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CHAPTER
ONE

 


 


The moment the man with intense gray eyes
walked into the country-western bar, Leah Morris sensed she was
going to do something foolish.

Since arriving in Austin, Texas, two days
earlier for job interviews, she felt like a different person from
the shy teacher who’d spent most of her life in a small Tennessee
town. She felt like the sort of woman who wasn’t afraid to talk to
a stranger or even offer to buy him a drink.

Not that she planned to do it. The man’s
confident air warned that he probably had either more ladies than
he could handle or one special lady. Even so, when he scanned the
noisy room, the pucker between his eyebrows made her long to soothe
away his worries.

Leah twirled a strand of black hair around
her finger and smiled. With an almost physical jolt, she noticed
the man gazing in her direction.

His expression warmed as he studied her with
new interest. His reaction gave Leah butterflies.

She tried to assess him objectively. The
fellow appeared to be in his mid-thirties, a few years older than
she was. His dark-blond hair had probably once been thicker, and
his intelligent, slightly creased face might have been boyish in
his twenties. Now he was a man she wished she knew.

Embarrassed by her reaction, Leah sipped her
margarita and pretended an interest in the bluegrass band sawing
merrily away across the room. The whisper of a sophisticated male
scent alerted her when the man approached.

He stopped close by. “Mind if I join you?” To
counter the loud music, he leaned over and spoke in her ear.

Leah’s skin prickled. “Please do.”

She’d applied for teaching positions in
Austin and Seattle because she wanted more out of life than
Downhome, Tennessee, had to offer. This was her first real
adventure, and she intended to enjoy it.

“I’m Will.” The man extended his hand.

“Leah.” When they shook, she felt the
restrained strength in his arm. “Do you come here often?”

“To the Wayward Drummer? Not as often as I’d
like. Great, isn’t it?” Swinging into the seat, he ordered a scotch
and soda. “How about you?”

“I’m new in town. A friend told me about it.”
The music rose to a crescendo, cutting off further comments.

Her companion rested his elbows behind him on
the bar. No ring on his left hand, she observed, although that
didn’t prove anything.

The song ended. After the applause died, the
bandleader announced the group was taking a short break. “Good,”
Leah said. “I mean, I was enjoying it, but I’d rather talk.”

“So would I,” the man replied. “But first I
have a request.”

“Oh?” Intrigued, she waited.

“Let’s not pigeonhole each other.” His gaze
penetrated her defenses. “I don’t care where you work or what your
astrological sign is. I’d rather find out who you are as a
person.”

“Agreed!” Leah was glad to avoid being pegged
as a small-town schoolteacher. “Now I have a question.”

“Shoot.” Although the bartender had set down
his drink, Will ignored it and kept his eyes on Leah.

“Are you married?” A cheater wouldn’t
necessarily tell the truth, but she had to make the effort.

“Used to be. Not anymore.” As if finally
noticing the scotch, he picked up the glass and tossed down a quick
swallow before adding, “That question says a lot about you.”

“It does?” She hoped she didn’t sound
naïve.

Will slanted her a teasing glance. “It tells
me you’re interested in me, which I like. And it goes straight to
the point.”

Leah waited a beat. He didn’t continue, so
she said, “How come you’re not asking whether I’m
married?”

He laughed, which made him look ten years
younger. “Because it never occurred to me. You don’t strike me as
the kind of woman who plays around. Are you?”

“Of course not!”

When his hand cupped hers on the bar, Leah
could scarcely swallow. She didn’t understand why she was reacting
so powerfully, except for the fact that she hadn’t dated anyone
seriously in the ten years since college. Or maybe because the guy
had more mystery about him than anyone she’d ever met.

“Tell me your fantasy,” he said in a low
voice. “What kind of guy you want. The boy next door to settle down
with?”

Being asked to put her longing into words was
scary. “No. Someone exciting. Different. Someone who sets me
free.”

His mouth twisted. “That’s a tall order.”

“Think you can fill it?” She couldn’t believe
she’d said that.

The challenge seemed to amuse him. “Until I
walked in here and saw your beautiful smile, I’d have had my
doubts.” Will gave an easy shrug. “I can be anything you want. It’s
your call.”

Leah bit her lip. She hadn’t told him the
rest of the fantasy. It involved a lingering seduction by a
stranger. But she suspected he’d guessed that.

This flirtation was crazy—dangerous and
irresponsible. She knew nothing about Will, not even his last name.
On the other hand, he knew nothing about her, either. Like how
boring and conventional most people considered her.

“I’ll bet you could,” she mused.

“Could what?”

She peered around to be sure no one else
overheard. “Could be anything a woman wanted,” she finished.

When his eyes widened, she imagined for an
instant that she saw right inside him. She’d touched him in a way
he hadn’t expected, awakening something he hadn’t felt in
years.

Leah trusted her instincts. She had a knack
for reading people.

“What are we going to do about this?” Will
asked.

“You mean tonight?” But of course it had to
be tonight. Leah was leaving tomorrow for a job interview in
Seattle. While she would return if she got one of the jobs she’d
applied for, there was no guarantee of that. And no guarantee that
he’d be around if she did.

“Wait.” He held up one hand. “I’m not trying
to pressure you. Hey, we’re both enjoying ourselves. Maybe it’s
enough that we’re having this conversation. I don’t mean to ruin
it.”

He’d noted her hesitation, Leah thought. She
wasn’t the only one good at reading people.

Another couple sat down two stools away,
making her self-conscious about speaking up, and then the band
filtered back from its break. Will appeared content to sit
wordlessly as the musicians launched into another set.

She ought to be glad he respected her, Leah
supposed. Instead, she struggled with disappointment and, at the
same time, an aching awareness of him beside her. She drank in
details: the muscles of his wrist beneath a thick silver watchband,
a trace of roughness on his jaw that he’d missed while shaving.

She wished she dared ask the questions they’d
skipped. What kind of work he did. How his marriage had ended.

When he shifted on the seat, his tight
shoulders revealed tension. All along, without realizing it, she’d
been detecting signs of restless energy and coiled need.

A need she realized she could release.

He turned sharply, his gaze boring into hers.
A silent query disturbed the air as clearly as if he’d put it into
words.

Was she as ready as he was?

Yes, she thought, her lips parting. Oh,
yes.

On the far side of the room, a fiddler
attacked his instrument with passion. Leah only half heard the
notes wailing to the rafters. Her heart rate sped up and fire
danced across her skin as Will stroked her hair. When he removed
his hand, she felt a physical sense of loss.

She set down her glass, and he did the same.
As they got up, he tossed some bills onto the counter and took her
arm.

They made their way into a steamy July night.
“I’m parked around back,” she said. “You, too?”

He nodded. As they reached the lot, out of
sight of other patrons, he caught Leah’s arm.

She touched his shoulder and her face tilted
upward. As he drank in the sight of her, his thumb traced her cheek
and hairline. Then his mouth found hers.

Leah reveled in his eager kiss, in the caress
trailing down her waist, in his spicy lime scent. When he cupped
her bottom and brought her against his hardness, she thought she
might melt.

Will lifted his head. “Are you sure about
this?”

Leah rested her head on his shoulder. He was
the perfect height, perhaps five inches taller, so she fit against
him as if they’d been sculpted from the same block of marble.
“Yes.”

“I’ll follow you,” he said.

She gave him the name of her motel in case he
got lost.

Alone in her rental car, navigating the
glittering downtown streets, Leah knew she could still change her
mind. Still do the sensible thing. Still back off from running a
ridiculous risk in all sorts of ways that didn’t bear thinking
about. And there were moral issues that she’d been raised to
respect.

Just this once, why not take a chance?

She had no idea where her actions might lead,
she acknowledged as she checked the rearview mirror and saw his
headlights a car length behind. The funny part was that she didn’t
expect to get a lot out of the experience. What she wanted to do,
most of all, was give.

She doubted Will had come into the Wayward
Drummer to pick up a woman. Instead, she had the impression he’d
been fighting his desire for her. This man was complicated.

She doubted she’d get a chance to figure him
out. They might never meet again.

At thirty-two, Leah had stopped agonizing
about finding Mr. Right. Since she wanted children, she planned to
adopt a youngster who might otherwise languish in a series of
foster homes or in an orphanage overseas. After she got settled in
a new job, of course.

The decision not to worry about whether she
ever married had freed her to do the unexpected. Like inviting Will
back to her room. Like coming to Austin in the first place.

Leah had chosen the Texas state capital for a
lot of reasons: its large university, its bustling economy and a
country-music industry that reminded her of Nashville, where she’d
attended college. She’d also come because her cousin Josie had been
urging her to visit.

Unfortunately, Josie had demonstrated the
irresponsibility common to Leah’s father’s side of the family. She
hadn’t mentioned that her boyfriend had recently moved into her
one-bedroom apartment, bringing along a large, shaggy dog. There
wasn’t even room for Leah to hang up her clothes, which in any case
would be covered with dog hairs before she got to an interview. So
she’d rented a room.

She’d arranged for two job interviews: at a
public and a private school. After having dinner with her cousin
last night, Leah had squeezed in a visit to the State Capitol and
the LBJ Library and Museum and bought a large poster to show her
students this fall. Unless a new job came through faster than
expected, she’d still be teaching at her familiar classroom in
Downhome.

Tonight, she’d decided to check out a bar her
best friend had recommended—a tip from someone Karen had met
recently. What a lucky break, Leah thought.

The rearview mirror showed Will in place
behind her as she caught an east-west artery toward the airport
area. Leah recalled a conversation she’d had a few months earlier
with Jenni Vine, who’d recently moved to Downhome from L.A. In dire
need of doctors, the town had advertised widely and Jenni, a family
practitioner, had been the first hired. She’d also become a
friend.

Jenni had offered to prescribe contraception
before Leah left on her trip, but she’d declined. After drifting
apart from her college boyfriend ten years ago, she’d been
celibate, and certainly hadn’t planned to go to bed with anyone
soon.

Contraception. What was she going to do about
that? she wondered. She’d have to use something.

As she neared the motel, Leah watched in vain
for a pharmacy. Still debating what to do, she turned into the lot
and parked outside her room.

Will eased his dark, late-model sedan into a
space some distance away. Leah wondered whether he’d chosen it so
she wouldn’t see decals that might indicate where he worked. Since
they’d agreed not to pigeonhole each other, he had a right to his
privacy.

She enjoyed his quiet confidence as he
strolled toward her, neither arrogant nor uncertain. “Problem?” he
asked when he saw her expression.

“I’m not on the Pill.” That ought to be blunt
enough. “I didn’t see a drugstore.”

“It’s taken care of.” Catching her hand, he
added, “Not that I do this sort of thing often. I just believe in
being prepared.”

Leah refused to worry about why he considered
it necessary to be prepared. She hadn’t taken him for a hermit, had
she?

When she opened the door, she noticed at once
how impersonal the room looked. The only signs that it belonged to
her were her book on the nightstand and the robe tossed over a
chair. It even smelled impersonal.

Will closed the door and, standing behind
her, slipped his hands around Leah’s waist. Feeling his body press
into her back as he stroked upward through her blouse, she relaxed,
trusting him. When he cupped her breasts, she gasped with
pleasure.

Their contact felt so intimate. And
powerfully stimulating as his thumbs aroused her nipples and his
mouth soothed the sensitive curve of her neck. Then Leah turned,
and Will kissed her on the mouth.

His fingers made short work of her blouse and
bra. Soon, his palms began caressing her bare breasts, filling her
with hot longing.

He didn’t speak. He seemed utterly caught up
in what they were doing, and so was she.

Leah didn’t recognize this woman who yearned
to excite a stranger. She couldn’t explain why she felt no shyness
as she traced her tongue along his throat, down to the pulse
point.

When he tossed off his jacket, she reached
for his belt, but it defied her efforts. “I guess you don’t make a
habit of this sort of thing, either,” Will murmured as he guided
her hands to his bulge. Together, they undid the belt and
zipper.

Leah didn’t care to admit her relative
inexperience. He probably wouldn’t stop, but it might make him
careful. And she preferred to strip away his inhibitions as he’d
done with hers. She wanted to dissolve whatever had made him frown
when he’d come into the bar. She wanted to make him happy.

Being with Will was fun—helping him remove
her skirt, kicking off her shoes, finding herself half lifted and
half tossed onto the bed. He poised over her, his pants sliding
down. Will shifted her panties out of the way and pressed against
her, bare flesh to bare flesh. Surprised as he parted her, she
caught her breath.

“Sorry,” Will said. “I can’t wait,
honey.”

“It’s all right. More than all right.”

He was inside her, big and fierce and gentle.
Curving over her, he moved in and out. Ecstasy radiated through
her.

Abruptly, she remembered. “Will! The
protection!”

He stopped. “Oh. Damn.” A cool emptiness
replaced him, and then he was back. Leah felt his movements as he
unrolled the condom.

She liked observing him from below as he
sheathed his erection. His dark-blond hair sprang every which way,
and his eyes had an unfocused air, as if he’d lost track of time
and place.

He glanced up and smiled. The worry lines had
vanished. “I can’t tell you how fabulous you look.”

“Not half as fabulous as I feel,” she
admitted.

Leah had always been awkward around men.
Early on, she’d been a tomboy with buckteeth, and then, transformed
into what passed for a swan in her small town, she’d intimidated
her classmates. Since college, she hadn’t met a man who stirred
more than a flicker of interest.

Until now.

How right she felt with Will amazed her.
Completely natural, as if they were partners in this venture. When
his palm stroked her soft mound, she opened to him without
hesitation.

He moved inside her slowly, but after a few
thrusts, control escaped him. Pushing harder and harder, he drove
into her until Leah thought she might burst with desire. She wanted
to savor this rainbow of sensations, but there was no time.
Instead, she clutched Will’s shoulders, anchoring herself as she
lost track of everything except the joy of dissolving into him and
the ragged moan of satisfaction tearing from his throat.

His breathing echoed against her, mingling
with her own. Off came the rest of their clothing as he pulled the
covers over them and kissed her for a long time.

Leah loved this moment of closeness. She
liked everything about Will—his abandon, his tenderness, the
frankness with which he regarded her.

When he got up, she wanted to call him back.
A minute later, he returned, and she saw that he’d gone for more
protection.

“Now let’s do this the right way,” he
said.

Leah hadn’t imagined her body capable of
responding again so quickly. Will proved her wrong. This time, he
tantalized her until she begged for more and then he filled her.
They rocked together, completely in tune.

It was much more than she’d fantasized. More
than she’d believed possible.

The intensity built gradually, floating them
onto a higher plane. Leah could have stayed there forever, or so
she thought, until without warning she soared even higher as
rapture seized them both.

The embers lingered long after the flames
faded. They’d been meant for this, she thought as she curled
blissfully against Will.

And he felt the same way. “That was
wonderful.” He spoke as if he could hardly trust his own
perception.

“Wonderful,” she repeated, and drifted into
sleep.

* * *

When Leah awoke in the morning, he was gone.
She thought he might be taking a shower, but she found the bathroom
empty.

Wrapped in her robe, she pushed aside the
front curtains and peered across the lot. The space where Will had
parked sat empty.

Perhaps he’d gone to work, although it was
Saturday. She searched all over the room for a note. Nothing.

Stunned, Leah sank onto the edge of the bed,
struggling to make sense of what had happened. Surely, she hadn’t
mistaken the depth of passion between them. That hadn’t been merely
a one-night stand. It had meant something.

To her, anyway.

It dawned on her that she had no idea how
Will actually felt. He might do this kind of thing all the time.
He’d known exactly the right words to lead her along and, as he’d
said, he’d been prepared.

Oh, come on, she argued silently. You’re
jumping to conclusions.

Feeling uneasy, Leah went to shower. Maybe
Will expected to run into her tonight at the same bar. But if so,
why hadn’t he made arrangements?

Probably because he wasn’t going to be
there.

With a rush of shame, she registered that
she’d invented a relationship that existed only in her mind. She’d
given something special, and, by leaving without a word, the man
had thrown it in her face.

He hadn’t lied—at least, as far as she knew.
But she had. She’d lied to herself, Leah scolded as she scrubbed
every inch of her skin. She’d thought it would be fine if she never
heard from him again. Now, too late, she saw the truth.

She was a rube who believed in fairy tales.
Last night, she’d tasted paradise—a fool’s paradise. She’d expected
happily-ever-after from a man who never wanted to see her
again.

Leah wrapped her arms around her chest and
held on tight, trying to subdue the pain. She couldn’t comprehend
why he’d left without a word after they’d shared so much, but it
hurt.

She should have known better. Should have
listened to her better judgment, should have admitted what an easy
target she’d been. Will had played her every step of the way, and
she couldn’t even blame him. This disappointment was her own
fault.

Thank goodness for the water splashing over
her. It washed away the tears, though not the sense of loss.
Because at last—not the first time she’d made love, back in
college, but only now—she had lost her innocence.

* * *

Leah gave the room a final inspection to
ensure she’d left nothing behind, other than her pride and her
delusions. Except for the rumpled sheets and the maid’s tip on the
nightstand, no trace remained of her visit.

She probably wouldn’t take a job in Austin
even if one were offered. Too many bad associations. She never
wanted to risk running into that louse again.

There was still Seattle, though, where she
planned to stay with a college friend who ran a day-care center.
Thinking about the future, Leah squared her shoulders. She didn’t
intend to quit seeking adventure simply because this one had turned
out miserably.

From now on, however, the journey wasn’t
going to involve men. Or acting stupid. Thank goodness no one but
her would ever know about this.

Remembering the clerk’s instructions about
checkout, Leah set her key on the nightstand before fetching her
suitcase, carry-on bag and purse. With everything safely outside,
she shut the door and heard the lock click.

In the room, the phone rang.

She glared at the door. Great timing. But her
friends and relatives all had her cell number. The only one who
might call would be the clerk to remind her of the deadline for
departure.

It certainly wouldn’t be Will. She refused to
delude herself. In any case, she had no way to get in.

The phone rang three more times and stopped.
By then, Leah had finished loading her car.

She drove away with a sense of relief at
putting the whole incident behind her.

 


 


 


CHAPTER
TWO

 


 


Will clicked off his cell phone. He felt
relieved that she hadn’t answered, because he didn’t know what he
could have offered. An apology, at best.

His edginess had started building earlier in
the week, when his ex-wife had accused him in an email of being a
rigid workaholic. Then, yesterday, when he drove the twins to his
parents’ ranch for a visit, emotions had rushed back from a boyhood
spent feeling like the odd man out among his three rough-hewn
brothers.

When he’d returned to Austin, Will had been
seized by a restless longing for something he couldn’t name. Leah
had showed him what it was. Flirting with her in the bar had made
him feel like a man again, and the sex had been mind-blowing.

But he’d taken stupid risks. Forgetting the
condom initially, for one thing. Getting involved with a transient,
for another. A woman living in a motel was likely to be desperately
seeking someone to latch on to. And Will had no illusions about
what a superficially attractive package he offered, if she’d gotten
close enough to see the M.D. decal on his car.

Two other doctors came into the lounge. In no
mood for chitchat, he turned away to pour a cup of coffee from the
decanter. He would require more than a few cups this morning to
compensate for the lack of sleep.

The delivery room had paged him at 3:00 a.m.
He’d been grateful the beeper hadn’t woken Leah.

After dressing, he’d stood by the bed,
admiring the way her dark hair spilled across the pillow.
Remembering the glow in her blue eyes, Will had been tempted to
rouse her and explain why he had to leave. With uncharacteristic
impulsiveness, he’d considered confessing who he was and leaving
his phone number.

Then what? He remembered all too well the
experience of a colleague who’d had an ill-considered affair with a
woman from a bar. Of course, the man had been cheating on his wife,
so he’d had even more to lose, but the subsequent stalking and
suicide threats had lasted over a year, and the whole incident had
wrecked his marriage.

Leah hadn’t seemed unstable. Had Will met her
under other circumstances, he would have considered her
delightfully sweet. But innocent women didn’t go around picking up
men. She had to be playing some game.

He’d already committed the serious mistake of
marrying the wrong woman. Allison hadn’t been a nutcase, but in his
book, she came close. No matter how frustrated a woman might be,
that didn’t justify dumping her husband and children for a rich
playboy. The husband, maybe, but definitely not the kids.

A smile touched Will’s face at the thought of
his six-year-olds, outgoing Diane and reserved India. They deserved
a dad who shared his spare evenings with them, not a strange woman.
And one who cut back his schedule so he could enjoy more time with
them before they grew up. For heaven’s sake, they were already
about to start first grade.

That was why he’d decided to relocate to a
town that offered them all a second chance. His announcement that
they were moving out of state had ticked off Allison, but since
she’d visited the twins only sporadically in the two years since
she’d run off with a guy who didn’t like children, she had to
accept it.

Due to his commitments in Austin, they were
moving less than a week before school started. Luckily, Will’s
housekeeper had agreed to accompany them. Eileen McNulty was the
answer to a single father’s prayer.

As his pager went off again, Will set down
the cup and looked at the number. The delivery room. He had two
patients in labor, so the summons didn’t surprise him.

His new position required working occasional
evenings and weekends, but judging by his earlier visit, things
were a lot quieter in Downhome, Tennessee. Moreover, Will’s office
would lie only blocks from home.

True, the town lacked a hospital, so he’d
have to perform surgery in a facility about twelve miles off. And
he understood some candidates for the position had balked at the
requirement that they handle occasional on-call duties for
non-obstetrical cases. Will figured he’d enjoy getting to know a
range of townspeople, and he liked the idea of practicing
old-fashioned community-based medicine.

No doubt about it, he mused as he left the
doctors’ lounge. He was going to be much happier away from the
stresses and temptations of Austin.

* * *

Although the visit to Seattle proved a
soothing relief after her experience in Texas, Leah returned
without a firm job offer. She’d been impressed by the Rosewell
Center, a private school for children with mild handicaps, special
talents and emotional problems that made it hard for them to fit
into regular classes. In a nurturing environment with challenges
tailored to their temperaments and abilities, the kids
flourished.

“The staff at Rosewell said they might have
an opening next semester,” she explained to her principal, Olivia
Rockwell, who’d stopped by to catch up on the news. Eager to post
the pictures and maps she’d gathered on her trip, Leah showed up
six days before school started to work in the classroom.

“Can I be selfish and hope they don’t?” After
finding a thumbtack, Olivia fixed a loose upper corner of a poster.
The Black woman was tall, with a commanding presence. In her
mid-forties, Olivia had embraced maturity by letting her hair go
dramatically white-on-black. “It does sound exciting, Leah, but
we’d certainly miss you.”

“I have mixed feelings,” she admitted. A warm
welcome home from her friends, including a swim party at the
community center, had gone a long way toward reviving Leah’s
spirits since her return three weeks earlier.

“How can you bear to leave all this
excitement?” Olivia, who also served as principal of the adjacent
high school, gave her a teasing grin. “They say our football team
might beat Mill Valley’s for a change.”

“We’re known for our intellectual depth, not
our brawn,” Leah replied, although she doubted most citizens, who
placed great store in football victories, shared her opinion.

“Intellectual depth? Well, I do my best.”
Olivia was being modest. Since moving here from Memphis fifteen
years earlier, she’d made a tremendous difference in the town, as
had her husband, Archie Rockwell, who owned the hardware and feed
stores and currently served as mayor.

In addition to other civic activities, Olivia
had organized a search committee—along with the police chief, Ethan
Forrest, and Leah’s friend, Karen Lowell—to recruit physicians
after the town’s two doctors, a married couple, had retired. Their
first pick had been Jenni, who’d not only fit in beautifully but
had fallen in love with Ethan.

“Have you been to Pepe’s Diner?” Olivia
asked. “I heard they unveiled his new murals last night, but I
haven’t had time to look.” The Italian restaurant had shed its old
decor for the creations of a talented local artist.

“Oh! That reminds me. I’m meeting Karen there
for lunch—” Leah glanced at her watch “—in ten minutes!”

“Better get a move on.” The principal stepped
back to survey the room. “Those other cities do look beautiful, but
remember, there’s no place like home.”

“I plan to come back for visits.” Leah would
never give up her friends, or her aunt and cousin, who lived in
town. Still, she had no siblings, and her mother had died of cancer
eight years earlier. Her father, who had remarried, lived in
Denver.

“It won’t be the same. But I’m an old married
lady with two kids. You couldn’t pry me loose from my roots for all
the excitement in the world,” Olivia said. “Now you’d better
skedaddle or you might have trouble finding a table. The place will
be crowded.”

“I don’t want to keep Karen waiting,” Leah
agreed.

“Have fun!”

After collecting her purse, she hurried out,
barely noticing the familiar August heat and humidity. The K-8
elementary school stood on a street with the funny name of Grandpa
Johnson Way, after the town’s founder.

Turning left, she passed the Snip ’N’ Curl
salon, owned and operated by her aunt, Rosie O’Bannon. The windows
featured blown-up photographs of town residents in stylish hairdos,
which Leah preferred to the usual images of models.

On her right lay the old Johnson House,
presently occupied by quarrelsome Beau Johnson, a member of the
city council and the owner of the Tulip Tree Market. He’d never
married, and had practically disowned his only relative in town,
Yvonne Johnson, a nurse at the clinic who’d had a baby out of
wedlock. This was still a small town, and Beau Johnson had a
particularly small mind.

Farther down the street, Leah passed the
weekly Gazette—edited and published by Karen’s brother,
Barry Lowell—and the Café Montreal. She cut diagonally across The
Green, a square park where the café’s owner, Gwen Martin, sponsored
a monthly farmers’ market and craft fair.

On Tulip Tree Avenue, the town’s main
thoroughfare, she blinked at the unusual sight of half a dozen
people standing in line in front of Pepe’s Diner. That never
happened.

“Is this because of the murals?” she asked
her cousin Mark, a police lieutenant, who was waiting with Captain
Ben Follows. Ben moonlighted as pastor of the Downhome Community
Church.

Mark nodded. “Pepe won’t let anyone in to see
the paintings unless they order lunch.”

“We’re in line for takeout,” Ben added. “I
think Karen’s got a table for you.”

“Oh, good. Thanks!” It was a hot day to stand
outside. Besides, Leah’s stomach had been bothering her all
morning.

Slipping through the door, she found the
interior cooled by ceiling fans, although noisier than usual from
the capacity crowd. Scents of garlic and olive oil swirled around
her, along with the unwelcome smell of fresh paint. The odors made
Leah so dizzy she had to catch the back of a chair for balance.

As she adjusted, she scanned the murals that
had replaced faded images of grapes and wine jugs. The artist, a
talented young man named Arturo Mendez, had covered one wall with
vibrantly colored images of proprietor Pepe Otero and his three
grown children wearing baggy peasant-style clothes and picking
grapes. On the opposite wall, the family was making wine in a vat
while Pepe’s ex-wife, Connie, peered in through a painted window,
her face a study in envy.

Pepe bustled over. “Karen is in the back,” he
informed her with a trace of an accent from his native Argentina.
“So, how do you like my pictures?”

“I love them,” Leah said. “They’re the talk
of the town.”

“Not for long.” The compactly built,
dark-haired man went on to explain. “Gwen is having the artist
paint the walls of her café. The project is under wraps, just like
mine was—you know Arturo’s artistic temperament.”

“I hope you’re not mad at her for stealing
your thunder.” Pepe’s and Gwen’s establishments maintained a
friendly rivalry.

“No, actually, we’re… going out.” He produced
a contented smile.

“Oh.” Leah hadn’t paid attention to town
gossip this summer. Although pleased for the two restaurateurs, she
felt sorry for her aunt Rosie, who had a longtime crush on Pepe.
“Good for you.”

“Excuse me.” He hurried off to assist a
waitress with an overburdened tray.

Leah’s stomach was nagging again, probably
from hunger, so she was relieved to see breadsticks on Karen’s
table in a back corner. “I hope I’m not late.” In addition to the
bread, small bottles of vinegar and oil topped the red-and-white
tablecloth, Leah noticed as she sat down.

Her friend regarded her over her menu. “I got
here early.” Karen, who managed the Tulip Tree Nursing Home, had a
passion for punctuality. Two years younger than Leah, she had a
forthright manner and strong opinions.

“Can you believe this crowd?”

“It may get worse. Barry’s running shots of
the murals in today’s Gazette, so if anybody didn’t know
about the unveiling, they soon will.” The newspaper came out on
Tuesdays.

“I’ll stay away for a few days till things
quiet down.” Leah studied her menu. “What are you having?”

“I’m strongly tempted by the scampi. What do
you think?” A reddish-brown curl fell across Karen’s cheek. She
pushed it behind her ear.

Usually, Leah relished scampi, but today the
prospect of garlic butter put her off. “I’m more in the mood for
spaghetti Bolognese.”

“I thought you didn’t like that much meat.” In
Pepe’s sauce, the ground beef nearly overwhelmed the tomato
base.

“Can’t a girl change her mind?” A waitress
brought ice water, which Leah sipped gratefully, then Karen and
Leah both ordered.

She didn’t mention her indigestion to Karen.
Leah had a natural reticence about discussing intimate matters,
even with someone she’d been close to since grade school. She’d
kept quiet about her plans to leave Downhome until shortly before
her trip, and she hadn’t mentioned her insane one-night stand to
anyone. Nor did she plan to.

Besides, they had other things to talk about,
including Jenni and Ethan’s wedding in two weeks. After they’d
exchanged a few tidbits about that, Karen delivered an update on
the physician-search committee.

They’d chosen an obstetrician from Texas
named Dr. Rankin, who was due to arrive later this week. Leah
recalled that he was the one who’d recommended the Wayward Drummer
when Karen had asked on her behalf.

She hoped the subject never arose, because
she found her memories both painful and confusing. What she needed
to do was chalk the experience up to a life lesson and move on.

She returned her attention to her companion.
Karen was describing a pediatrician who’d applied for the second
opening at the clinic.

“Beryl’s from St. Louis, a single mom. She
has a thirteen-year-old son that she wants to remove from bad
influences.” Karen selected a breadstick from the basket. “I am so
glad she applied.”

The previous candidates all fell short. A
pediatrician from Wichita had barely retained his medical license
after an arrest for drunk driving. Another applicant had turned out
to be in questionable health.

That left Dr. Chris McRay. Unlike his
competitors, he’d grown up in Downhome, where he wanted to return
to be near his grandmother. Leah had liked Chris in high school,
but she would never mention it to Karen.

Her friend couldn’t forgive Chris for
testifying against her brother, Barry, in a manslaughter case when
both men were eighteen. His word had sent Barry to prison for five
years for a crime he swore he hadn’t committed, and for which he
believed Chris had framed him.

It was a nasty business. Better by far to
hire the lady from St. Louis.

Karen had used up most of her lunch hour by
the time they had finished eating. Although she ran the nursing
home more or less independently for distant corporate owners, she
rarely cut herself any slack, not even to linger at lunch.

In addition to putting in a full week, she
escorted residents on outings during her free time. Several had
become good friends, including Chris’s grandmother, Mae Anne.

“I guess we can’t have lunch again next week,
can we?” Karen said. “You’ve got school starting Tuesday.”

Leah took out her calendar. “How about a week
from Saturday?”

“Good! We can eat at the farmers’ market.”
The monthly event was always fun.

They set a time to meet, and split the bill.
The lunch crowd was thinning as Karen departed.

Still at the table, Leah glanced at her
phone. She kept getting the sense that she’d overlooked some key
date in her preoccupation with traveling, preparing for school and
arranging much-needed repairs to her roof. But she couldn’t imagine
what it was.

As she scanned the dates, it hit her. She’d
missed her period.

That couldn’t be right. Her periods were
always regular, and she kept track of them. Leah got a disoriented
feeling, as in one of those dreams where she overslept an exam or
paraded naked in public.

She remembered being glad that her period had
started in early July, before she left for Austin, because it meant
she didn’t have to worry about it while traveling. Checking the
calendar, she noted that the next one had been due nearly three
weeks ago, the same day the roofers arrived. That must be why she’d
forgotten.

She was three weeks late. Leah went cold.

Grateful that she sat in the rear of the
restaurant, shielded from most diners, she reviewed what had
happened that night at the motel. Although Will had used condoms
both times they made love, he’d begun without one.

Still, it seemed unlikely she’d become
pregnant from a single encounter. Leah had heard that most women
tried for months before conceiving. Besides, traveling would throw
a woman’s system out of whack.

She ought to ignore the whole thing. In a few
days—perhaps a week, on its regular schedule—her period would show
up.

A breadstick shredded in her hands. Annoyed
at the evidence of her agitation, she dropped it on her plate.

Then she thought of an even scarier
possibility.

Her mother had died of ovarian cancer, which
often produced vague symptoms. Since not even regular checkups
guaranteed an early diagnosis, Leah had vowed to seek help at the
slightest sign of abdominal distress or general exhaustion. The
first she definitely had, and she’d been sleeping more than usual,
which she’d attributed to jet lag.

She didn’t dare put this off. For privacy’s
sake, perhaps she should contact a doctor in Mill Valley, but she’d
started seeing Jenni as a patient and liked her. Also
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