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      Desperation clawed at her, emotions so fierce she thought she’d break under their weight. She wanted to scream, stamp her feet, cry out at the injustice. . .shake her fist at God.

      Lightning streaked the sky, creasing the inky darkness of the backwoods road. The clap of thunder that followed shook the car like an explosion, making her heart pound in both fear and repentance.

      She shouldn’t have run. She shouldn’t be out in this storm. But the entire fabric of her life had begun to unravel today, shaking her faith, twisting her insides into knots of hopelessness. Oh, God. Why now? Why me? Why Bobby?

      Anger, despair and crushing guilt assailed her. She’d never allowed herself to go this far, to truly let her anger consume her this way.

      One thing. Just one little thing. That’s all she was asking for. A tiny seed. A miracle that so many people took for granted. That she’d taken for granted.

      Until today.

      Until the horrible, final judgment, handed down by a dispassionate doctor, had shattered her world. Words. A death sentence. The imminent end of a beautiful, cherished dream. A beautiful life. Bobby’s life.

      “Oh, God, please,” she cried silently. If only there was a way. She wasn’t asking for herself—but for Bobby, for the one thing he most wanted.

      Driving rain slashed against the windshield, the wipers barely able to keep up with the torrent.

      Fierce, angry lightning burst from the heavens, illuminating the country road as if it were high noon instead of close to midnight. A flash of hope. Gone in an instant. Like her dreams. Like Bobby’s dreams.

      And then she saw the stranger—caught just a millisecond glimpse of his face in the next bolt of lightning.

      Her heart lurched so hard she felt an instant of vertigo. Her foot eased off the gas pedal, the car creeping to a mere crawl.

      He stood in the shadows, cloaked in darkness, no hat, no umbrella, a lone force whose strength alone could withstand the storm.

      An explosive, rash idea, born of despair—and of love—took hold and grew. A lifetime of caution, of always doing the right thing, urged her to press the accelerator and run for her very life. Yet something else ruled her actions.

      She didn’t allow herself to consider the risk. She only considered the consequences.

      Brake lights splashed a crimson glow across rain-drenched asphalt as the car rolled to a stop. She gripped the steering wheel with damp palms, her body so tense she ached. It could have been hours or mere seconds. Time lost all meaning. Get in, she prayed silently. Please, just get in. Let it be right.

      At last, the passenger door opened. The dome light shone like a spotlight in an interrogation room, giving her just enough time to doubt her sanity.

      She stared straight ahead as his weight settled into the seat next to her. She couldn’t look at him. Not yet. Not when her mind was so consumed with the enormity of what she’d just done, what she was about to ask.

      The smell of expensive leather assailed her. A bomber jacket, she noted, the kind worn by jet jockeys in the classic air force movies.

      Without speaking she eased her foot off the brake and drove on, heading into the storm. A storm created by nature and of her own emotions.

      She was smart enough to realize that the rationalizations flipping one right after another through her mind were born of torment, yet a small, hopeful part of her grasped onto one repetitious thought.

      Fate seemed to have thrown this man in her path. It must be right, she thought.

      It had to be.

      Four sinful, desperate words were rehearsed over and over in her mind, yet they remained choked in her throat. Fear robbed her voice like those long ago nights as a child, wanting desperately to call out to her mama, but so afraid that the actual sound of her voice would alert the monsters who were lurking just outside the door. Those same feelings of helpless silence once again assailed her.

      He might have been battling his own demons, for he hadn’t spoken in the ten miles or so they’d traveled. If she didn’t act soon, she’d lose her nerve. The opportunity was here. Serendipity. An open door that held a tiny spark of hope.

      She heard the rustle of his clothing and knew that he’d turned to look at her as she pulled into the parking lot of the small motel.

      Perspiration slicked her palms. Staring straight ahead, she turned off the ignition. “Make love to me,” she whispered at last.

      Silence seemed to stretch for an eon. She knew he was watching her.

      She nearly called back her words, but desperation drove her forward. Dropping her hands from the steering wheel, she turned to face him. His eyes were steady, haunting, as if he too were weighted down by sadness, a bleak sadness that should never, ever be borne alone.

      “Please… One night is all I’m asking.”

      The impact of his probing gaze caused her heart to trip and stumble, yet she held his look. Don’t think, she cautioned herself. Fate takes care of itself. If not...

      Rain drummed on the roof of the car. For an instant, the stern lines of his face gentled. He never uttered a word, yet with his sharp gaze locked onto hers, he acquiesced by the barest nod of his head.

      She let out a trembling breath and closed her eyes.

      Destiny had just charted its course.

      By unspoken agreement, she waited in the car while he registered in the lobby, then taking only her keys, she followed him to the room.

      He switched on a lamp by the bed, then turned to face her. For a wild moment, she wanted to bolt. She felt awkward and conspicuous and scared. Drops of rain slid down his temples. With strong fingers, he smoothed his midnight hair straight back from his forehead, then removed his leather jacket.

      She remained frozen by the door, so very unsure.

      He was a tall man with eyes that seemed to see clear into her soul. He must have sensed her indecision, yet he came toward her. Stopping just a bare pace from her, he cocked one dark brow.

      “It’s your call, sugar. Tell me what you want.”

      His voice was low and gravelly...sexy. It sent chills up her spine. She couldn’t allow herself to become swept away like this. She had one purpose only.

      “No words,” she whispered.

      She could almost see the questions he wanted to ask, questions she could never answer. All she wanted was one tiny seed of hope...of life.

      Once again he acknowledged her wishes with a single, slight nod of his head, then slowly reached out, holding her with his eyes, giving her all that she’d asked for and more—tenderly, reverently, as if he knew her secrets...her fragility...her desperate, haunting despair...and hope.

      Wind-driven rain tapped a fierce staccato against the windowpanes, but it was nothing compared to the tempest created within the small motel room.

      He was a fantasy lover, gentle yet masterful, always considerate. She’d never been brought to such fulfillment, not just once, but time and again throughout the long night.

      As dawn crept over the horizon, she watched him as he slept. Her hand trembled as she reached out to touch the dark hair that fell over his brow. It was a feather-light touch of gratitude. Of goodbye.

      With a sense of reluctance that shamed her, she gathered her clothes and silently slipped from the room.

      She didn’t even know his name.

      She wanted it that way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The yellow, pointy nose of the AT 502 Turbine Air Tractor angled downward like a hound hot on the scent of a fox. The Mercedes of the bug bombers, Chase lovingly called the plane. Cupped wheels made contact with the short, bumpy runway. He shook his head at the sad state of disrepair of the landing strip, but it didn’t affect his thistledown landing. It might be a big old plane, but Chase knew he could set her down just about anywhere.

      From the side door canopy, he noticed mechanics and pilots alike had stopped what they were doing to watch him come in. He didn’t blame them. It was almost as big a thrill to stand on the ground watching these ag planes perform as to fly them. The wind whistling in the spray booms almost covered the soft whine of the turbine and idling prop as he hauled the plane around and backtracked what little turf he’d used to land. Off to the side of the hangar, he neatly maneuvered the plane within reach of the loader truck.

      Steady nerves, steady hands and good judgment. Chase wasn’t modest. He knew he was the best.

      He climbed out over the canopy sill and removed his helmet. Sweat dripped from his temples and down the back of his shirt as he finger-combed his short, dark hair.

      “She’s all yours, Bubba. Treat her like a lady.”

      “Ain’t no other way, boss.” Bubba Simpson touched the wing of the bright yellow plane as if indeed she were a fine lady. Bubba was the only other pilot besides himself that Chase trusted to fly the quarter-million-dollar turbine.

      The two men were the same age, thirty-two, and had gone to school together over in the next parish. Bubba hadn’t hesitated a minute when Chase had asked him to relocate to Alexander. Business was good, work was steady, and the financial hold Chase had been slowly gaining in this town guaranteed both his and Bubba’s future.

      “Kid hanging around over there’s looking for a job,” Bubba said as he ducked under the plane’s belly and ran his hand over the prop.

      Chase saw the guy—young, he noted—pacing outside the hangar, hands stuffed in the back pockets of his jeans like a kid who was dying to touch but had been threatened with dire consequences if he did.

      He grinned. That young man had pilot written all over him. They were a certain breed he could spot a mile off.

      As much as Chase loved to fly, he could sorely use a couple more pilots. He was right in the middle of his busiest season and he had more acres under contract to spray than he and Bubba could handle on their own.

      In addition to his ag work, the airstrip needed minor repairs and the house needed a major face-lift...and somewhere in amongst all this, there was a little family matter that needed tending to. A question he figured it was high time he got an answer to. A thirty-two-year-old question.

      Heading toward the crude office that was fashioned off to one side of the hangar, Chase noticed that the painters had done their job. A sign above the bay doors of the hangar read: Fowler’s Flying Service. He liked the look of it. He especially liked the name. He figured it was about time somebody else’s name was touted about town besides the Alexanders’. Yeah, he thought, just seeing his name up there in big letters made the eighteen-hour workdays go down a little easier.

      He stopped in front of the lanky kid, in his early twenties he guessed. “Chase Fowler.” He extended his hand. “Help you with something?”

      “Name’s Junior Watkins. Heard you were looking for ag pilots.”

      “Maybe. Come on inside.”

      He noticed how Junior’s eyes kept straying to the turbine as Bubba readied it for takeoff. Chase laughed. “Don’t get your hopes up, kid. So far, nobody flies that baby but Bubba and me.” Chase fed quarters into the Coke machine and extracted two bottles, handing one to Junior.

      “Man, she is a honey. How does she handle?”

      “Takes some getting used to.” Chase shifted papers on his cluttered desk and rested one hip against the edge. “Sort of like having power steering. Nothing at all like horsing the 301’s around where it takes two hands on the stick to turn. Rudder’s easier, too. After thirteen hours on the tach, my knees appreciate the hell out of it.”

      “I’d sure like to give her a try sometime.”

      “We might be getting ahead of ourselves here. Why don’t I tell you what I’m looking for and you can tell me if you’re qualified.”

      “Fair enough.”

      The irony of his own words wasn’t lost on Chase. He believed in letting people speak for themselves— but somehow no one in this town had ever let his qualifications speak for him. In Alexander, Louisiana, only the Alexanders were heard. Yes, he’d been obsessing on this lately, on his past. He’d been consumed by it. But, he thought as he took a swig of Coke, that was about to change. Chase Fowler was about to speak—and soon everyone in this town would hear him. No one, or nothing, would stand in his way.

      [image: ]

      Chase was in a hurry, which was a lame excuse for nearly mowing down the lady coming in the opposite direction on the sidewalk.

      “My apologies, ma’am.” Quick thinking and a sure grip were the only things that kept the woman on her feet.

      “No. My fault. I’m sorry. I wasn’t looking wh—” Her gaze lifted and she froze.

      And so did Chase. A distant memory slammed into his gut, rendering him immobile.

      He hadn’t expected ever to see this woman again.

      “I remember you,” he drawled. It’d been close to four years, but he could’ve called up her image any time, day or night. He’d done it more times than he cared to admit. The part that had eaten at him, though, was that he didn’t even have a name to go with the vivid face and erotic memories.

      Man, she’d been incredible. It had been strange, meeting up with her like that. He’d been on his way back from Dallas, picking up a plane, when the oil gauge had gone haywire forcing him to set the Cessna down on an old service road next to a field. He hadn’t figured on hitching a ride with a dark-haired beauty whose eyes were filled with sadness and desperation. A desperation that had pretty much matched his own that night.

      Those green eyes held a similar look just now. Chase couldn’t figure it. He didn’t normally arouse this particular reaction in women.

      “Don’t tell me you don’t remember me, sugar.”

      “No.” Her gaze skittered away. “I don’t recall—”

      “Yes, you do,” he interrupted softly. He saw her green eyes close, saw the fine trembling of her fisted hands. “There’s no way two people could do what we did in that motel room and forget about it. At least not in this lifetime. Why’d you run away?”

      She shook her head, holding her hands out as if to ward off a blow. “Get away from me,” she whispered, her eyes flitting up and down the street. “I told you, I’ve never seen you before.” She looked around as if the glass-front buildings and concrete sidewalks had ears. She made an attempt to shoot by him, but Chase caught her arm.

      “Wait. At least give me your name.” He’d be damned if he’d let her slip away a second time. At least not without knowing her name. Four years was a long time to be tortured by fantasies.

      “Just…just leave me alone.”

      The fear and genuine distress in her widened eyes and trembling mouth made Chase rein hard on his control. “Just a name, sugar. You owe me that much.”

      A spark of defiance overshadowed the fear. He noted it and admired it. This woman had fire. God, did she have fire.

      “I don’t owe you anything.”

      He saw the faint pink of her cheeks and realized his words had sounded crude, so he switched tactics. “You’re right. Never mind. It’d probably be just as easy to ask around, this being a small town and all. ’Course the fine folks of Alexander, Louisiana’d probably start speculating, and then they’d want to know why I wanted to know, and then I’d have to come up with something to tell them, and you know how nasty these gossip mills can be, and—”

      “Josie.”

      Ah, sometimes an alternate course was all it took. He smiled. “Josie, what?”

      “Alexander.”

      That wiped the smile right off his face. His stomach lurched and rolled, a sensation very similar to the one he experienced when flying wingovers in his crop duster. All thoughts of teasing her into good humor fled.

      “One of the Alexanders?” he asked, praying she’d deny it so he wouldn’t feel as if he’d committed a mortal sin. “Like the town?”

      For some reason that particular question got her back up. Her shoulders straightened and her spine went rigid, as if an unseen hand had just jerked an invisible string attached to the top of her head. She was fairly tall, about five-eight, he’d guess, and most of that height was in her legs. He had a hard time keeping his mind on the questions at hand and off those long, lean legs. Just the memory of what they felt like wrapped around him caused his brain to stall.

      “I don’t think there are any other kind around these parts,” she said.

      “What I meant, sugar, is do you come by that name by birth or by marriage?”

      She looked as if he’d just slapped her. It was an almost tangible hurt. He had no idea why, but it made him feel like a jerk.

      “Marriage.”

      Chase let out a long breath, but relief was not to be granted. God Almighty, he’d never slept with a married woman in his life. “Well, now, that presents a whole new set of problems and questions. Your place or mine?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “As it turns out, we’ve got a little business to discuss.”

      “I can’t imagine any business you and I would have to discuss,” she whispered fiercely. “The past is history. Just leave it alone.”

      “So you do remember me,” he challenged.

      “I didn’t say—”

      Just then, a woman—whose hair Chase could have sworn was blue—poked her head out the door of the beauty shop and drawled, “Josie Mae, ya’ll want to come on inside where it’s cool? I can pour you kids a nice cold glass of Coca-Cola. Lordy, it’s a hot one today. And sticky.”

      “No, thank you, Miss Vira,” she called.

      “Are you sure, hon? It’d be no trouble.”

      “No, ma’am. I need to get on home.”

      Her startling green eyes were wide, her smile forced. Josie Alexander was hiding something and fairly itching to get away from him. Hell, wasn’t that just like his luck. This whole damned town was full of secrets. Most of them revolving smack dab around his own.

      He’d moved in a week ago, intending to steer clear of anyone with the last name of Alexander—at least until his financial position in the community was so firmly entrenched that he could snub his nose at their brand of small town prejudice.

      It appeared he’d already broken his own code. Four years ago. On a rainy night. In a low budget motel. With Josie Mae Alexander.

      The lady with blue hair was still watching them with avid fascination. He figured he might as well go introduce himself to the local beauty shop owner. It was a guaranteed way to make sure his name was passed along with record speed. Sometimes small town gossip had its merits. Within about fifteen minutes, speculation would be rife. He just hoped that speculation reached the right ears.

      “Afternoon, ma’am. Name’s Chase Fowler.” Though he’d relayed the information to the beauty shop owner, he was more interested in the impact it had on Josie Alexander. He noted that he’d caught her off guard. He also noted that she’d made the connection. Good.

      “You’re new around these parts, aren’t you?” Vira asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. Just bought the old Alexander place up the road a piece. Gonna put that airstrip to good use with my dusters.”

      “Why, I declare. You and Josie Mae are neighbors. Did you know that, Josie Mae?” Vira called, just as Josie was about to slip away.

      “Why, no, Miss Vira, I sure didn’t.” She gave another forced smile and edged away. “I’ve really got to run now. Ya’ll take care.”

      This time Chase didn’t bother to stop her departure. Escape was more like it, he decided as he watched the sway of her slim hips beneath her modest shorts. The slap of her sandals against the hot pavement were a dead giveaway to both her agitation and her hurry.

      “We’ll meet again, Mrs. Alexander,” he warned silently.

      [image: ]

      Josie sat on the porch, gripping an ice-cold glass of lemonade. Her heart alternately raced and throbbed, making her feel sick to her stomach. Dusk wasn’t far off. It should have been a peaceful time of day, when the sun no longer beat down like flames from hell, but any hope of serenity had been shattered that afternoon.

      Chase Fowler.

      The one man who could blow her carefully built world sky-high.

      Fate, she thought. She’d accepted it four years ago, welcomed it with both terror and anticipation. She chafed against it now.

      She closed her eyes for a moment and rolled the icy glass across her forehead. Rainbirds chugged in a soothing rhythm across the yard, leaving beads of water clinging to the blades of grass. This familiar sound should have relaxed her, but the events of the afternoon prevented the calm she sought.

      Sooner or later Chase would show up. She knew that as surely as she knew the boll weevils would eat at the cotton. She had something that belonged to him, and it was a great deal more than just the property assessment paper the attorneys had forgotten to forward. She’d told them it was no problem. Since the new owner lived so close, she’d just drop it off herself.

      That had been before she’d known who Chase Fowler was.

      Oh, God, what now? The sins of her past were about to come back and condemn her. Avoiding him would buy her time, time to think, to plan. But she couldn’t hide forever.

      She couldn’t hide her son.

      Barefoot, she stepped off the porch and shut off the Rainbirds, then went to the side yard where another sprinkler made slow, back and forth passes over the yard. Tugging the hose, she positioned the stream of water, making sure it reached the bed of impatiens and lilies she’d lovingly planted along the edge of the house.

      She glanced over at J.T., who was engrossed in making what she supposed were truck noises as he pushed his toy fire engine around in the dirt.

      “J.T.,” she called, cursing silently when her voice wobbled. “Want to go with Mama around back and check on the cows?”

      The toddler popped up. “Moo cows,” he squealed, pumping his little arms and legs as he hurried to reach her side. Lord, how she loved this baby. Scooping him up, she held him close and pressed her lips against his soft cheek. Unaccountably, tears welled in her eyes and her throat began to ache. The emotions steamrolling through her at that moment were almost more than she could contain.

      J.T. began to wriggle, so she set him down. Before his feet had even touched the ground, his attention was snared by a butterfly resting on a dandelion. He leapt, startling the beautiful insect into flight, then shrieked in the carefree glee so typical of a child and gave chase.

      Any other time, Josie would have laughed at his antics. But not today. If she allowed herself to laugh, the hysteria she was trying so desperately to hold at bay might escape.

      As they made their way toward the south pasture, J.T. skipped along beside her, oblivious to the turmoil clawing like a beast at her insides.

      It wore her out just watching him, his energy, his blessed, carefree innocence. Every once in a while he’d trip over his own feet or a stubborn weed. He’d fall flat on his face like a sack of flour. Each time it happened, Josie’s immediate reaction was to rush to his side and coddle. But J.T. had a determined, independent streak that wouldn’t quit. He’d just giggle, pop back up and continue on at full speed, leaving Josie’s heartbeat in a continual flux of stop and start.

      The worrying was both natural and universal, though her best friend, Mary Alice, had chided her on more than one occasion that she was just a tad overprotective. Josie didn’t agree. Her first and foremost mission as a mother was to protect her baby at all costs. She’d always thought of him as her miracle child. A precious gift she cherished more than her own life.

      She’d do anything to keep him safe.

      Anything.

      Checking to make sure J.T. stayed clear of the thorny blackberry bush, Josie flipped the garden hose over the edge of the trough. Using the top half of a weathered bleach bottle, she skimmed green slime off the water’s surface and tossed it over the sagging fence.

      As she waited for the water level in the trough to rise, she breathed deep, hoping the tranquil sounds and smells of the farm would lull her, ease the clenching fear and uncertainty that weighed on her chest like a hot, heavy rock. The crickets were singing in the grass, harmonizing with the cicadas. Their evening song changed in tempo a bare instant before J.T.’s little voice rang out.

      “Airplane!”

      Josie looked past the barn, across the expanse of cotton as a bright yellow, single-engine plane swooped in low for a landing.

      The whine of the engine was a familiar sound she’d been hearing since childhood. Tonight, it created within her a wealth of anxiety.

      Her time of reckoning was almost at hand.

      When she’d sold the adjacent property with its abandoned airstrip, she’d thought it would herald the beginning of her freedom. With the money from the sale, she’d been able to pay off the rest of the past due medical bills.

      The whole transaction had taken place by phone and mail through the attorney over in Monroe. She’d known the buyer’s name, but not his face.

      A face from her past.

      A stranger she’d known in the most intimate way for only a few brief hours.

      Chase Fowler.

      Oh, God. She’d told herself that destiny had put him in her path that night four years ago, a night when desperation had ruled her thoughts and actions. Now, she had to face the very real fear that the destiny she’d clung to so fiercely might very well turn what happened on that rainy night into a custody battle.

      [image: ]

      Chase knocked on the door of the farmhouse, but got no answer. An older model, dust-coated Bronco was parked in the carport. He hoped to God it wasn’t her husband’s. He told himself he had a legitimate reason for being here—he was just saving her a trip to deliver the land document that had inadvertently been left out of the escrow package.

      And if he believed that, he was lying through his teeth.

      When he knocked again without any response, he turned—and came to a dead stop.

      Josie stood by the edge of the house, her attention divided between him and something around the corner. As it had that afternoon, the sight of her poleaxed him. God, she was beautiful. Firm, tanned legs stretched from beneath denim shorts. Her long, dark hair was caught up off her neck in deference to the heat, several stray tendrils clinging to the perspiration on her nape.

      “Evenin’, Miz Alexander,” he drawled in a good-ol’-boy accent, surprised at how nervous he felt now that he was actually here, facing her again. “Small world, huh?”

      He saw her chin lift, saw her sweet green eyes dart away, as if she were hiding something just around the corner of the house.

      “Evidently.”

      “Who’d have thought we’d be neighbors? Makes me wonder if you’d have sold that property if you’d known the buyer.”

      “I knew.”

      “Hmm. I don’t recall exchanging names.” He vividly recalled her whispered plea of “no words.”

      “Mr. Fowler—”

      “Chase,” he interrupted. “With the history between us, seems a mite silly to call me Mister.”

      Her chin raised with her inhaled breath. “I needed the money that airstrip brought, you obviously needed the land. We both got what we wanted, so why don’t we leave it at that? I make it a point not to dwell on the past or what-ifs...Mr. Fowler.”

      “Mama! Mama!”

      The sound of the child’s voice jolted Chase like the blast of a shotgun, making him realize just how futile this visit was. How his attraction for this woman would have to be ignored. She said she’d gotten her name through marriage, but he’d held out a slim, morbid hope that she was divorced.

      The little kid narrowed that possibility considerably.

      Chase would never stoop to becoming a home wrecker. He had firsthand experience of what that could do to a kid, to a family. It went against the moral code he prided himself on.

      He understood his own shock, his disappointment. What he didn’t get was the obvious nervousness and the hint of genuine fear that Josie Alexander was trying so hard to hide. And failing miserably.

      He looked beyond her to the little boy he could now see dawdling by the azalea bush, trying his best to pounce on a reluctant frog. The dark haired tot looked up, obviously realized they had company, and came barreling around the side of the house, throwing himself against the front of Josie’s legs with the kind of trust only a child clings to.

      She cupped the back of the little boy’s head, looking as if she wanted to snatch him up and run screaming in the opposite direction.

      The picture didn’t fit.

      The feeling that something wasn’t right, that she was hiding something, began to grow stronger in Chase, taking shape like a newly planted bush of cotton after a gentle rain.

      The child finally lifted his head from where he’d tucked it in the crease of his mother’s legs and shyly glanced at Chase.

      Sheer speechlessness jolted him.

      His jaw clenched and his muscles tightened as he stared at the little boy. Shape, color and size, the eyes confronting him from the miniature face were a mirror image of his own.

      “Well, I’ll be damned.” His gaze traveled back to Josie’s face—a face he’d dreamed about often. She looked about as shell-shocked as he felt, reminding him a bit of a rabbit who was frozen in the deadly, hypnotic path of a cobra. Well, damn it, he had a right to strike.

      He didn’t make a habit of strewing offspring around the four corners of Louisiana, and unless he had a twin roaming the state, there was a very real possibility that this was his child.
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      J.T., in his limited years, didn’t sense the emotional storm brewing between the two adults. “Hi!” he chirped. Although the greeting was outgoing, he still kept a prudent hold on Josie’s leg.

      Chase knelt down eye level with the little boy, searching the miniature blue eyes. His entire world felt off kilter. Could this be his son?

      “Hello there, sport.”

      “I’m not Sport! I’m J.T.!”

      “J.T., hmm? Can you say your whole name?”

      “Yep. Mama teached it to me.” He puffed out his stocky little chest. “James Troy Aw-wig-zn’dr. Right, Mama?” He looked up at Josie for approval.

      “That’s right, sweetie.”

      Encouraged, J.T. seemed intent on showing off. “And I’m dis many,” he said, proudly holding up three stubby fingers.

      “Three whole years?” Chase said. “You’re quite a little man.”

      “Yep.”

      Josie’s heart pounded so hard she began to feel dizzy. She needed control. Needed to throw him off the scent he seemed so determined to track. Stop the disastrous snowball before their lives ended up more entwined than she could ever allow.

      “We named him after his great-grandfather,” she inserted, reminding him that there was another man to be considered. She was, after all, Mrs. Alexander.

      “Grandfather,” Chase corrected.

      “Excuse me?”

      A slow grin creased his cheeks, yet his blue eyes, eyes so like her son’s, held an edge of caution. “My dad’s name is James.”

      Josie felt as if she’d fallen down the rabbit hole or been caught in a time warp. Life just didn’t hold this many coincidences.

      “I meant Bobby’s grandfather,” she mumbled.

      He raised a brow, but she could see a subtle tension around his full mouth. “Bobby, hmm? That’d be the husband. I knocked when I came up, but nobody answered. Suppose this conversation should be discussed between the three of us?”

      Josie shook her head, unsure of how to head him off. Sooner or later he’d find out about Bobby. All he had to do was ask around town.

      “Look, I really don’t want to mess up your life here, or your marriage, but I’ve got a lot of questions.” His vivid blue eyes nearly seared her with their intense gaze. Quietly he said, “I think I have a right to some answers.”

      Answers were one thing she didn’t want to give Chase Fowler. She was more than afraid of his questions. Did he notice how much J.T. resembled him, and realize the boy was his son?

      “You’re assuming an awful lot based on a single encounter,” she hissed, careful to keep her voice steady and low so J.T. wouldn’t hear. She didn’t have to worry on that score. J.T. was already scrambling off after the frog.

      “It was one hell of an incredible encounter, lady. That little catch in your voice and the way those green eyes of yours keep wandering over my jeans tells me your memory’s just as good as mine.”

      He stood, bringing all six foot two of virile masculinity into perfect view. Josie’s entire being reacted to that aggressive stance. She knew what his dark hair felt like slipping through her fingers, recalled the way his skin stretched taut over his high cheekbones during the height of arousal, the way his mouth could dip with the barest hint of amusement one second and administer mind-shattering pleasure the next. His chest, hidden now beneath a light cotton shirt, was strong and wide, his belly washboard flat. And his thighs were so very powerful and erotic, like his sex.

      Oh, God. What in the world was she thinking? A wave of shame heated her skin. She scooped J.T. into her arms and walked toward the porch steps.

      “Excuse me. I need to give J.T. a bath.”

      Chase blocked her way and laid a hand on her arm. Invisible sparks shot all the way up her shoulder and across her breasts, tightening them beneath the snug tank top.

      “Running, Josie? You’re good at that. But I won’t go away. I want some answers.”

      “Not now.”

      “Is your husband due home soon? Is that it?”

      Josie shook her head and edged toward the door. He let her go. The fact that he did caused her to pause. She didn’t want to answer his questions. How could she explain to him that Bobby wouldn’t be coming home? Not now. Not ever. Her childhood sweetheart, the guy who’d been her best friend in all the world had died six days before J.T. was born. It didn’t quite seem fair that Bobby was gone and that Chase was standing here on her porch, a specter from the past, very alive and very vital.

      Memories of the dark stranger had surfaced throughout the years, causing a guilt she’d been hard-pressed to hide. That one impulsive decision to sleep with a stranger had haunted her days. And nights.

      Impulsive or not, her heart had been in the right place, she’d assured herself over and over throughout the years. She’d loved Bobby, would have moved heaven and earth to give him what he wanted. And what he’d wanted most was a baby. Their baby. In the end he hadn’t lived to even hold J.T.

      Josie was human enough to admit she had some regrets, but she’d never regretted the baby. Or the joy her pregnancy had brought to her husband. She consoled herself that he had died in peace, happy that a part of his life would live on, through their son. The baby had meant so much to both of them. She didn’t consider what she’d done an act of adultery. It had been an act of love. Love for Bobby.

      She wouldn’t tarnish or betray that memory, no matter what emotions that one night of passion stirred in her.

      “Josie?” he prompted softly.

      “I’m a widow, Chase. My husband died.”

      A strange look came over his face, one she couldn’t decipher. Given the state of her own emotions, she didn’t have the energy to dwell on that haunted expression.

      He didn’t budge when she opened the screen door. Short of bodily throwing him off her property, which she had to admit was a ridiculous notion, there wasn’t much she could do. Despite his laid-back demeanor, he struck her as a man who didn’t give up easily.

      Josie sighed. “You can stay or you can go, but right now I’ve got to take care of my son.”

      As invitations went, that one was certainly ungracious, but Chase figured he’d take what he could get. Letting himself in through the screen door, which moments ago had banged in his face, he stopped just inside the living room to look around. The old farmhouse was spacious. He’d expected opulence—hell, she was an Alexander wasn’t she? Instead, he encountered simple country charm. Some of the furnishings looked like antiques, but not the showy, priceless kind he’d expect a rich bitch to own.

      Which went to show that he was jumping to a lot of conclusions. The biggest one was whether that little boy in there was his son.

      Over the fireplace mantel stood a grouping of photographs. With more anticipation than he’d like to admit, Chase went
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