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Prologue





Devon Hamilton-Zemaitis was a beautiful woman. Being dead didnt change that.


On a dreary Friday afternoon, beneath a steel gray sky, everyone inside the Grace Baptist Church on Thirty-first and Elm agreed that Devon made a fine-looking corpse. Even in death, she was everything her mother had raised her to be: gorgeous, stylish, and envied. She lay in perfect repose within the pale pink satin of her mahogany casket. The muted lights shone in her ash blond hair and caressed her smooth face, made flawless from years of strict skin-care regimes and Botox. Subtle tattooing lined her eyes and shaded her lips and Oscar Seinger, of Seinger and Sons Funeral Home, had done an excellent job concealing the gash on the left side of her forehead and the dent in her skull.


As her friends and fellow members of the Junior League filed past her casket, they wept delicate tears into monogrammed handkerchiefs and secretly thanked the Lord that it had been Devon, and not one of them, whod run the stop sign at Vine and Sixth and t-boned a Wilson Brothers garbage truck.


A garbage truck, Meme Sanders thought as she stared down at her friend since first grade. That wasnt a very dignified end to ones life, but leave it to Devon to go out looking good in her Chanel boucl tweed and Mikimoto pearls.


A garbage truck. Genevieve Brooks dabbed at the corner of her eye and hid a slight smile behind her handkerchief. On the same day that Devon had voted to keep Lee Ann Wilson out of the Junior League, a Wilson Brothers garbage truck had taken out Devon. Genevieve wondered if anyone but her appreciated that particularly delicious twist of irony. Of course Devon looked beautiful, Genevieve acknowledged as she gazed down at the woman shed known since her first Little Miss Sparkle Pageant. Devon would not have been caught dead lookingwell, deadand Genevieve wondered if Devon wore the matching two-toned Chanel pumps or if people really were buried without shoes.


A garbage truck. Cecilia Blackworth Hamilton Taylor Marks-Davis wept into the lapels of her latest husbands Brooks Brothers suit. Her baby girl had been killed by a garbage truck. How horrifying. Only thirty-two and now gone. What a waste of a beautiful woman and a beautiful life. At least that husband of hers had seen to it that she looked good, although really, the white boucl was so last-season.


Cecilia glanced over her shoulder at her son-in-law and granddaughter. The poor girl clung to her daddy and buried her face in his tailored black suit. Cecilia had never liked Zachary Zemaitis. Had never understood why Devon had been so set on having him. Lord knew he was handsome, but he was just somale. With his big arms and shoulders and chest, and Cecilia had always been uncomfortable around men with hundred-proof testosterone flowing through their veins.


A garbage truck. Jesus, Joseph, and Mary. Zach Zemaitis sat in the front pew with his arm around his ten-year-old daughter. Devon would have hated that, and wherever she was, Zach was sure his wife was raising hell.



A garbage truck, Devon Hamilton-Zemaitis complained to the dead guy behind her in line. He was bad-mannered enough to roll his eyes.


Lady, we all have problems, he said. From what Devon could see, the mans biggest problem was that his family had buried him in a cheap suit. Probably JC Penney.


Devon shuddered delicately. At least Zach had sent her to heaven in her Chanel and her best pearls. Although the boucl was so last-season, and she was missing her matching two-toned pumps. She looked down at her bare feet, covered by white wispy clouds. She hoped to God Zach didnt donate her things to the Junior League auction, or it was likely Genevieve Brooks would end up with the Chanel pumps. Genevieve had been jealous of Devon since their first Little Miss Sparkle Pageant, and Devon hated the thought of Genevieve forcing her big bony feet inside those beautiful shoes.


Without taking a step, Devon moved forward in line. It was an odd sensation, moving about as if she stood on some invisible conveyor belt. But then, being dead was odd. One moment shed been speeding home to have it out with Zach, and the next shed been sucked up by a white light and landed in a place without walls or substance. She thought maybe shed been in line for an hour, maybe two, but that couldnt be right. On a subconscious level, she knew thered been a funeral, and she had been buried in her white suit. Four or five days must have passed since the accident, but how was that possible?


She thought of her little girl and got a weird feeling in her chest. It wasnt really an ache, like when shed been alive. It was more like a nice warm tingle that was filled with love and longing. What would become of her poor little Tiffany? Zach was a good father, when he was home. Which wasnt often, and a girl needed her mother.


She moved once more and stood before a towering white desk in front of a pair of massive golden gates. Finally, she said through a sigh.


Devon Zemaitis, the man behind the desk spoke without opening his mouth or looking up from the scroll before him.


Devon Hamilton-Zemaitis, she corrected him.


He finally glanced up, and the white wispy clouds reflected in his blue eyes. Without expression he waved a hand, and an older woman appeared. She wore a severe bun and a lavender suit with gold buttons.



Mrs. Highbanger?


Highbarger, her sixth-grade teacher corrected.


When did you die?


Five years ago in mans time, but one day with the Lord is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day.


Devon felt like she was in school again listening to Mrs. Highbarger rattle on about fractions. Huh?


God does not mark the days as man on Earth.


Oh. She guessed that explained why it felt like shed been dead about an hour. So are you here to take me to heaven? she asked, all prepared for her meeting with God. She had a few things she wanted to ask him. Important things, like why hed allowed catastrophes like cellulite, bunions, and bad hair to exist. Then shed want God to answer some of lifes biggest mysteries, like who shot J.F.K. and


Not quite, Mrs. Highbarger interrupted Devons running list of God Q and A.


What? She was sure she hadnt heard right. Im going to heaven now. Right?


While on Earth, you did not earn your place in heaven.


Is this a joke?


Instead of answering, Mrs. Highbarger moved without moving, and Devon was pulled along behind her.


I earned plenty! I raised more money than anyone else in the Junior League. My benefits were always the most fabulous.


You only helped others to help yourself, to get your picture on the society page and to lord it over your friends.


Who cares, Devon thought.


God cares, her old teacher answered.


You can read my thoughts?


Yes.


Crap.


Exactly.


They moved downward as if on an invisible escalator, and Devon felt her first hint of panic. Im not going to hell? Like with Satan and a burning pit of fire?


No. Mrs. Highbarger shuddered. Youre going someplace in between, where everyones version of hell is different.


Devon thought of Genevieve Brooks reading the minutes of Junior League meetings and felt a stab to her brain. Listening to Genevieve for eternity would be hell.


Because God is a loving God, you will be given a chance to earn your way up.



That was a relief, and Devon began to feel a bit optimistic. Shed earned a place on the University of Texas cheerleading squad. Compared to that, this was going to be a breeze. How?


You start by righting those you have wronged.


Devon thought hard. She was a good person. Practically perfect. Ive never wronged anyone.


Mrs. Highbarger looked over her shoulder at Devon and a memory floated in front of her face. A memory of blond curly hair, turquoise-colored eyes, and unicorns. Oh. With a swipe of her hand she waved away the memory. She was all wrong for him. He didnt love her. Not really. He loved me. I did both of them a favor. Shes probably married with a bunch of weird kids.


She never found love again.


Devon figured God wanted her to feel bad about that, but she didnt. That girl had almost stolen Zach, and everyone knew that Zach belonged to Devon. The girl had been out of her league and gotten exactly what she deserved.


They continued downward, and Devons optimism popped like a soap bubble. What do I have to do?


Make it right.


Like give her three wishes? They reached the bottom of wherever they were going and stood in the middle of slightly darker clouds.


More like a gift. Mrs. Highbarger held up one finger. You get one chance to make it right. If you dont mess it up, you move to the next level closer to heaven, where you will receive one more chance and so forth.


So she had to make things right with whats her-name with the curly hair. The girl shed hated since grade school. That really did bite. Hard.


You dont have an eternity, the old teacher warned. If she finds someone to love before youve fixed the past, your chance of moving up is over.


Devon smiled and thought of the perfect gift. There, she said, as Mrs. Highbarger shook her head.


You just dont learn. The teacher took a step back through sliding glass doors that suddenly appeared. The doors whooshed closed, and the gray mist formed solid walls, and for one terrifying moment, Devon thought she might be in some sort of prison. Her skin tingled, and she looked down at herself as her beautiful Chanel suit wafted and shimmered and turned into a horrible gray sweat suit with Tweety on the front. Where am I? she called out, as Mrs. Highbarger was swallowed up by the mist.



She turned and gazed at rows of shopping carts and endless sales signs. A little old lady in a pink housecoat and a blue smock with a yellow smiley face stood before her.


Welcome to Walmart.















Chapter 1





Kiss me, babe.


No, really. Beneath the light of a sixty-watt bulb on her porch, Adele Harris placed a hand on the chest of her latest date. Ive had enough excitement for one night.


Investment banker and former nerd turned world-class jerk, Sam King mistook the hand on his chest for a caress and took a step forward, backing Adele against the front door. Cool October air slipped across her cheeks and between the lapels of her coat, and she watched horrified as Sam lowered his face to her. Baby, you dont know excitement until I fire you up with a kiss.


Ill pass. I dont thiurggg Sam smashed his lips against Adeles and silenced her protest. He shoved his tongue into her mouth and did some sort of weird swirly thing. Three quick circles to the left. Three to the right. Repeat. She hadnt been kissed like that since Carl Wilson in the sixth grade.


She forced her free hand between them and shoved. Stop! she gasped as she reached into the small purse hanging from her shoulder and pulled out her keys. Good night, Sam.


His jaw dropped and his brows lowered. Youre not inviting me in?


No. She turned and unlocked her front door.


What the hell? I just spent a hundred and twenty bucks on dinner and I dont get laid?


She pushed the door open and looked over her shoulder at the moron standing on her porch. The evening had started out okay, but had began a downward descent with the salad course. Im not a prostitute. If youd wanted a sure thing, you should have called an escort service.


Women love me! I dont have to pay a prostitute, he protested a bit too much. Women are dying to get some Sammy.


By the time the dinner plates had been cleared, the date had nosedived into the third level of hell, and for the past hour Adele had tried to be nice.



Of course they are, she said, but failed to keep a bite of sarcasm from her voice. She stepped into her house and turned to face him.


No wonder youre thirty-five and alone, he sneered. You need to learn how to treat a man.


For the past hour shed pretended interest in his narcissistic ramblings. His nonstop bragging and his presumption that he was quite the catch and she was very lucky. She tried to tell herself that it wasnt his fault. That lately shed begun to suspect there was something about her that made men insane, but hed just crossed the line. Poked at a very sore spot. And you need to learn to kiss like a man, she said, and slammed the front door in his stunned face.


What the hell is going on in my life? She pushed one side of her thick curly hair behind her ear and leaned her back against the door. This was getting ridiculous. Every man shed dated for the pastwhat?two or three years had been a jerk. If they hadnt started out as jerks, theyd quickly turned into jerks. At first shed thought she was just a jerk magnet. That she attracted idiots, but lately shed begun to wonder if there was something else going one. That there was something about her that turned otherwise-okay men into morons. Because really, how many jerks and idiots were there in this world? And how likely was it that she just happened to date every last one of them? Repeatedly? Without a break?


Not likely. Adele flipped the dead bolt and pushed away from the door. For the past few months, shed begun to think that she was cursed. Cursed with perpetually bad dates.


She hung her coat in the front closet and moved into the living room. She tossed her purse onto the green sofa and reached for the remote control on the glass-and-iron coffee table. A couple of months ago, shed mentioned to her friend Maddie that she thought she might be cursed, but Maddie had laughed it off and Adele hadnt brought it up again.


There were some people who thought she was a little differentmaybe a lot different. Growing up shed believed in magic; in fairy dust and unicorns and pots of gold. As a child, shed believed in cracks in time and life on distant planets. Ghosts and alternative realities. In endless possibilities. As an adult, though she never ruled out anything completely, she no longer believed in endless anything anymore.


She turned on the television and sat on the arm of the couch. These days, she might not believe in endless anything, but she did make a good living off her imagination and the possibilities shed believed in as a child. To date, shed published ten science-fiction and fantasy novels. Researching those books had taken her to some truly bizarre places, and shed personally witnessed too many instances of paranormal phenomena that could not be explained away by science to casually dismiss anything out of hand.


She flipped through the TV channels and paused on the ten oclock news. Out of the many books shed written, shed never researched curses, and she didnt know a lot about them. She didnt know how curses worked, if they had to be cast by means of witchcraft or black magic. If just anyone could curse anyone else, or if there had to be a certain knowledge of curses, spells, and hexes?


Im crazy. Adele felt her brain squeeze, and she dropped the remote onto the sofa. As crazy as people sometimes thought she was. She rose and moved through her living room to her bathroom. Because really, what kind of person thought she was cursed?


A crazy person, thats who.


She pushed her long sleeves up her arms, turned on the water above the sink, and reached for the soap. A crazy woman who hadnt had a good date or decent sex in years. A perpetual bridesmaid but never a bride. In the past two years, shed been in the weddings of two of her close friends, while a third friend, Maddie, had just announced that she was getting married in the spring. Maddie, who thought all men were potential serial killers. Maddie, who was so paranoid she carried an arsenal of pepper spray, brass knuckles, and stun guns, had found someone to love her. Crazy Maddie had found someone who wanted to spend his life with her, and Adele couldnt find someone who wanted a relationship past midnight.


The soap slipped out of her hands as she worked up a good lather. She looked up into the mirror and washed her face with her fingertips. It was really depressing. A couple of years ago, the four friends had all been single and meeting for lunch and going on vacations to the Bahamas together. They were all writers and shared a lot in common. Then one by one theyd all gotten married, or were getting married, and Adele was the only one left single and alone. She could no longer pick up the telephone anytime she felt like it and discuss book plots, man problems, or the latest episode of CSI. After years of having an active social life, she now felt alone and lonely. She felt cut off and sorry for herself. She hated feeling sorry for herself almost as much as she hated all the time she spent wondering what was wrong with her.


She reached for a washcloth, ran it under the warm water, and rinsed the soap from her face. Shed been in love twice. The last time had been three years ago. His name had been Dwayne Larkin and hed been tall, blond, and very hot. He hadnt been perfect, but shed overlooked his annoying habit of smelling the armpits of his shirts and playing air guitar on the zipper of his jeans. Despite his faults, theyd shared some things in common. They both loved old science-fiction movies, being lazy on a Saturday afternoon, and they knew what it was like to lose a parent at a young age. Dwayne had been nice and funny, and she thought she just might want to spend the rest of her life as Mrs. Larkin. Shed even mentally started to pick out a china pattern. Right up until the day three years ago that hed stood in her kitchen and called her a fat ass. One second hed been telling her about his day at work, then in the next, he just stopped in midsentence, turned his head to one side like some sort of android, and said, Youre a fat ass.


Shed been so stunned, shed asked him what hed just said. Unfortunately, he repeated it.


Adele, you have a big fat ass. Hed set down his beer and spread his hands really far apart. About three ax handles.


Out of all the hurtful things he could have said to her, that was the most hurtful. He could have called her stupid or ugly, and it would not have wounded her so deeply. Not only because it was her biggest fear, but because hed known how deeply it would hurt her. Hed known shed inherited her grandmother Sallys bubble butt and that she jogged five miles a day, every damn day, to keep it from taking over the lower half of her body. Before that night, hed always said he loved the way her bottom fit in his hands. Apparently he was a liar. Worse, he was a mean liar.


Adele had kicked him out of her life, but for some reason, Dwayne just wouldnt go completely. Every month or so shed open her front door and find random stuff on her porch. One sock, a scrubby, or a headless Darth Vader, all the things shed forgotten and left at Dwaynes house after the breakup.


She turned off the water and dried her face. Her friends thought she should have Dwayne arrested or hire someone to beat him up. Yeah, he was a bit of a stalker, she thought as she moved to her bedroom, but she wasnt frightened or creeped out by Dwayne.



A pile of scrunchies sat on her oak dresser and she pulled her long, curly hair into a thick ponytail. If anything, she was more annoyed with Dwayne than scared, and wished hed just move on. It hadnt been easy, but shed moved on.


She changed into a plain white T-shirt and returned to the living room. Shed stopping buying and wearing nice lingerie about the second year of the curse. Sexy undies were a waste, and plain T-shirts were comfy to sleep in.


After every loss and setback in her life, shed moved on. Shed recovered from the death of her mother when shed been ten, and her broken heart had eventually healed after getting shattered by her first love. Not that she equated the death of her mother with getting dumped by the first boy shed ever loved, but each loss had been devastating in its own ways and had changed her life. Losing her mother had taught her how to be independent. Losing her first love had taught her not to give her heart away so easily.


The Tonight Show replaced the news, and Adele changed the channel. She hadnt thought of her first love in years, but even after all this time, she still felt embarrassed over how fast and hard shed fallen for him. Shed loved everything about Zach Zemaitis. Shed loved his easy smile and the sound of his deep laughter. Shed loved the weight of his arm across her shoulders and the smell of his T-shirts and warm skin. The first time hed kissed her, shed felt it everywhere. Heart. Stomach. Backs of her knees.


Shed met him her senior year at the University of Texas, but shed known who he was the first day shed set foot on campus her freshman year. Everyone knew who Zach Zemaitis was. Longhorn football was huge, and with his golden boy good looks, and impressive stats, everyone in Texas knew of UTs star quarterback. Everyone knew he was destined for the pros just as everyone knew he dated UTs head cheerleader, Devon Hamilton.


Adele might not have known Zach until they met in college, but shed known Devon for most of her life. The two had come to UT from the same small Texas town. Theyd attended twelve years of the same public schools, but the two hadnt exactly been friends. Not even close. Devons family had been wealthy, while Adeles father had barely scratched out a middle-class existence for himself and his two daughters. Devon did not associate with girls whose families didnt belong to the Cedar Creek Country Club and whose mothers werent members of the Junior League. Adele had always been beneath Devons noticeuntil the sixth grade, when Adele had committed an unpardonable transgression. The two girls had been up for the role of Tinkerbell in their schools production of Peter Pan, and Adele had won. After that, Devon had taken it upon herself to periodically make Adeles life hell. The last time had been their senior year at UT when theyd both been up for the role of Zachs girlfriend.


Adele paused on the Sci Fi Channel and The Dresden Files. She sat on the couch and figured there were worse things to do on a Saturday night than watch Paul Blackthorne, in his leather coat and perpetual five oclock shadow, solve paranormal crime and save Chicago from power-mad vampires, werewolves, and assorted badasses. Worse things like suffering her way through another bad date.


But tonight, Paul didnt capture her attention, and her mind returned to Zach Zemaitis and the way hed looked in a pair of worn Levis and soft old T-shirt.


Theyd been in the same communications studies class, back when shed thought she just might be a journalist. For the first few weeks of that semester, shed sat in the back row, trying not to notice the short commas of blond hair touching the tops of his ears and the back of his long, thick neck. Like all the other females in the class, shed tried not to let his wide shoulders and big arms distract her, and like the other girls, shed failed.


Zach had been blessed with looks and talent. Hed been treated like a rock star, yet everyone on campus genuinely seemed to like him. While Adele could appreciate his hard body and gorgeous face, shed always figured there had to be something wrong with his brains. He had to have a mental defect, perhaps the result of too many hits to the helmet that made all that physical perfection a total waste and a damn shame. Why else would a guy like Zach date a heinous bitch like Devon Hamilton? Sure, Devon was gorgeous, but there were a lot of gorgeous girls at UT. Obviously, he was retarded or just superficial. Maybe both.


Then one day he plopped down in front of her and turned in his chair. If suddenly looking into Zachs dark brown eyes surrounded by long thick lashes hadnt been shocking enough, hed said in an easy drawl, Ive been wonderin how you get your hair to do that.


What? Shed been so stunned, shed actually looked behind her to see whom he was talking to. There hadnt been anyone but her, and shed turned back, and asked, Are you talking to me? Because jocks like Zach, with beautiful cheerleader girlfriends, didnt talk to girls like Adele. She was into theater and hung out with people who debated interplanetary teleportation.


Not that she thought she wasnt good enough or pretty enough, she just didnt live in the same privileged sphere, where everyone kissed your ass because you could throw a football or execute a perfect back handspring into an equally perfect Herkey jump.


His soft laughter had filled the silence between them. Yeah, Im talkin to you. Do you get it permed?


Was he making fun of her? Before the days of Carrie Bradshaw and Shakira, shed always hated her hair and had never understood why anyone would get a perm when they could have straight hair. I dont do anything to it, shed answered, waiting for the punch line. Back in junior high, shed been called pube head. Usually by his cheerleader girlfriend.


Its just naturally like that? His gaze moved across her face and touched her hair.


Yes. He had the longest lashes of any guy shed ever seen, and yet he was the most masculine guy shed ever seen.



Hmm. Its really pretty. I like it. He looked back into her eyes, and said through a flash of white teeth and perfect smile, Im Zach.


Had he just said her hair was pretty? Shocking. Adele.


I know.


Shock number two. You do?


Sure.


Then hed turned back toward the front of the class, tossed a notebook and pencil on the desk in front of him, and shed been left staring at the back of his football players neck and wondering what the hell had just happened.


The next scheduled class day, hed sat in front of her again. And once again, hed turned around. This time he asked about her silver cuff bracelet engraved with three Celtic knots.


This symbolizes the interdependency of nature, shed explained, while wondering why he was talking to her again. She didnt even go to football games. This, the relationship of man and Earth. This, the unity knot of lovers.


He looked up from her wrist and grinned. Unity of lovers, huh?


She pulled her hand back and shrugged. Thats what some archaeologists believe. The Celts left very few records, so no one really knows for sure.



He reached across the desk, grasped her fingers in his warm palm, and lightly tugged her hand toward him. Ive never seen a knot of lovers that looked quite like this.


She tried to pull her hand free, but hed tightened his grip. You wont find it in Penthouse or Hustler.


He chuckled deep in his chest and let go. I guess that explains it. He looked into her eyes for several long seconds, then turned around as class had begun.


Her fingers still warm from his touch, shed grabbed her pen and pretended an interest in the professor at the front of room. But in order to see the teacher, she had to look past Zachs wide shoulders in the T-shirt that hugged his muscles and fit tight around the bulge of his biceps. She gave up and studied the back of his head and his golden hair.


Zach didnt seem slow, like hed taken too many hits to the head. He seemed kind of nice, but there had to be something wrong with him. Some thing. Some reason why a nice guy would date Devon Hamilton.


She was still wondering about it five hours later when Zach walked into the restaurant where she worked five nights a week serving pizza. He came in with three of his football friends, but hed hung around until she got off work.


Wheres your girlfriend? shed asked, as he opened the door for her.


What girlfriend?


Adele walked out into the crisp night air and shoved an arm into her sweater. You know what girlfriend.


He moved behind her and held her sweater while she threaded her other arm inside. Describe her for me.


Blond. Skinny. Jumps around a lot in a cheerleaders skirt.


Oh, that girlfriend. He pulled her hair from the back of her sweater, and the tips of his warm fingers brushed her neck. She isnt my girlfriend.


Adele looked up into the shadows of his face. Since when?


You ask too many questions.


It really wasnt her business anyway. It wasnt like he was asking her out. Arent you cold?


Im like a furnace. I dont get cold.


She supposed it had to do with all those muscles. He walked her back to her dorm room and left her at the door with no more than a handshake. But the next night when he walked her to her door, he backed her against the wall and kissed the air from her lungs. Hed told her he couldnt stop thinking about her, and within two very short months, hed made her love him so completely that shed found it hard to breathe around him. Hard to do anything but think about him. She fell so fast and hard and completely, she hadnt thought twice about giving herself to him, body and soul.


Adele had never planned to save herself for marriage, but she had wanted her first sexual experience to be with someone she loved. Shed thought that person was Zach, but once shed given him everything shed had to give, hed crushed her heart like a can of Lone Star. Hed dumped her flat and returned to Devon, and Adele had been so devastated that shed left the University of Texas at midterm and moved more than a thousand miles away to live with her grandmother in Boise, Idaho. A few months after shed moved in with her grandmother, shed received an invitation in the mail. Cecilia Blackworth Hamilton Taylor-Marks and Charla May and James Zemaitis requested the honor of Adeles presence at the wedding of their children, Devon Lynn Hamilton and Zachary James Zemaitis. There had been no return address, but Adele had known whod sent it.



Adele had known that Zach would marry Devon, but apparently it hadnt been enough for Devon to have Zach. Shed wanted to rub Adeles face in it.


Shed never told anyone about her relationship with Zach. Not her friends and not her sister. Looking back on it, she wondered how she could have been so foolish. Not only had she given her heart away easily, shed given it to a jock.


The last shed heard, Zach was playing pro ball for Denver, not that she kept up on sports. But occasionally she had heard his name mentioned in the sports segment of the nightly news or seen his face selling Gatorade or Right Guard or jock itch cream on television. Okay, so shed never seen him selling jock itch cream.


She didnt know if he was still playing for Denver or had been traded. She didnt know where he was or what he was doing, and she didnt give a damn. Hopefully, he was still married to Devon, and his wife was making his life hell.


Adele leaned her head back against a cushion and let out a breath. She was getting a little bitter. About her life and men, and she really didnt want to live that way. She loved her life, mostly, and despite her rash of bad dates and her first heartbreak, she loved men.



Dont I?


She sat up and looked across the room. What if all the bad dates had more to do with hidden anger and resentment? Adele shook her head. No, she didnt have hidden anger and resentment. Or at least she didnt think she did, butif it was hidden, how would she know?


Oh God, she groaned. She was crazy.


The telephone rang and saved her more mental torment. She rose and moved to the kitchen to pick up the cordless receiver. She glanced at the area code and groaned. Apparently her mental torment was not over. She really wasnt in the mood to talk to her older sister, Sherilyn. The responsible one. The one with the perfect life. The one happily married to a dentist and happily raising a perfect teenage daughter in Fort Worth. The perfect sister due to have a perfect baby boy in four months. The one who wasnt cursed or crazy.


She thought about letting it go to voice mail, but in the end she answered because it might be important.


Hey, Sheri. Howre things?


William left.


Adele felt her brows go up and her eyes widen. Where did he go?



Hes moved in with his twenty-one-year-old assistant.


No. Adele pulled out a kitchen chair and sat. Shed never liked William, but shed never suspected he was so low as to abandon his pregnant wife.


Yes. Her name is Stormy Winter.


Adele supposed there were more important questions, but the one she asked was, Is she a stripper?


He says no.


Which meant shed asked. Hows Kendra? Adele asked, referring to her thirteen-year-old niece.


Mad. At me. At William. At the world. Shes embarrassed that Im pregnant and that her fathers moved in with somebody eight years older than she is.


Wow. Sherilyns life was more messed up than Adeles. That was a first.


My life is a wreck. Sherilyns voice broke, and she started to cry. I dont know how this happened. One day everything was perperfect, then the next Williams run off.


Adele suspected thered been signs that Sherilyn had chosen to ignore. How can I help? she asked, figuring there was really nothing she could do but listen.


Im moving back to Cedar Creek. Come home with me.


Adele was home.


I need you, Dele.


Adele hadnt been back to Cedar Creek since her fathers funeral seven years ago.


Sherilyn burst into another round of sobbing before she pulled herself together and managed, I nee-need my family in my time of cris-sis. By the sounds of it, Sherilyn was beyond crisis and rushing headlong into a breakdown. Please. I have to go home. I cant stan-nd it here without William. All our friends kn-ow, and they pity me. My life is falling ap-part.


Sherilyn was the most capable woman Adele knew, and she knew a lot of very capable women. For that reason and many others, she and Sherilyn had never really gotten along for more than five minutes at a time. Oh, Sheri For the first time ever, Sherilyn needed her, and Adele was the only real family she had left. ButAdeles life was in Boise. Shed bought a house and planned on painting her office. She was thinking about getting a Pug.



Just for a little while. Until Kendra and I get settled in our new pl-ace.


Shed made a life for herself, and she had friends here. Good friendswho were married or getting married and had lives different from hers now. She was quite possibly cursed with bad dates and was very likely crazy. Maybe she needed a break. To get away from her life.


Just for a few weeks. When do you need me?













Chapter 2





Texans loved God, family, and football, though not always in that order. It all depended on the time of the year and your brothers latest wife.


Bless her heart.


Sunday belonged to the Lord, and he ruled the pews of the Bible Belt. His word whipped the faithful into a religious frenzy with sermons of sin and redemption and charged the air with the electric buzz of his spirit.


Can I get an Amen?


God could have Sundays. Friday nights were devoted to high-school football. Across the Longhorn State, high-school ball ruled the stands, whipping the faithful into a gridiron frenzy and charging the air with the electric buzz of twenty-five thousand cheering fans.


Can I get a Glory Hallelujah?


As the sun set over the flat plains of Cedar Creek, stacks of fifteen-hundred-watt lights flooded the green turf of Warren P. Bradshaw Stadium. Armed with felt pendants, bright pom-poms, and stadium blankets, half the population of Cedar Creek turned out to watch the Cedar Creek Cougars battle its crosstown rival, the Lincoln Panthers. With a shot at State on the line, the buildup to the game was intense.


From the moment of the kickoff, a bruising back-and-forth brought the fans to their feet and the Panthers coach yelling at the refs and throwing his clipboard on the ground. By contrast, the Cougars coach stood on the sidelines as cool as a tall glass of sweet tea. Only his intense gaze gave Coach Zach Zemaitiss turmoil away as he read the oppositions defensive line, signaled his boys, and adjusted plays. He loved ball. Had played it from as far back as he could remember, but there was no cause to get all uptight and bust something vital. Yeah, hed been born and raised near Austin, and he knew that high-school football was as serious as a heart attack. He knew that some of these boys futures depended on the outcome of the game, but he also knew it was supposed to be fun. Perhaps their last chance at ball in its purest form, before college scouts turned their heads around by attention, money, and the lure of NCAA scholarships.


The two teams continued to hammer at each other until the last few moments of the game, when the Cougars scored a touchdown that brought them within one point of a tie. With three seconds left on the clock, they lined up on the Panthers two-yard line. The center snapped the ball and the quarterback handed off to his running back, who dove across the line for the two-point conversion. One side of the stadium went wild as the necessary two points flashed on the board. But unfortunately the same play that had saved the game for the Cougars sent their star running back to the West Central Baptist Hospital. There, fluorescent light washed the emergency rooms in sterile white, and teal-and-maroon curtains separated the beds of patients suffering from assorted illnesses, accidents, and overdoses.


Zach Zemaitis stood with his weight on one foot and his hands on his hips as he gazed at the young man on the gurney before him. Pain etched Don Tates thin black face.



Zach turned to the doctor beside him. How long? he asked even though hed played long enough that he pretty much knew the answer.


After surgery, at least two months, the doctor answered.


Thats what hed thought. Shit. Still in his junior year, Don was the best damn running back in the history of Cedar Creek High School, maybe in the history of the whole damn state of Texas. So far, hed rushed for more than fifteen hundred yards for an average of ten. Scouts from Nebraska, Ohio State, and Texas A & M had reviewed Dons tapes and were impressed with the seventeen-year-old boy. Football was Dons ticket out of West Texas, and now this. A knee injury that could sideline his career before it even began. Shit.


Don licked his dry lips, and fear pinched his brow. A real fear that Zach understood all too well. Coach, I cant be sidelined for two months.


Youre going to be just fine, Zach promised even though he wasnt at all certain. Don had torn two ligaments in his left knee, and some guys never recovered one hundred percent.


Zach dropped his hands to his side and made another promise he wasnt sure about, but one hed try like hell to keep. No ones going to take your place on the team.



I gotta make All-State.


You will. Next year. Shoot, Gerry Palteer tore up his knee in a game against the Gophers in 89 and went on to make All-State the next year. He wasnt near as fast as you. Zach raised his gaze from Dons eyes to the boys mother, standing on the other side of the bed. A green-and-gold purse in the shape of a football with the word Cougars sewn into the fake leather hung off one of Rose Tates shoulders. The purses had been sold by the boosters that past summer to raise money for new helmets. How much is the surgery going to cost? Rose stared at the clipboard in her hands as worry lines creased her dark forehead. Not that it matters, I suppose. If Don needs it, he needs it, but we lost our insurance when Gorman closed.


A lot of families had lost good jobs when the software company had closed the year before.


Dont worry about that, maam. Zach held out one hand across the bed. Ill take care of the paperwork. The school has insurance that will pay for Dons care. Rose handed him the clipboard, and he stuck it under one arm. You just see to your boy. Ill fill those out for you. He returned his gaze to his player. In a few hours, Don would be transferred to the surgery center in Lubbock. Ill see you when you get home, he said, and headed toward
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