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To Lucia Macro—
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CHAPTER ONE


Jesse Calloway voted boy most likely to end up in prison

—Twilight High, 1999






“You got anybody special waiting for you on the outside?”

Jesse Calloway froze with the only surviving remnant from his good-for-nothing father, his battered old Timex, half-strapped onto his wrist.

Immediately the image of Flynn MacGregor, looking the way she’d looked the last time he’d seen her, peppered his mind. Wearing that pink dress that made her shine like a springtime tulip. Her soft, dark brown hair curling to her feisty shoulders, hands clutched into tight fists, bottom lip caught up between her teeth, her hazel eyes wide in stunned disbelief as Sheriff Clinton Trainer had handcuffed him and stuffed him into the backseat of his patrol car.

Slowly, he stabbed the strap of the Timex through the loop, completing the cinch, the weight of it unexpectedly heavy against his wrist after all these years. The watch had stopped. Ironic when you thought about it. Stopped watch, stopped life. He wound the stem, and then looked up to meet Warden Neusbaum’s eyes.

“No,” he said. “There’s no one.”

The warden nodded as if the answer did not surprise him and passed Jesse the new, but cheaply made suit and lace-up dress shoes supplied by the state of Texas. In the pen they stripped you not only of lace-ups, but of your entire identity. For ten years he’d been nothing but a number. Now he was supposed to go out into society and became Jesse Calloway again. How was he going to do that? He’d spent his entire adult life behind bars. Framed and incarcerated for a crime he hadn’t committed.

Resentment tasted as brackish as burnt coffee beans on the back of his tongue, but he shook off the emotion. No sense getting pissed off. What was done was done. After all, revenge was a dish best served cold, and he’d been in a deep freeze for a very long time.

“For what it’s worth…” Warden Neusbaum paused and shifted his bulk, clearly uncomfortable with what he was about to say next. “I’m gonna miss you. You’ve been an exemplary inmate, and what you did for that boy…”

Jesse took a deep breath, inhaled the institutionalized smell of fear, testosterone, blood, body odor, Lysol, and badly prepared meals. The haunting smell was routine now, but he could still remember the way it had hit him the first time those cell doors had clanked closed behind him. The same way it must have hit Josh Green. In prison, empathy was a stupid thing, and it had almost gotten him killed.

He shrugged. “Yeah, well, you know.”

“Don’t shrug it off. You put your own life in grave peril to save that boy and you stopped a prison riot.”

“Don’t go makin’ a hero out of me, Warden. I was just bucking for an early release.” Jesse flashed the grin that had once worked so well at charming the panties off young women.

“Well, you did something right for once. The kid’s alive and you got two years shaved off your sentence. Now for the standard speech. Good luck out there and don’t ever let me catch your ass back in here again.”

Jesse clenched his jaw. “That it?”

“Since you’ve got no folks coming to fetch you, a guard will put you on a bus and give you instructions about contacting your parole officer.” Neusbaum nodded toward the bathroom adjacent to his office. “You’ve earned the right to some privacy. Go get dressed.”

Jesse picked up the suit and shoes and headed toward the bathroom, not sure what he was feeling. He supposed he should have been excited. Today he would walk away from Huntsville prison a free man. But his emotions were complex.

Hollowness carved out a hole in his brain. Regret slithered along his spine. Anxiety swirled through his every breath. Resolve crouched on his shoulders. Revenge burned his gut.

But in his heart…in his damnable heart…he felt hope. And that’s where trouble boiled.


As much as he wanted revenge to matter more, it didn’t. Sure he wanted to get even with Beau Trainer. Certainly he ached to mete out real justice. Yes, he itched to expose the new sheriff of Twilight, Texas, for the fraud he was. But underneath it all, he wanted Flynn more.

According to Jesse’s Aunt Patsy, Beau had asked Flynn to marry him four times, but she turned him down even as she kept dating him. Jesse ground his teeth. Why? Could it be that some small part of her still harbored feelings for him?

Even after ten years? Even after he’d been to prison? Fat chance of that.

Yet the hope flickered.

Hope. What a stupid, dangerous thing.

Jesse shook off the rough cotton prison jumpsuit, letting it drop to the cement floor, and stepped into the ill-fitting Wal-Mart suit. Not much of an improvement, but at least he looked like a human being again. Good-bye prisoner number 87757310.

Once dressed, he kicked off the slip-ons, sat down on a bench, and jammed his feet into the new shoes. It had been ten years since he’d done up laces, and he wondered if he’d forgotten how to tie his own shoes.

He raised his right leg up to the bench. The laces felt thick and clumsy in his fingers. Freedom was within his grasp. The flavor of it was on his tongue, and it tasted like Flynn. Sweet, with just the right amount of underlying tartness; juicy, warm, and welcoming.

There was that hope again.

Jesse tried to crush it. Reminded himself that she’d been sleeping with his mortal enemy, but he couldn’t manage to summon up any anger toward her. He reserved that for Trainer. All he really wanted was to see Flynn again.

What if she doesn’t want to see you?

She probably didn’t. If he was smart, he would forget all about her. But if he was smart, he wouldn’t have landed in here in the first place. He looped the laces, pulled them tight, his fingers regaining their memory.

Flynn.

The woman he’d dreamed about every night. The image of her smiling face had saved his sanity inside these prison walls.

Flynn.

He tugged the knot, making sure it held secure. He was breathing heavily now. Hope fluttered around in his heart like some damn butterfly. Christ, he was acting like a schoolgirl.

Flynn.

Had he completely fabricated the feelings they’d had for each other? Had it all been in his head, lopsided and pathetic? Doubt smashed the butterflies. Fear kicked hope in the teeth. Who was he kidding? He wasn’t good enough for her. He’d known it then and nothing had changed.

Yet she hadn’t married Trainer. Why not?

“Calloway,” Neusbaum called to him.

Jesse stood up and looked down at his perfectly bound shoelaces. New beginning. New start. He opened the door and stepped back into the warden’s office.

“Guard’s here to escort you to the bus.”

The guard waited for him in the hallway. Neusbaum clasped Jesse’s hand, told him good-bye.


Unshackled for the first time in ten years, Jesse followed the guard out into the light.

“Where you headed?” the guard asked. “Home?”

“I’ve got no home,” Jesse said. “Never have, never will.”

“I gotta know where you’re going. For the bus ticket.”

“I’m headed for Twilight.”

“Twilight?” The guard looked confused.

“Twilight,” he confirmed. “It’s a town, outside Fort Worth.”

“What’s in Twilight? A job? A woman?”

“A wrong that needs righting.”

“Hey,” the guard said, “don’t do anything to send your ass back here. That’d be stupid.”

Stupid it might be, but Jesse didn’t care. His plan had been ten long years in the making. He was going back to the town where it all began. Back to even the score with the man who’d ruined his life. Back to collect the justice he’d been denied.

Back to claim the woman who should have been his.

 

Flynn MacGregor pulled her clunky old Ford Ranger out of the parking lot of Froggy’s Marina Bar and Grill. The café hunkered on the banks of the Brazos River at the juncture where it flowed into Lake Twilight. She’d grown up on this river and she was as much a part of it as the sand cranes and snapping turtles. The smell of the water was in her blood; this place anchored her heart. The early evening mist cloaked the valley in a moisture shroud, causing Flynn’s hair to frizz like a 1970s Afro.


Yeah, okay, she loved the river; the humidity, not so much.

She raised a hand in a vain attempt at taming her unruly locks, forgetting all about buckling up her seat belt. Dammit, she’d spent an hour last night ironing it straight. Naturally curly hair and river life didn’t mix. She had half a mind to say, “Screw it,” and stop the ironing, but Beau preferred her hair sleek and tamed. Honestly, so did she, but battling nature was hard work.

So was getting ready for the Friday night all-you-can-eat-catfish dinner crowd at Froggy’s. Especially since her father had yet to show up for his shift and she was due to host the Sweethearts’ Knitting Club at their house in half an hour. Flynn tried not to assume the worst, but she immediately started worrying. Had Floyd fallen off the wagon again?

He’s been clean and sober for a year. Take a deep breath. He’s probably got a very good reason for being late.

Still, that didn’t stop her from making a beeline for home—which lay just half a mile north of Froggy’s. She had to get there before the ladies from the knitting club started arriving and found Floyd half into a bottle of Wild Turkey, doing his best imitation of Tom Cruise in Risky Business, sliding across the hardwood floor to the tune of some Elvis ditty. Last time it had been “Burning Love.” Flynn cringed at the memory of her father in his underwear, crooning into a hairbrush, as dotty octogenarian Dotty Mae Densmore applauded and asked if he was available for bachelorette parties, while the rest of the knitting club had looked on in stunned shock.

And then she heard the whoop-whoop blast of a squad car siren, saw red and blue lights twirling behind her pickup truck.

Oh crap, now what? Feeling just a bit cheesed off, she pulled to the side of the road. The cruiser snugged in behind her.

The trooper swung out of his vehicle, cocked his Stetson back on his forehead, sank his hands onto his hips, and sauntered up to her window. He looked like a cross between Dudley Do-Right and The Terminator—precision military haircut, large firm jaw, shoulders you could iron a linen shirt on, service weapon strapped to him more securely than a body part. The twinkling star on his chest confirmed his identity—sheriff of Hood County, Texas.

“Ma’am,” he said, leaning in to rest his forearms on her windowsill.

He was playing a familiar little sex game, but honestly, she wasn’t in the mood. “Listen Beau, I gotta go. Floyd didn’t show up for work and I’ve got the knitting club on the way and—”

“Flynnie,” he interrupted. She wished he wouldn’t call her that, but he seemed to enjoy it so much that she’d never worked up the courage to tell him she didn’t care for the moniker. “Take a deep breath and be in the moment. You’re letting your mind run away with you again.”

She hated how well he knew her. It was almost as irritating as it was comforting.

“Deep breath,” he insisted.


Rolling her eyes, she took a deep breath.

“Good girl. Now how come you didn’t have your seat belt on?”

“Is that what this is about?”

He pulled his ticket book from his back pocket.

“You’re not serious.”

“Click or ticket, ma’am,” he said with a deadpan face.

He was still playing the game. Or at least she hoped he was. Beau was such a straight arrow it was often difficult to tell when he was teasing or when he was toeing the line beyond all reasonable human expectations.

Flynn batted her eyelashes at him, playing along just to get this over with so she could go home and make sure Floyd was not blitzed on the Jägermeister she suddenly remembered her sister, Carrie, kept hidden behind the paint thinner underneath the kitchen sink.

“Oh, Officer, is there anything I can do to get out of this ticket?” Flynn asked.

“Are you attempting to bribe an officer of the law?”

“Um…no…not at all. Unless it’ll work.”

“Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to step out of your vehicle and follow me to my patrol car.”

She sighed, resigned to playing out the scenario. She opened the door, followed him to his patrol car, and got into the passenger seat.

“Your hair’s frizzing,” Beau said, back to being himself as he got in beside her.

Flynn reached up to tuck a wild strand behind her ear. “I know. I’m sorry.”


“Hey, you don’t have to apologize. You can’t control the weather. It’s just that it makes you look wild.”

Maybe I wanna be wild for once.

“Um, could we please get the show on the road? I’ve got a lot to do and—”

“Flynnie,” he interrupted, “We’ve got something really important to discuss.”

“I know, I know, I should have worn my seat belt.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about, but yeah, you should have.” He shook a chiding finger.

“Can’t it wait?” She waved a hand in the direction of her house. Flynn could see it from here—down-home farm-style, painted buttercup yellow, wraparound veranda. Rocking chairs on the front porch. Bucket of colorful yarn parked beside the rocking chairs to keep up the appearance that she actually knew how to knit. “Floyd, the Sweethearts, Froggy’s…”

“I know you’re stretched thin, but I need for you to focus. Take another deep breath.”

She complied.

“Good girl,” he said again, and she halfway expected him to pat her on the head and give her a liver treat. Then he took something out of his pocket that made her heart vault up into her throat.

A black velvet ring box.

“Beau…” She was shaking her head before he ever cracked the box open.

He raised a finger. “Before you say anything I want you to just hear me out. Can you do that?”

She nodded mutely, overwhelmed by the tightness in her chest. She did have a tendency to shoot her mouth off without knowing all the details.

Beau opened the box. This time the ring was a three-carat marquise cut surrounded by a flotilla of baguettes. It must have cost him at least six months’ salary. It was twice as big as the last one. She had to bite down on her tongue to keep her promise of hearing him out.

He reached for her left hand. Flynn was startled to realize she was shaking. What was she feeling? Resistance? Fear? She rolled both those words around in her head. No, no. That wasn’t it.

She and Beau had known each other their entire lives. High school sweethearts, dating on and off for ten years. He was a rock-solid guy. The salt of the earth. Yes, he was a little rigid in his outlook and he could be a bit judgmental, but that went with the territory. He was squeaky clean. A real Goody Two-shoes. Once she’d even made him a musical playlist that included the Adam Ant “Goody Two Shoes” song.

He doesn’t drink, he doesn’t smoke. What does he do?

That was the thing. The guy was a comic book superhero, and no one could live up to Beau’s expectations. How the hell had Lois Lane managed it?

Was that the reason she’d put him off every time he’d asked her to marry him? Of course, she had other reasons. External reasons. Good reasons. Or was her real reason something else entirely? Or perhaps she should say someone else entirely.

And then—boom—there he was nibbling at the back of her conscience as he’d done off and on for the past ten years.

Jesse.


The wild side that she’d never gotten to explore. Her one serious regret. Just the thought of him took her breath in a way Beau never had. Immediately she felt disloyal and bit down on her bottom lip.

“Flynnie, look at me.”

She forced herself to meet Beau’s chocolate brown eyes underneath straight, black brows. Good ol’ reliable Beau. Everyone in town loved him. He was a war hero, having earned a Bronze Star in Iraq. He was a pillar of the community. A man that people looked up to and admired.

Goody, Goody Two-shoes.

God, what was wrong with her? She was secretly pining for a convicted criminal incarcerated in Huntsville prison while this decent and law-abiding man, who’d never been anything but kind to Flynn and her family, was sitting here asking her to marry him. She was lower than river sludge. Why couldn’t she just pull the trigger and say yes?

“Before you turn me down again there’s something very important I have to say,” Beau said.

“I—”

“Ah, ah.” Beau pressed his index finger to her lips. “Shh, shh.”

She pantomimed zipping her lip, and his smile crinkled up the corners of his eyes. She really did love the big lug. Just not in the way she should. Not the way her mother had loved her father. Not the way the members of her knitting club all loved their high school sweethearts.

Her heart twisted. Honestly, what in the hell was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she give him her all?

The thing of it was, she had always expected to marry Beau eventually. Her mother had certainly wanted it for her. As she lay in the final throes of dying, Lynn Dupress MacGregor had made her eldest daughter promise two things.

One, that Flynn would open a yarn store so the knitters of Twilight didn’t have to make the forty-mile trek into Fort Worth whenever they felt a yen for something more sophisticated than the basic Wal-Mart skein. And two, that Flynn would one day accept Beau’s proposal of marriage.

Flynn had pointed out that with the proliferation of the Internet it was now feasible for the citizens of Twilight to meet their knitting needs online, but her mother insisted it wasn’t the same. All her life Lynn had dreamed of owning a yarn store where she could host knitting circles and give lessons to pass on her love of the craft. Flynn had agreed to both promises, fully expecting to keep them.

One day.

First on her list, find the right property—and the financing—to start Lynn’s Yarn Barn.

But now here was Beau, pushing for the second item.

“You remember the first time I asked?” Beau crooned, giving her hand a gentle squeeze.

“It was your high school graduation,” Flynn said.

The day after the night Jesse had made out with her for the first and last time. Made out with her on the old Twilight Bridge, gave Flynn her first orgasm right through the fabric of her panties and rocked her teenage world.

It was also the same day Beau’s father had arrested Jesse on cocaine trafficking charges and possession of an illegal firearm. He was supposed to have graduated that day as well.

“You looked so gorgeous. You were wearing a pink sundress.” His voice softened.

Little did Beau know she’d worn that dress because Jesse had told her she looked pretty in pink. Flynn’s cheeks warmed at the memory. She’d thought…

You were sixteen. You had no clue about who Jesse really was. You barely knew him. Let it go. She wished it was that easy. She felt guilty somehow—like she’d betrayed Jesse—and she didn’t know why. If anything, she’d betrayed Beau.

Okay, here came the full-on guilt.

“It was thoughtless of me to ask you then,” Beau was saying. “I understood that you were too young. I just wanted you to know how I felt. I wanted to know that you were mine before I headed off to college.”

Flynn forced a smile. Beau’s hand was warm and moist around hers, his grip just a tiny bit too tight. Panic fluttered against her chest wall the way it always did when he asked her for a solid commitment.

“My timing has always been off when it comes to us. What with your family problems, my stint in Iraq, then my extensive rehab after being wounded, my father’s stroke. We’ve been through a lot and yet we’re still together. You’ve always given me hope that one day you’d be ready to wear my ring.”

“Beau, you’re a wonderful person.” This time she squeezed his hand.

“I love you, Flynnie. I’ve loved you for years. You’re my oldest and dearest friend. I think it’s important to be friends with the person you marry.”

They were good friends and they knew each other so well.

“But as much as I love you, as much as I want you to be my wife, I can’t keep waiting.” Beau cleared his throat. “I know you have a problem with commitment and I get why. You had to assume the role as head of the household when your mother got sick and your dad went off the deep end. You were only thirteen years old and you were cooking dinner and changing diapers and making sure the bills got paid and taking care of your mother…” He shook his head. “I admire you so much, Flynnie MacGregor. You’re my hero.”

Aw shit, she was gonna cry. She ducked her head, stared down at her sneakers stained with grease from Froggy’s. “Beau…”

“Shh, listen, listen to me good.” He hooked two fingers underneath her chin, raised her face up to meet his gaze. “I’ll be thirty next year and Hondo Crouch is running against me in the upcoming sheriff’s race. I need a wife by my side to help me win. Not to mention that I’m ready to start a family.”

“I know.”

“No, this is different.” He paused. “I realize you haven’t had a chance to sow your wild oats. That you’ve been so busy taking care of everyone that you’ve never taken care of Flynn, and I’ve tried to be considerate of that. I didn’t take offense when you turned me down the last four times.”

No, no he hadn’t.

“I understood and I waited.”

Yes, yes he had.


“So I have to have an answer. One way or the other. Will you marry me?”

The squad car suddenly seemed to close in around her. She tried to draw in a deep breath but her lungs wouldn’t expand properly. “I…I need time to think.”

“You’ve had ten years to think, Flynn; if you don’t know the answer by now—” He broke off, shook his head.

“Are you—” She stopped, gulped. “Giving me an ultimatum?”

“I am. Either agree to wear my engagement ring or I’ll find someone who will.” He couldn’t have shocked her more if he’d reached out and slapped her across the face. “You’ve taken me for granted and I’ve allowed it to happen because I’ve wanted this so much. But you aren’t the only woman in Twilight. I’ve had lots of offers.”

A sour taste spilled into her mouth. It tasted like guilt. She had taken him for granted. Assumed Beau would always be there. Waiting for her. She saw now how unfairly she’d treated him, keeping him dangling on a string. He was right. She should say yes or let him go.

“All your excuses are gone,” he continued. “Cassie grew out of her wild phase and turned her life around. Froggy’s is finally in the black. Your twin brothers graduate from high school next May. Your father is on the wagon. There’s nothing you have to do for anyone else, Flynnie. You deserve to pursue your own happiness.”

And of course he thought pursuing her happiness meant marrying him, becoming the sheriff’s wife. In all honesty, Flynn had no idea what constituted her own happiness. She’d never had an opportunity to give it much thought.

He took the ring from the box and held it out to her. “This is it, Flynn MacGregor, your last chance. I won’t ask again. I’ve got to have a definitive answer once and for all. Will you marry me or not?”

Flynn opened her mouth to speak but no words came out.

“Yes or no?” Beau demanded.

“I…I…”

“Yes or no, Flynn, it’s a simple question.”

Emotions crowded in on her. Anger with him for springing this on her, irritation with herself for dragging her feet, desperation at his challenge, fear that she was never going to figure out who she really was outside of being everyone’s go-to girl.

And beneath it all lay a bone-deep sadness. If you say yes, you forever close the door on Jesse.

Jesse, that vulnerable boy who’d come to live with his Aunt Patsy his junior year. He’d swaggered into Twilight High all tough bravado and oozing tortured-loner cool. Leather jacket, skull tattoo on his upper arm, pierced tongue, chip on his shoulder twice the size of Texas, laser-sharp stare that sent chills of excitement chasing up a girl’s spine.

But Flynn had immediately seen past the façade. The minute she looked into his intelligent gray-blue eyes, she’d known they were the same. Pretending to be something they weren’t in order to keep their chaotic worlds in balance. He was faking being a bad boy; she had donned the role of responsible good girl. He’d touched her heart in a way no one ever had and she’d fallen in love with him.


And then to her ultimate dismay she discovered she’d been wrong about Jesse. That he truly was a bad boy involved with drugs and guns. But still, some small part of her refused to believe it. Some part of her still yearned.

What in the hell was she thinking? The door had closed on Jesse years ago. That was just a foolish girlhood longing. She’d grown up. She’d stopped believing in soul mates and kismet and sexual chemistry so urgent it scared the hell out of her. Marrying the steady, reliable man who’d stood by you through thick and thin was good enough. It wasn’t settling. It was sensible. Right?

“Flynn,” Beau prompted.

She looked down at the diamond sparkler and everything it represented—home, hearth, husband, family. She should want this, but the truth was she was up to her ears in home, hearth, and family. The only new addition would be husband.

His gaze burned her cheeks. She forced herself to meet his eyes. Caring and concern for her shone there, and for the briefest moment, she spied a flicker of panic. He rubbed his thumb over her ring finger. “Flynnie?”

“Why today, Beau?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why not yesterday? Why not tomorrow?”

He shrugged. “I guess I just made up my mind that I can’t keep hanging in limbo. I gotta know once and for all, will you be my wife?”

“Could you give me twenty-four hours?”

His lips pressed together to form a hard line. “You’ve had ten years. Will twenty-four hours make that much difference?”


No, of course not, but she needed time alone from him to think this through. “I wasn’t expecting an ultimatum and the knitting club will be arriving any minute and my father is AWOL and—”

Beau heaved a long-suffering sigh. “It’s always about your family.” Flynn bristled, but then he lightly touched the tip of her nose with his index finger. “Good thing your devotion to those you love is one of the things I adore most about you. Yes, okay, twenty-four hours. But that doesn’t mean I’m not serious about this. My ultimatum still stands.”

“Okay. You’re right. You deserve an answer.” She moved to get out of the car.

“Flynnie?”

“Yes?” She turned back to look at him, and that’s when Beau gathered her up in his arms for a kiss.

As kisses went it was one of his best. Firm, warm, moist but not wet—full of passion, yet properly controlled. He tasted of mouthwash and toothpaste. She realized he’d recently brushed his teeth. Rehearsed this.

She found that fact both endearing and bothersome, and she couldn’t really say why. She knew Beau was a man who did nothing without forethought and preparation. Eagle Scout all the way.

He pulled his lips from hers. “Keep that in mind as you do your thinking.”

She nodded mutely, got out of his patrol car, stumbled in the ditch on her way back to her Ranger. As she climbed onto the running board, Beau poked his head out of the window. “And don’t forget to buckle up,” he hollered.


Flynn waved a hand, but had the strangest impulse to raise a finger. God, he was such a stickler for rules.

And what’s wrong with that, river sludge? He only wants to make sure you’re safe.

She got in and buckled her seat belt, looked back, and saw Beau making a U-turn, then spied a car on the overhead bridge that she recognized. Patsy Cross’s ruby red Crown Victoria packed with carpooling members of the knitting club.

Crap!

At best she had only a two-minute head start. Flynn gunned the engine and zoomed to the end of the road. She slammed the Ranger into park, tumbled out, sprinted up the back steps, and banged in through the screen door.







CHAPTER TWO


Beau Trainer voted boy most likely to be brought home for Thanksgiving dinner

—Twilight High, 1999






For as long as he could remember, Beau Trainer had struggled to overcome the image of his larger-than-life father. Clinton Trainer was a throwback to the lawless days of the Wild West when men were men—drinking, whoring, gambling, smoking, fighting, shooting off guns for sport—and the women put up with it because they were scared not to. His father called every boy Bubba and every girl Sissy-babe. He had a picture of a hula dancer with oversized bosoms tattooed on his forearm, and until his stroke he’d always kept a whiskey flask tucked into the top of his cowboy boot.

The Trainers hailed from a long line of lawmen, dating back to some of the first Texas Rangers. And when Clinton married Kathryn Loving and her family’s cattle money and used her wealth and his boldness to get elected sheriff of Hood County, his place in Twilight history was cinched. No one dared cross Clinton Trainer except Kathryn, and that was only because she held the purse strings.

When Beau was eight years old his father took him behind the woodshed, pulled a cigar from his pocket, bit off the end, and spit it into the field. “Let’s see how tough you are, little man,” Clinton had grunted. “Smoke this.”

He remembered being simultaneously repulsed and seduced. He’d brought the cigar to his lips. Clinton fired a match with his hoary thumbnail. “Now suck,” he commanded.

Beau sucked. Acrid smoke filled his lungs. It tasted like wet, moldy leaves set on fire. He’d coughed and tried to hand the cigar back to Clinton. “I don’t like it.”

“Keep smoking,” Clinton growled with that don’t-give-me-no-shit look on his face.

Knees trembling, tears burning at the backs of his eyes, Beau took another hit. The second time was worse than the first. “I can’t do it,” he’d whimpered.

“Again.”

“Daddy, don’t make me.”

“You want me to take off this belt?” Clinton settled his thumbs on his belt buckle. “’Cause I will.”

He couldn’t hold the tears back any longer as he took another horrible drag off the vile cigar and promptly vomited in the sand.

“Pussy.” Clinton curled his nose in disgust and walked away.

When he was ten, Clinton took him deer hunting. When it came down to pulling the trigger and annihilating the defenseless animal, Beau had shot wide, missing on purpose.

“Pussy.” Clinton reached out and slapped him across the face.

When he was twelve, Clinton took him to the Horny Toad Tavern and told Earl Pringle to serve Beau a whiskey.

“I can’t do that, Sheriff,” Earl had said, looking nervously at Clinton’s badge, no doubt wondering if it was a test.

“Then give me a whiskey.”

Earl served him and Clinton pushed the glass to Beau. “Knock it back in one swallow, kid.”

Beau tried, he really did. Honestly, all he wanted was to please his father, but it turned out like the cigar. Vomit on the floor.

“Pussy.” Clinton grunted and finished off the whiskey Beau hadn’t been able to down.

Then when he was fourteen…Beau closed his eyes against the memory of the whorehouse and the naked woman who’d touched him. All he heard ringing in his ears were his father’s parting words as he slammed the door behind him. “Pussy for a pussy.”

It was at that moment Beau realized that no matter what he did he could never impress or please his father. He also realized something else. His father was morally bankrupt and he wasn’t a man worth emulating. And Beau recognized that from then on, he was going to have to father himself. Find his own blueprint for the way a man was supposed to be. He was going to make his own guidelines, develop his own moral code, police himself so there’d be no need for anyone else to police him. He’d adhere to the letter of the law and he’d live up to his image of what a real man should be. From that moment on, Beau made it his life mission to be better than Clinton in every way. He’d be everything his father was not—ethical, fair, honest, and self-disciplined.

And then at sixteen he’d fallen in love for the first time. Madly, deeply, blindly in love, the way that only a teenager could fall. Jodi was beautiful, impulsive, and exciting. Beau was drawn to her, moth to a flame. She strung him along, then broke his heart by leaving town with a thug so much like Clinton it crushed his soul. When he heard a few weeks later that she’d been killed in an accident on the back of the guy’s motorcycle, he took it personally. If she’d just stayed with him, she would still be alive and safe. After that, he’d drawn up his image of the perfect woman. She would be a good person, hardworking, responsible, generous, and practical. She wouldn’t let her head be turned by some swaggering bad boy.

And then he met Flynn. She fit his mental blueprint perfectly, and he set about falling in love with her in a calm, rational manner.

They were getting along good, she was his perfect mate. Even though they were still in high school, he was already picturing their children. Then Patsy Cross brought her nephew to Twilight and ruined everything.

Beau blew out his breath, parked his cruiser in front of the sheriff’s office, and got out, the black velvet ring box weighing heavily in his pocket. He’d put up with a lot from Flynn because he knew she was right for him and he was right for her. They’d been through so much together. For the most part, he was willing to give her the time and space she needed. He had been happy with their current relationship.

That was until Warden Neusbaum called him to tell him Jesse Calloway was getting out of prison on early release and Beau knew he had to get his ring on Flynn’s finger before that bastard came roaring back into town. Because he knew Flynn didn’t take commitments lightly. Once she committed to something, she was in for the duration.

And he was going to make sure that he was the one she committed to. He’d be damned if he let her end up like Jodi. Once and for all, he was saving her from that low-life scumbag, if it was the last thing he ever did.

 

Her sister, Carrie, stood in the kitchen tying a green and white Froggy’s apron around her waist. Flynn screeched to a halt and said breathlessly, “Red alert. Knitting club is right behind me, where’s the afghan?”

“Don’t panic. The living room is set up for the meeting. Afghan is by your chair. Your dark secret is still safe. Cookies, sandwiches, and tea…” She motioned to the sideboard. “All laid out.”

Flynn stared. Her sister had come through for her and in a big way.

Carrie wrinkled her nose. “Why are you looking at me like I’m Jezebel singing in the church choir?”

All those years of bailing her sister out of trouble—shoplifting charges, underage drinking and pot smoking, annulling her ill-conceived marriage. Carrie was going to be okay.

“You’re not supposed to work tonight,” Flynn said. “I thought you had a date with Logan.”

“I’m taking Dad’s shift.” Carrie pinned her name tag to her chest.

“Where is he?”

“AA meeting.”

Relief that her father hadn’t fallen off the wagon was as strong as the dual twist of concern. “What happened?”

Carrie shook her head. “Today would have been their twenty-eighth wedding anniversary, Flynn.”

May 28. How could she have forgotten? Flynn smacked her forehead with her palm. “I’m such a dumbass. It completely slipped my mind.”

“You can’t be expected to remember everything.” Carrie turned for the door, uncharacteristically cutting her some slack. “You’re giving me that look again.”

“Who are you and what have you done with my sister, you evil pod person?”

“How come you’re late?”

“Beau gave me an ultimatum.”

“Oh?” Carrie paused, one leg in the kitchen, the other on the porch. “What kind?”

“Marry him or he’s going to find someone else.”

“He’s bluffing.”

Flynn shook her head. “I don’t think so. Not this time.”

“I guess he’s getting the urge for babies.”

Flynn covered her ears with her palms. “Don’t say that. I’m not ready to hear that. I’m not ready for babies.”


“Remember twins run in our family.” Carrie scooped up her purse.

“You’re evil, you know that?”

“I thought you just said I was a pod person.”

“Okay, my mistake. You’re still the same old Carrie. You just lured me in there for a minute with these lovely little sandwiches with the crusts cut off.”

“Honestly, Flynn, you’re finally going to say yes, right? I mean you guys are meant for each other. Mr. and Mrs. I Walk the Line. Of course, I pity the kids. They’ll have no choice but to rebel, but look at the bright side; they’ll have Auntie Carrie showing them the ropes.” Carrie headed across the veranda.

Flynn followed her. “You think I should say yes?”

“Beau’s crazy about you.”

“I know.”

“So why the hesitation? You guys fit like peanut butter and jelly. Although there is the issue that you’ve never dated anyone else. That’s gotta be weird, having only been with one guy.”

Except Jesse. Sort of.

But Carrie didn’t know about that. Nobody knew about her and Jesse except Jesse’s Aunt Patsy.

“We all can’t have your colorful past with the opposite sex.”

Carrie hummed a line from an oldies song, “Going to the Chapel.”

“Who’s going to get married?” Patsy Cross asked as she and three other members of the knitting club—Dotty Mae Densmore, Terri Longoria, and Marva Bullock—walked up on the porch.

Patsy owned the Teal Peacock, a curio/souvenir shop situated on Ruby Street catty-corner from the Twilight Playhouse on the town square, where in the summers, touring companies performed Broadway musicals. It drew visitors from the Dallas/ Fort Worth Metroplex, infused extra money into the town. This month Mamma Mia! was on the playbill. Patsy also served on the town council, and people sought her advice because of her sound, logical outlook on life. She possessed round cheeks, a rounder waistline, and a precise, measured way of taking stock of people and situations. She wore her hair short and dyed blond and she reminded Flynn a bit of Debbie Reynolds, just not as perky. She’d never had any kids. Last year, her husband had been diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s and she’d been forced to put him in a home. Flynn’s mother had once told her to be extra kind to Patsy, because she’d had a very hard life, but she’d given her no details.

“Beau and Flynn,” Carrie supplied in answer to Patsy’s question.

“Finally?” Dotty Mae Densmore squealed with excitement and clapped her hands. “It’s about damn time.”

Dotty Mae was a former Miss Twilight, 1942. She had the outer appearance of a typical great-grandmother—blue hair, floral print housedress, a rash of liver spots on the backs of her hands, thick glasses perched on the end of her nose. But it was all a guise. Dotty Mae cussed like a Green Beret, played the Lotto every Saturday, and never missed the biannual Twilight senior citizens’ bus trip to the Indian Casino in Choctaw, Oklahoma. Her passion for the Dallas Cowboys rivaled that of any Joe Six-Pack. She smoked clove cigarettes and had a certain fondness for peppermint schnapps. Flynn had discovered that last tidbit when Carrie had come home staggering drunk at age twelve, reeking of cloves and peppermint. Dotty Mae had called her up to bawl her out for letting Carrie go around stealing old people’s hooch.

“That’s wonderful,” cooed everyone except Patsy. They converged on her in a group hug.

Carrie winked and abandoned her to the smother of well-meaning bosoms. If she hadn’t been so proud of her sister for stepping up to the plate and taking care of things, she might have been irritated. Then Flynn’s gaze met Patsy’s gray-blue eyes, which were the exact same color as Jesse’s. She stood back from the group. Something flickered on Patsy’s face. An accusation? A challenge? Disapproval? Whatever it was, it quickly disappeared.

The others pelted Flynn with questions as she escorted them inside through the kitchen and into the living room.

“When’s the date?”

“Are you getting married at his church or yours?”

“Have you picked your colors yet?”

“Um…” Flynn said. “I’m afraid Carrie was putting the cart before the horse. I haven’t exactly accepted Beau’s proposal yet.”

“But you’re going to this time,” Terri said firmly.

At thirty-seven, Terri was the youngest member of the knitting club besides Flynn. Her husband was chief of staff at Twilight General, and Terri owned Hot Legs Gym. She loved salsa dancing and bowling, and she held the title of best female slalom skier in Twilight. Her biggest claim to fame was an appearance on a reality show called Fear Nothing where she’d systemically gulped down a bucket of earthworms and won ten thousand dollars for the disgusting honor. However, her most prized accomplishment was her plump little four-year-old, Gerald. No one had the courage to tell her the kid was a complete brat, and Flynn breathed a sigh of relief that she hadn’t brought him with her tonight. Gerald had a sordid history with knitting needles.

“I’m surprised someone hasn’t stolen Beau away from you already,” Marva said. “Half the single girls in town are in love with him.”

“And a few of the married ones too,” Dotty added.

“It’s such a shame that your mother won’t be here for the wedding,” Patsy said quietly and that caused everyone to pause and look toward the photograph of Flynn’s mother on the wall over the fireplace mantel.

The photograph had been taken thirteen years earlier, just before her mother had received the devastating news she had amyotrophic lateral sclerosis—a progressive and incurable neuromuscular disease made infamous by baseball great Lou Gehrig. In the picture she was only thirty-five, with a smile so bright that it made Flynn’s heart ache. Her soft blond hair, which Carrie had inherited, curled down her shoulders, and her blue eyes danced mischievously. She was a far cry from the way she’d been at the end; her body weak and helpless, but her mind fully aware of what was happening to her.

“Lynn would approve,” Marva murmured. “She was crazy about Beau, and she wanted nothing more than to see you happily married to your childhood sweetheart.”

Marva and her mother had been best friends since high school. Marva was as dark as Lynn had been fair. With her cocoa-colored skin, ebony hair plaited in neat cornrows, and lean body, Marva looked years younger than forty-nine. She had a son, Ashton, who was Flynn’s age, and a daughter, Kiley, a year younger. They’d both moved away from Twilight to better job opportunities in Dallas. Marva’s husband, G.C., worked as an electrician, and she was the principal of Twilight High. At first glance it was impossible to see what her mother and Marva had in common other than their kids, but they’d both shared an almost rabid love of knitting.

That love led them to start the Sweethearts’ Knitting Club the very same year her mother posed for the photograph. The genesis for the club came from the fact that as part of a romantic Twilight tradition, both Marva and Lynn had married—and stayed wedded to—their high school sweethearts. They formed a knitting club among other women who could claim the same thing.

Twilight was founded on the Brazos River in 1875 and today it functioned mainly as a regional tourist destination. To keep a steady influx of cash pouring into a town that claimed a permanent population of just under six thousand, a cottage industry had sprung up around a local legend whose authenticity was the topic of heated debate.

The prevailing legend, among the romantics, involved two teenage sweethearts separated during the Civil War. Jon Grant had been a soldier for the North; Rebekka Nash, a sweet Southern belle. Circumstances tore them asunder, but they never stopped loving each other. Fifteen years later, they met again at twilight on the banks of the Brazos in the same spot where the town now stood.

In the early 1900s a statue in the lovers’ honor had been erected in the park near the town square. Rumor had it that if you threw pennies into the park’s fountain, you’d be reunited with your high school sweetheart. Whether it was true or not, the legend worked. Twilight was officially nicknamed Sweetheart Town in the Fort Worth Star-Telegram in 1910, and there’d been a steady influx of romance-related tourism ever since. Many reunited high school lovers came to Twilight to get married under the Sweetheart Tree, and in fact Belinda Murphey, one of the other ladies of the knitting club, ran a thriving matchmaking business focusing on helping people reconnect with long-lost loves.

“Once you and Beau are hitched, you’ll be an official member of the club,” Terri said. “Having qualified by marrying the only man you’ve ever really loved.”

Thoughts of Jesse circled Flynn’s head again. Why was he on her mind so much today? She hadn’t thought about him in ages…well, except in an occasional lusty dream. She slid a stealthy glance over at Patsy, who sank down in her designated rocking chair near the television set. She was startled to find the older woman glaring at her.

Unnerved, Flynn snatched her gaze away.

“Wow, you’ve made a lot of progress since last week,” Terri said, plucking up the afghan Carrie had knitted for Flynn and studying the needlework. “How do you find the time? Running Froggy’s, looking after your dad and Carrie and the twins, keeping house, dating Beau…”

“Idle hands,” Flynn said, and reached for the afghan. She clutched it to her chest. She didn’t want anyone looking too closely. “With the twins away at basketball camp in Iowa for the entire summer, I’ve got some extra time on my hands.” That was true enough.

“You’re getting really good.” Terri nodded in approval. “I love this pattern. When did you learn to do that stitch?”

“Oh, you know,” Flynn shrugged. She hated lying, but she’d been pretending for so long, how did you just suddenly come out and confess that you were a fraud?

“Your mother would be so proud.”

Guilt stabbed her. This was her secret shame.

The lie had started innocently enough not long after her mother received the crippling blow that she would be slowly wasting away until she died, losing her abilities to do all the things she enjoyed most. Combing her daughters’ hair, cooking her husband’s dinner, rocking her twin sons, knitting crafts for family and friends.

Her mother had been hands-down the best knitter in the county. Some said even the whole of Texas. She’d won the state fair competition three years running.

Flynn had been thirteen at the time and her mother had been trying for almost a year to teach her how to knit. Flynn couldn’t seem to wrap her head around it. Knitting was tedious, not relaxing as her mother claimed, and when it came to yarn, all ten of Flynn’s digits turned into clumsy thumbs. But more than anything else in the world, she’d wanted to please her mother, so she kept trying.

One day, while Flynn was in the bedroom she’d shared with Carrie, knitting needles clutched in her hands like handle bars, yarn in her lap, cussing up a blue streak because she couldn’t make it work, Carrie got up off the floor where she was coloring and walked over. She took the knitting needles and yarn from Flynn’s hands, sank down on the bed beside her, and just went to town.

Flynn’s mouth had dropped open. “How…how’d you learn to do that?”

Carrie had given her an it’s-no-big-deal shrug. “I watched Mama showing you how to do it.”

“You…you’re a natural.”

“It’s easy.”

Flynn had wanted to slap her. “Does Mama know you can do this?”

“Naw, if I told her she’d pester me to do it all the time like she does with you.”

“I’ll pay you to knit something for me.”

Carrie looked surprised and pleased. “Ten bucks.”

“Done.”

Carrie had knitted her a scarf. Flynn had presented it to their mother as her own work. Lynn had been overjoyed that she’d finally gotten through to her oldest daughter. She called all her friends and bragged up a storm. Carrie bought a bagful of candy with her money and a copy of Teen Beat.

And so Flynn’s big fat lie began.

When it came to the Sweethearts’ Knitting Club, she was a fraud in every sense of the word. She didn’t know how to knit, and while she’d dated Beau in high school, he hadn’t been the one she’d first given her heart to. If these women knew her secrets, they’d boot her right out of the knitting club that her own mother had started.

The doorbell rang, signaling the arrival of more Sweethearts. Flynn got up to answer the door. Raylene Pringle waltzed over the threshold. Raylene had been a Dallas Cowboys cheerleader back in the Tom Landry/Roger Staubach days and she still dressed the part even though she was rapidly approaching sixty. White knee-high boots, blond hair teased big, false eyelashes, short skirt, an expertly hand-knitted Dallas Cowboys sweater vest, and lots of flashy attitude. She and her husband, Earl, ran the Horny Toad Tavern down off Highway 377.

“Hey y’all,” she called.

“Belinda’s not with you?” Flynn asked, checking the front porch to see if Belinda had lingered to smell the honeysuckle. Usually Belinda and Raylene carpooled together because they both lived in Rio Vista Estates on the other side of the dam.

“One of her kids is sick.”

“Which one?” Patsy asked.

Raylene waved a hand. “How should I know? She’s got too many to keep track of.”

“Is it Kimmie, Kameron, Karmie, Kyle, or Kevin?”

“Kameron maybe.”

“What’s wrong with the kid?”

“She’s throwing up.”

“Then it’s not Kameron. Kameron’s a boy.”


“Whatever.”

“Was it Kimmie?”

“Why do you care?”

“How can I send the child a get well card if I don’t know which one it is?” Flynn asked.

“She’s a kid, she’ll be well tomorrow, and if you sent her a card she’d probably just eat it and throw up all over again. Save your money.”

“Or just send her a funny e-mail,” Terri suggested.

“How can I do that when I don’t know the kid’s name?”

“It was Karmie,” Raylene said.

“You’re sure?”

“Positive.”

“Now was that so hard?” Flynn asked.

“Guess what?” Dotty Mae said as Raylene set down her knitting bag near her rocker.

“Dotty, we’re too old for guessing games. You got something to say just spit it out.”

“Flynn’s engaged to Beau.”

Raylene’s eyebrows shot up. “No, really?”

“She hasn’t said yes yet,” Marva said.

“Oh, so nothing’s changed.” Raylene plunked down, crossed her legs at the knee.

“It’s different this time,” Terri added. “He gave her an ultimatum.”

“No shit? Whatcha gonna do, Flynn?”

“I’m going to go get the tea,” Flynn said.

“But you will say yes.” Marva nodded, getting up to follow Flynn. Once she was in the kitchen, she hoisted the tray of finger sandwiches to help serve. “Beau adores you.”

“What in the heck is holding you back, honey?” Raylene called from the living room. “That man is delicious. If you don’t want him, I’ll take him.”

“What would Earl have to say about that?” Patsy asked.

“Oh, you know Earl.” Raylene waved a hand. “I could shave my head bald and walk through the house stark naked and he wouldn’t blink twice.”

“Don’t forget you’d have to have Kathryn Trainer for a mother-in-law,” Terri pointed out.

“Ugh,” Raylene said to Terri. “Maybe that’s why Flynn’s said no all these years.” Then to Flynn she said, “You got a beer, honey? I’m not in the mood for tea. Earl and I had a knock-down-drag-out and I need to let off some steam.”

Flynn rolled her eyes at Raylene’s dramatics and bit down on her bottom lip to keep from saying something snarky. “We don’t keep alcohol in the house.”

“Oh yeah, since your daddy got dried out. I forgot.”

“Earl?” Patsy raised an eyebrow. “A knock-down-drag-out?”

“Okay, it was more like I pitched a hissy fit and he ignored me, but you get my drift. He refused to buy me a mink stole for my birthday. Cheapskate. Like he’s not sitting on a big pile of his granddaddy’s oil money. I gotta go around with the last name of Pringle, least he could do is make sure I had a stole to keep me warm.”

“Good grief, Raylene, what do you need a mink stole for? It’s Texas,” Patsy said.

“You sound just like Earl.”

“And it’s the twenty-first century,” Terri added. “It’s not politically correct to wear fur.”


“Phttt.” Raylene gave a one-fingered salute. “That’s what I think of political correctness.”

“More tea, anyone?” Flynn interrupted before a knock-down-drag-out occurred in her living room. Terri’s temper could escalate as quickly as Raylene’s.

Raylene held out her cup. “Dotty Mae, you got any of that peppermint schnapps in your purse? That oughta fix this tea right up.”

The women ate and chattered and then got down to serious knitting and even more serious gossiping about what was going on in Twilight. As she did at every meeting, Flynn stayed on her feet making sure everyone had enough to eat and drink, then she bustled around cleaning things up. She sat a time or two and pretended to knit, but luckily her role as hostess gave her an excuse to flit.

“So Flynn, how are plans coming for the Yarn Barn?” Marva asked toward the end of the evening as everyone was packing up her knitting supplies.

“I haven’t found the property that both meets our needs and is something I can afford,” she answered, stacking teacups on the serving platter now littered with sandwich crumbs.

“Oh”—Terri waved a hand—“you won’t have time for that once you’re married to Beau. He’ll have you popping out babies lickety-split.”

“I’m not a toaster,” Flynn said. “I don’t pop.”

“Your biological clock is ticking, dear,” Dotty Mae threw in.

“Whose side are you on?” Usually Dotty Mae was all for women waiting until they got their careers established before having babies. She’d had her two sons when she was in her late thirties after she’d become the first female department head of Montgomery Ward.

“Well dear, waiting tables at Froggy’s isn’t exactly a career and you are so good at taking care of people. I’m sure Terri just assumed you’d be eager to start your family once the nuptials were over.” Dotty Mae tried to smooth things over.

“I’m starting the Yarn Barn. That’s going to be my career.”

“Oh,” Dotty Mae said. “Well then, never mind.”

Raylene rubbed her hands gleefully. “We’re taking sides? I’m in. Popping
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