear her. “Are you staying?”
He nodded, and her eyes lit up, and they finished the dance in a comfortable silence. As they turned he spied Liza, grinning at him with that “I told you so” look, and she winked.
****
“Hey.” Tim spoke first, breaking the silence between the brothers as they washed their hands. Strains of music filtered in from the band in the hall, but the water flow from the gold faucets sounded deadening to Daniel. The pungent smell of a cherry disinfectant irritated his nose.
“Hey. Thanks for not starting anything out there.” Daniel dried his hands on a rough paper towel, tossed it, then ran a hand through his hair. “I wasn’t sure what to expect after all this time.” He glanced sideways at Tim and then shrugged. “Liza said you all would welcome me home with open arms, but I just didn’t know.”
Tim sighed and tossed his own towel into the trashcan. “There are things to talk about, but my wedding reception isn’t the place.” He reached the door, turning back as he grabbed the handle. “I am surprised Liza got you here. That you even thought to call her after all this time.”
Daniel remained at the sink, hands gripping both sides of the cold marble. A long pause followed, the only sound, the water dripping from his grip. “And I’m surprised you let her go.”
Tim closed the door, his mouth slightly open but no words coming out. Daniel watched his brother take deep breaths and apparently struggle for words.
“You don’t know anything about me. About my life now.”
“I’d like to change that.” Daniel was relieved his brother did not roll his eyes at the statement. “I’d like to meet your new wife and get to know you both, spend some time here. I’ve made some changes over the years. I’d like to go to church with you, with the family.”
Tim seemed to consider his request for a few seconds, but then shook his head. “Let’s just get through this party. You have a lot of relatives out there with a lot of questions.”
“What about you, Tim? Do you have any questions?’
“Too many to count. They can wait. Well, all but one.”
“Yeah, what’s that?”
“Have you talked to Lane yet? She’s wandering around here somewhere.”
“Lane’s here?” Daniel started to double over. Had Tim punched him in the gut, or what?
“Yeah, and I’m sure she has as many questions as I do. Maybe more.”
****
Lane watched Daniel from across the room, her initial stunned paralysis wearing off. He looked the same. Oh, his hair was shorter, and he was a bit broader in the shoulders, but essentially he was exactly as she remembered him.
And her heart pounded exactly as she remembered.
She’d never expected to see him again, especially here, at a family event.
Her stomach muscles tightened. She was glad to observe him without his knowing she was there. It had taken her so long to put him behind her, she wasn’t sure she wanted a confrontation now. Her heart was stronger now, but she didn’t feel like putting it to the test today at the Gardners’ wedding.
She knew the exact moment he spied her. She felt it deep in her gut, like the throbbing of a distant gong. Yep, that was appropriate. She’d always felt him deeply.
No doubt about it, Daniel Gardner still commanded the same presence he always had. She’d prayed for this moment, not that she deserved it. But this time as he moved toward her, a dark-haired woman spun him around. A gorgeous, thin woman dripping in gold jewelry dragged him to the dance floor. She looked vaguely familiar, but Lane couldn’t identify her.
She turned to make a quick escape and faced an older man she didn’t know.
“I heard you’re job hunting,” he said, taking her arm. “Dance with me.” They twirled through two songs while he chattered about his company, not allowing Lane to speak at all.
And then he was gone.
Lane had been dismissed. Why were her palms perspiring when she hadn’t even wanted this particular job? Had he even really had a job opening? It must be part of His plan for her, though she really wished He’d given her a roadmap. Tapping her foot—in rhythm with the polka the band had begun to play, she realized—she forced her spine straighter and looked around. The man had moved on. Good, she wasn’t interested in some imaginary marketing position with a balding boss who wore a pink plastic bracelet on one wrist, even if it did represent a good cause.
She had an early day tomorrow, with several interviews lined up to design for some major department stores. It was time to leave. She almost wished she hadn’t come, though she did want to wish Tim and Rachel well. Why did they have these things on Sundays, anyway? Lane began to pace the perimeter of the party, nodding to a few women who looked slightly familiar. She’d go say her goodbyes to her hosts and thank them for inviting her. As she passed the cake table, she saw the famous Gardner’s Gazebo gold-leaf icing cheesecakes on display, and she made a mental note to grab a piece before leaving.
Daniel Gardner was nowhere in sight. She sighed, relieved, and yet a bit disappointed. She owed him so much explanation and apology.
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The door to Daniel’s parents’ house swung open, and Tim entered with a wide stride and a determined look on his face. Daniel and his parents were seated in a sunny breakfast nook, sipping from ceramic coffee mugs, and the smell of cooking scented the kitchen. Daniel braced himself for angry words now that the celebratory atmosphere of yesterday had dissolved.
“Good morning, son,” Dad said. “There’s still some bacon on the stove.”
Tim grunted a “Good morning.” He grabbed a mug from the counter then looked at Daniel. “I was wondering if you’d be here.”
“Well, of course he is, dear, this is his home.” Mom smiled and wiped her mouth daintily on a paper napkin. “You know how much we love both of our children and hope to love your children someday.”
Daniel watched his brother—could practically feel the steam rising under his collar. He knew Tim wanted to argue the point, that Daniel had abandoned his home seven years ago, and he couldn’t deny it. Tim was correct.
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