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First love is sweetest, because it is new.

When it goes the distance, it is rare.



This book is dedicated to first loves,

and to the lucky few

who kept theirs alive.
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Prologue




FOR ALL INTENTS AND PURPOSES, Samantha Jean Carlyle was dead. It was just the when and how of it that had yet to happen.

The floor of her latest apartment was no softer than the last one, but it was where she felt safest. After all that shed gone through during the last three months, below window level was the closest thing to heaven that she could find.

The proof of her fate lay in a circle on the floor around her, encompassing her with the evil that it contained. The hate mail and answering machine message tapes overflowed with warnings and promises from a stalker who wanted her dead.

Her face was blank. The light in her eyes had been out for weeks. When hope finally died, it had taken Samanthas will to survive with it. The police had all but accused her of making up the entire story. Her boss had sent her home to get herself and her act together before she was permitted to return. Her friends were goneand so was her faith in her fellow man.

Samanthas breath caught at the back of her throat and came up on a sob.

Oh God, I need help, she whispered. Her head hit the wall as she slumped against it. Theres no one on this earth who will believe me. My parents are dead. My so-called friends have abandoned me. If only there was someone left who would

The words froze on her tongue. She shuddered as a memory suddenly surfacedof a boy shed known, and the man that hed becomeof the vows theyd traded and the promises that theyd made to each other. She traced an old scar on the inside of her wrist and wondered if shed finally lost her mind.

But the thought wouldnt go away. Long hours passed while she remembered a young man whod sworn an allegiance that she thought never would be broken. But as she crawled to her feet and made her way through the shadows in her apartment to the phone, she kept thinking, What if hes no longer there? What if he doesnt even remember me? Another sob slipped from her lips as she dialed with trembling fingers.

A phone call later, she had the assurance of knowing that there was a number listed in his name. And Cotton, Texas, was so small that a name on an envelope would be all that was needed to get a letter delivered to a resident.

If he was the man she remembered him to beif time hadnt changed Johnny Knight to the extent that hed lost all value for an old promise made, then maybe there was still one person left who cared if she lived or died.

Dear God, let him come, she whispered, and began to write the letter, knowing full well it might be her last.
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JOHN THOMAS KNIGHT always knew he was going to hell. He just never expected to get there in a yellow cab.

Since his plane set down in Los Angeles two hours ago hed prayed more than hed prayed in his entire life, and he still wasnt certain he was going to ever see home again. From where he was sitting, Cherokee County, Texas, was looking better all the time. Here in L A., traffic didnt flow, it snarled and jammed, and the people who drove in it wore equally snarled expressions.

People have to be crazy to live here, he thought.

As his cab stopped for a red light, a tall, thin man wearing combat fatigues appeared in the median of the busy thoroughfare, seemingly out of nowhere, and proceeded to execute a perfect somersault. He landed on his knees and then began chanting in a language John Thomas couldnt understand.


Crazy fool, he muttered, and tried to imagine the Sam he had known living in a place like this.

The thought of Sam reminded him of why he was here, and of the last time hed seen his childhood playmate whod become his first love.

Hed been eighteen and hurting, trying to be a man and not cry as he kissed her good-bye at the bus stop. Samantha Carlyle had been sixteen and so full of their love that he could still remember the sheen of tears in her eyes as the bus pulled away.

He frowned, remembering also that the next time hed come hometen weeks later for his fathers funeralher family had already moved to California without a by your leave or a forwarding address to help him find her.

He traced the thin, hairline scar across his wrist, remembering late summer nights, and blood oaths taken and promises given. Swearing a cross my heart and hope to die friendship forever. Nights when the extreme heat of slow summer days had lessened to an acceptable simmer and the only witnesses to their meeting were locusts buzzing a crazy cacophony in the mimosa trees overhead.

His gut tightened as the cab took a turn, and he wondered if it was from fear of traffic, or the pain of remembering the night of her sixteenth birthday, when theyd exchanged a different kind of oath. A promise that ended with them wrapped in each others arms beneath the same mimosa trees. He shuddered and shut his eyes, trying to call back the memory of the expression on Samanthas face as hed taken her undying pledge of love, as well as her virginity, all in one night. Theyd been so happyand so sure.

And it had ended so swiftly that thinking about it still made him ache.

His mouth curved in a wry smile as he thought back to the dreams of callow youth. Then the smile died when he remembered the letter hed received at home two days ago. The letter that had sent him flying across the country from Cherokee County, Texas, to L.A. with his heart in his throat. The letter that had him praying he wouldnt be too late to keep the promise hed made all those years ago.

He wont leave me alone, shed written. And I have nowhere left to run. Johnnyplease come get me! Dont let me die!

The lingering resentment of her unexplained disappearance, and the old, unanswered questions from their youth were not enough to make him ignore her cry for help. Not after all theyd been through together. It was The least he could do for someone whod been his best friend for the first half of his life thus far.

He shifted in the seat and then frowned, jamming his Stetson tighter on his head as the cabby took a corner like a piss ant hunting dry ground. He wondered if the man drove this way out of repressed aggression, or if it was because he didnt know enough of the English language to understand the road signs.


Either slow the hell down or pay attention to what youre doing, he growled, flashing his badge across the front seat for good measure. A Texas sheriffs badge carried no authority in California, but John Thomas was too fed up to care about details.

The cabbys shocked expression did little toward appeasing the nervous twitch John Thomas felt low in his belly, and he knew that the sinking feeling hed lived with for the last forty-eight hours had nothing to do with California traffic.

Minutes later the cabby pulled up in front of a pink stucco apartment complex surrounded by palms. The black wrought-iron fence and ornate gate standing ajar told him in no uncertain terms that he was definitely in laid-back L.A.

He crawled out of the cab with his bag in one hand and his hat in the other, then tossed some bills through the open window opposite the driver.

My God, he muttered, and jammed his Stetson back on his head. Pink houses! Back home theyd either slap on some whitewash or burn em all down and put them out of their misery.

Vat you say to me? the cabby yelled.

John Thomas just shook his head and waved the cabdriver away. Then he took a slow, deep breath and stepped up onto the sidewalk. He stared straight up into the underside of a towering palm tree and back at the odd, almost garish blending of color and cultures surrounding him. Readjusting his Stetson, he picked up his bag and headed toward what he hoped was the vicinity of Apartment 214.

By the time he reached the second floor of the complex, hed encountered two sets of men holding hands, a woman with purple hair who was wearing a tight, pink bodysuit, a teenager walking four dogsnone above the size of a half-grown armadilloand had been propositioned by a preteen girl young enough to be his daughter.

But when he arrived at the door to Apartment 214, he no longer worried about where he was, but who he was going to see.

He and Samantha were no longer teenagers. But theyd been friends long before theyd been lovers, and in spite of the painful and dramatic way in which theyd parted, he still considered her more than a friend. The twenty-plus years of friendship that lay between them were still as strong as it had been on the night their blood had mixed and their promises had slipped into the silence of the night.

He dropped his bag beside the door, threw back his shoulders and knocked. It was, after all, why hed come.



There were no tears left to cry. Unmitigated terror had become commonplace for Samantha Carlyle. She was waiting for the inevitable. Day by day the stalker came closer, and there was nothing she could do to stop him.

She could barely remember her life three months ago when shed been a highly valued member of a Hollywood casting agency, calmly and competently going about the business of fitting the famous and the not-so-famous into starring and supporting roles.

She had thrived on the constant pressure and excitement of finding just the right actor or actress for the part in question. And although shed been in the business over seven years, she had never gotten used to being the one who also doled out the bad news to the ones who didnt make the cut. Most of the times the actors and actresses took the rejections in stride. But now and then, there would be one who was devastated by the news. Those were the times that she wished shed been checking groceries in some supermarket, not ruining someones hopes and dreams.

And look at you now, Samantha whispered to her own reflection as she stood in the window overlooking the courtyard below. You have no job. Youre running from the devil and your own shadow. Youre just hidingand waiting to die.

Until now, shed never considered what it meant to be living on borrowed time. She looked again at her reflection and wondered what there was about her that could drive a man to insane threats of vengeance.

Her face was no different from many othersheartshaped, but a bit too thin, and framed by a mane of thick, black hair. Her nose was still small and turned up at the world, but there was no longer a jut to her chin. It only trembled. Her lips were full but colorless, and the life that had once shone from her eyes seemed dimalmost gone. She shuddered and dropped the drapes, rearranging them to shut the sun out and herself in from prying eyes.

When the harassment had gone from hate mail to phone calls with spine-chilling messages left in an unrecognizable voice, shed nearly lost her mind and, soon after, she did lose her so-called friends.

As if that wasnt enough, shed moved her residence twice, certain each time she would outwit the culprit. And then came the day that she realized she was being stalked. But by then going back to the police was out of the question. They had convinced themselves that she was concocting the incidents herself. In fact, they had almost convinced her.

Her anger at their accusations had quickly turned to disbelief when they had proved to her, without doubt, that the hate letters shed been receiving had been typed on her own office typewriter, and that the calls left on her answering machine were traced to an empty apartment that had been rented in the name of Samantha Jean Carlyle. It was enough said. When LAPD reminded her that perpetrating fraud was a crime, shed taken her letters and her tapes and gone home, having decided to hire a personal bodyguard. Then shed reconsidered her financial situation and given up on that idea.

That was the day her boss put her on indefinite leave of absence, after reminding her, of course, that when she got her act together she would be welcomed back. The victim had become the accused. At first shed been furious over everyones lack of sympathy for her situation or concern for her life. Then shed become too busy trying to stay alive.

It was the constant frustration and the growing fear that no one was going to save her, let alone believe her, that made her remember Johnny Knight.

Until the call shed made in the middle of the night last week, she hadnt known if he was still in Cherokee Countyor if he was even alive. Their last link had been severed years ago when her family had moved away from Cotton. At sixteen, shed loved him enough for two lifetimes, and it had still not been enough to keep their connection intact after her family moved to California.

But the bond of their lifelong friendship was burned deep within her memory and was strong enough to prompt the letter shed written. He was her last and only hope.

Her stomach growled now, reminding her that, once again, shed forgotten to eat. And then she remembered the reason she had not: there was no food in the house, and she was too afraid of the maniac who might be lurking outside to go buy any.

A sharp knock at the door sent her spinning around. She clasped her hand to her throat, felt the blood leave her face, and fought the wave of nausea that hit her belly. Transfixed, she stood in the middle of the room and listened.




For some reason, John Thomas had expected an instant answer to his summons. When it was not forthcoming, he rechecked the address and then frowned as he looked back at the number on the apartment door. They matched.

A picture flashed in his mind of opening the door and finding that hed come this far only to be too late. Of her lifeless body flung out across the room in careless abandon, left there by the man whod entered her world uninvited. It made him shake, and it made him angry. The unexpected emotion made his second attempt at knocking sound more like a frontal attack.

But all it did was frighten Samantha into the thought of making one last call to LAPD, knowing full well that they would only blame her for crying wolf.

John Thomas was at the point of looking for the apartment manager when he heard a womans voice. It was faint, and a little shaky, and it hit him belly first as he tried to connect the soft, husky sound with the teenager that hed known.

Who is it? she said.

Sam? Is that you? Let me in.

Samantha gasped. She didnt recognize the voice. It was deep and gravelly and echoed beneath the overhanging roof under which he was standing. But there was only one person left alive on the face of the earth whod ever called her Sam. She ran to the door and peered through the peephole, afraid to look, but afraid not to take the chance.


He didnt look the way shed expected, but from the distorted view through the hole, neither would her own parents had they still been alive.

Who is it? she asked again, and watched the man on the other side of the door stuff his hands in his pockets in a gesture of frustration.

Its me. Its He almost said John Thomas. But it wouldnt have been how shed known him. Shed been long gone by the time hed decided that being called Johnny wouldnt do for a fresh-faced marine home on his first leave.

Its Johnny. I got your letter. Let me in. His voice softened as he realized how frightened she must be if what shed claimed was true.

Do you swear? he heard her ask, and then he smiled. He knew what he needed to say to assure her of who he was.

Cross my heart and hope to die, he said quietly.

It was what shed been waiting to hear. Tears came softly. Tears that she thought were lost forever. They came with the relief that flooded through her as she reached for the locks lining the door.

Tumblers turned and chains clinked, and then the door crackedjust enough so that he saw, for the first time in fifteen years, the clear, perfect blue of Samantha Carlyles eyes. And then the door swung back, and she stood framed in the opening, and he forgot to breathe.

Woman! Shed turned into a woman! And my Godwhat a woman! She was beautiful. In his mind hed known it had happened. But his heart hadnt been ready for the shock.

Johnny?

Samantha stared long and hard at the towering, broad-shouldered cowboy, trying to see a hint of the boy that shed known and loved in the black hair and sharp cheekbones of the big man standing at her door. The eyes looked familiar and only a little stunned. They were still a rich, warm shade of brown. His mouth was firm, his chin stubborn. But his appearance had changed so much that Samantha knew he could have passed her on the street unrecognized. And then she remembered! The telling proof should still be visible. She reached for his wrist.

At the touch of her hand, he shuddered. And when he realized that she was moving aside the band of his watch, he knew what she was looking for. He stilled, and then waited, letting her call the shots.

Samantha held her breath as she looked down. Intent on her search, she didnt see his expression darken. When her fingers felt and then traced the hard ridge of tissue beneath his watchband, all the breath went out of her body in a long, slow sigh. She had found the scar.

The pale, thin reminder of their childhood pledge was still there. It had to be him! She looked up and smiled. It was her first smile in months, and its rarity made it all the more precious.

It is you! she whispered. You came!


Within his next heartbeat she was in his arms. John Thomas felt himself losing a grip on reality as he held her close. And when he would have loosened his hold, he felt her arms tighten in a desperate response. It had been so longtoo long. Although he remembered her rejection of him years ago, he wondered if it had been long enough.

When he could think past the soft, womanly body pressed intimately against him, he realized that the last time hed held her like this, shed given herself completely and then within weeks had disappeared without a word. A draft of hot air circled around the back of his neck like demons breath.

He remembered why hed come.

Wait a minute, Sam.

He grunted, then shoved his bag through the open door of her apartment with the toe of his boot as he kicked it shut behind him. She didnt speak, and he didnt want to. Well aware of her desperation, he let her cling to him. There would be time later to talk, but for now, remembering was all they could do.
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Cotton, Texas, 1974

SAMANTHA JEAN, where are you going?

Sam rolled her eyes and sighed. Darn! If Daddy would only have oiled that hinge on the back door, Mama wouldnt be able to hear her.

Just outside, she answered vaguely.

Its nearly dark, her mother warned.

I know, but Ill be with Johnny.

She missed hearing her mothers snort of exasperation, and even if she hadnt, she wouldnt have been swayed by the fact that her mother thought Johnny Knight was too big and tough for an eight-year-old girl. At the ripe old age of ten, hed already gained a reputation in their tiny town as a street kid.

His old man had been a widower for several years, and had long since left Johnnys caretaking up to whoever cared to notice. By the time Johnny Knight was eight, hed earned the respect of older boys in the neighborhood by taking none of their guff. But what had stunned the entire community was the strange friendship that had sprung up between the school principals little girl and Cottons only truant.

Samanthas small bare feet pounded against the dry, dusty earth as she flew down the alley toward the town park. A dog barked in a yard two houses over and a cat darted across her path, but nothing slowed her down. She patted the pocket of her dusty jeans just to make sure that she had everything Johnny had told her to bring. This was too important a night to mess up. And Johnnys approval was too important for her to lose.

Long, blue shadows slipped across the wooded area of the grassy square. Samantha dodged a night moth as it swooped across her line of vision. She didnt gasp or squeal, although the urge to do so was strong. It was nearly dark, and without Johnnys presence, Samantha wasnt as brave as she might have been.

And then he was there, stepping out of a line of trees and jogging toward her with a smile on his face and his shaggy black hair in forgotten disarray. He waved as she swerved and turned in his direction.

Did you bring the stuff? he asked.

Samantha nodded and pulled nervously at her faded T-shirt, her elfin face oddly solemn.

You still wanna do this?

She nodded again.

He slapped her on the back, and grinned. Then come on, Sam. Injun Tommy told me how this was done. So if were gonna do it, we gotta do it right.

Dusk was upon them as Johnny led the way into a bank of trees hidden deep within the town park. Hed already cleared a place beneath a heavily flowering mimosa and Samanthas belly flopped nervously as she knelt and began emptying her pockets.

Darkness enveloped them as nightfall began to emerge. Johnny worked swiftly, spreading the assorted tools he would need to work their magic before Sams mom began yelling her name, calling out into the darkness as she did every evening for her little girl to come home. It had never occurred to Johnny to be sad that no one ever called his name, that no one seemed concerned that darkness was upon him. At ten, he was a most self-sufficient little man.

Okay, he said, looking down into Sams wide blue eyes, and peering closely just to assure himself there were no tears showing. Im ready.

Me too, she said, and offered her arm.

You want to go first? Johnny asked, surprised by Sams unexpected show of courage.

She nodded.

He shrugged. Here goes. He took her wrist and held it firmly. You can close your eyes if you wanna.

Although the urge to do so was strong, she shook her head no.

The slice across her wrist was quick, and little more than a sting. She gasped, and looked down in time to see Johnny work a similar cut into his own wrist below the base of his thumb.

A small stream of bright red blood seeped and then began to flow down her arm. Samanthas heart knocked against her rib cage, but she willed herself not to cry. This was too serious for squeamish bellies and crybabies.

Now, Johnny said softly, and grasped her arm once again. As their wrists met and their blood mingled, he spoke. Repeat after me. And she did.

Friends forever in need and in deed.

Friends forever in need and in deed.

Samantha echoed his pledge in a soft whisper, shocked by the sticky feel of their blood mixing and running across each others hands.

Secrets are kept and no promises broken.

Secrets are kept and no promises broken.

The locusts in the tree beneath which they were sitting broke into a crazy humming buzz, a cacophony of ecstasy that made Samantha jump with fright.

Suddenly what had begun as a game became more than the children could comprehend. That night, a bond was formed between them that would take more years than they had at this moment to understand.

I do so swear.

I do so swear.

Cross my heart and hope to die.

Cross my heart and hope to die.

They looked at each other and then smiled. It was done.


Johnnys dark brown eyes and thick hairalways in need of a cutwere comfortably familiar to Samantha, as was the square, angry thrust to his jaw. Yet she knew that tonight their relationship had changed. Now she was no longer the little kid he let tag long. Now she belonged. She belonged to Johnny Knightand he belonged to her.

Johnny saw Sams blue eyes widen apprehensively as their arms separated. Even he felt a twinge of panic at the sight of all of the blood on both their wrists. Nervously, he swiped at her arm with the tail of his shirt to clean a spot, then tore open a Band-Aid and quickly applied it to the cut on her wrist. He opened another Band-Aid, and then handed it to Sam, watching closely as she applied it to his own cut.

He felt silent satisfaction that she had yet to bawl. And when he remembered a grimy handkerchief in his pocket, he yanked it out and began swiping at the remaining blood on their hands and arms until there was nothing left to show what theyd been up to except a couple of empty Band-Aid wrappers on the ground at their feet.

Samantha! Its time to come home!

The cry was faint, but it was sure. At the sound of her mothers voice, Sam jerked, clasped her hand over her bandaged wrist, and looked around nervously.

Johnny sighed. It never failed. Her mother always called just when things were getting good.

I guess youd better go, he said, and helped her to her feet, checking the place on her arm once again in the thick Texas darkness to assure himself that the blood had stopped flowing. He couldnt be sending Sam back home now, only to bleed to death later in the night.

She sighed, oddly reluctant to break the tenuous bond she felt between them.

Samantha Jean! her mother called again.

When her mother used both names, she meant business.

Ive got to go, she said, and started to run when Johnnys voice stopped her.

Sam! Wait!

She turned and stared, peering anxiously into the darkness beneath the mimosa, unwilling to leave him, yet afraid to anger her mother.

Remember, you cant tell. If you tell, then the spell is broken, he warned.

I promise, she whispered. Cross my heart and hope to die. And then she was gone.

Four years later he punched the boy across the street for teasing Samantha Carlyle and making her cry. And four years after that, on her sixteenth birthday, she gave Johnny more than her word of honor.



Johnny Knight stood beneath the thick stand of mimosa trees, hidden from prying eyes as he waited in the darkness for Samantha to come. And he knew that she would. Shed promised.

He shivered. Partly from nervous excitement, partly from need. He wanted Samantha in the worst way possible for an eighteen-year-old boy to want. But he loved her too much to push her. Tonight he had some news to give her that she wasnt going to like.

Today he had joined the marines. The armed services had been his only hope. His grades wouldnt get him a scholarship to any collage, and his job barely kept him alive. His father had been in prison now for nearly a year, so there was no one around to help him better his life. He had to do for himselfas well as for Samantha. He had so many dreams for his future. And she was in every one of them.

And then he heard footsteps, and when she burst through the thicket and flew into his arms, his heart swelled with such love that words were impossible. For the moment, all he could do was hold her.

I didnt think I would make it, she cried, and fell into his arms, laughing and shaking at the same time from the excitement of slipping away. Whats the big secret? You nearly scared me to death when you called.

Johnny frowned. Ever since his father had gone to prison, Samantha had been forbidden to see him or talk to him. He knew hed taken a big chance by calling her house, but it had been necessary. Johnny hated Samanthas father for keeping them apart. It wasnt fair. He hadnt committed the crimes, but he was paying all the same, and in a way that was nearly killing him. Giving up Samantha had been impossible. Ever since her fathers ultimatum, theyd been sneaking out just to be together.


He took her in his arms, nuzzling the soft spot at the base of her ear that always made her shiver and giggle. She responded just as hed expected.

Oh God, Sam, Im going to miss you. He found it hard to talk and not cry, and yet there was no way he could let her know how much it hurt him to say this.

She grew still. Miss me? Why? Where are you going?

Johnny hugged her close. He couldnt look at her. If she cried, he might find himself crying right along, and men of eighteen did not cry.

The marines. I joined today.

No!

Her cry pierced his heart. She clutched his shirt in a desperate reaction to the news.

Johnny! Why?

But as soon as she looked at his face, she knew the answer. The only way he could make a life for himself was to get away. Everyone looked at Johnny and thought of his father. The townspeople had all made their own silent calculations as to how long it would be before the son became a thief too.

She buried her face against his shirt. Just as he feared, she started to cry.

When?

He bit his lip and dug his fingers into her hair as she shifted within his embrace. Somehow the words finally came.

Day after tomorrow, 8 A.M.


Youll forget me, she whispered, and lifted her face for his kiss. Youll go away, and never come back.

I couldnt forget you if I tried, he said, aching in so many places he couldnt think. And I will come back. I will come back for you. Cross my heart and hope to die.

She laughed through her sobs. It was a repeat of their childhood pledge that she remembered all too well.

Johnny tilted her face to his. He only meant to kiss her. But their mutual consolation became a desperate coupling. A need to prove to each other where their true feelings lay.

Ah God, Samantha. I love you, so much, Johnny whispered. I love you so much I hurt.

Sam hid her face. She was embarrassed, and at the same time, thrilled. She knew where he hurtand how bad. The proof of it was pressing hard against her belly. And she was scared. Scared of loving Johnny. And scared not to.

Just as she had on a night long ago when theyd made a blood oath to be friends for life, Samantha made a decision. And once again, she made the first move.

She stepped out of Johnnys arms and started unbuttoning her blouse. One button after the other came undone, and all the while, Samantha was shaking, unable to look at him and face what he must be thinking.

Johnny was dumbfounded, and at the same time, on fire. He couldnt believe what she was doing. And yet, he knew he wouldnt have stopped her, even if he could.

Sammy?

She paused. Slowly, she looked up into his face. Night shadows hid all but the strongest portions of his features. But she could see those dark Texas eyes staring back at her through the shadows. She reached out and took his hand, then gently but firmly, placed it upon her breast.

Oh God, Sammy, are you sure?

She nodded. Love me, Johnny. I cant let you go, without giving you a reason to come back.

A groan of submission was his only response.

And there beneath the mimosa tree, they fell into each others arms in a tangle of teenage arms and legs and love. And before the night was over, Samantha had given Johnny the only thing she had left to give. Herself.

Two days later shed kissed him good-bye at the bus stop with his promises ringing in her ears.

Two weeks later, Samantha Carlyle and her parents unexpectedly moved to California. Samantha never realized that her father knew more than he should about their relationship. Hed hated the boy, and at the same time, feared their devotion to each other, knowing that it was rooted in too many years of friendship for him to fight.

Hed done what he thought was right by removing his only daughter from temptation. Hed moved them a half a country away, and unknown to Samantha, purposely did not leave a forwarding address.

And for months on end, when no letters followed their move and his daughter had cried herself to sleep, hed told himself that it was all for the best. That someday she would understand.

The someday had never come.



Samantha shuddered now as John Thomass arms tightened around her. Obviously she wasnt the only one who hadnt forgotten their special bond.

Hed come through for her. He was here in L.A.

She sighed as his hands gently stroked the hair away from her face.

Oh, Johnny, Samantha sobbed. I cant believe youre here.

John Thomas couldnt believe it either. But he was in L.A., holding Sam Carlyle in his arms and wondering what to do next. Hed known the girl as well as hed known himself. It was the woman who was making him nervous.

He hugged her once more for good measure, and then handed her a handkerchief from his hip pocket.

Wipe, he said.

She did.

Now, blow.

She grinned, and once again followed his order.

One things for darn sure, she said, as she handed the slightly used linen back to him. You havent changed. Youre still as bossy as ever.

He grinned slightly. She had that right. John Thomas liked things done his own way.

Samantha stared at his face and knew that she was in the presence of a real heartbreaker. She recognized the type. She just wasnt sure if her Johnnythe streetwise boy shed known with an attitude a yard widewas still somewhere inside him, waiting to erupt within a moments notice. This big man looked full of charm and was too sexy for his own good.

So, SamWhy am I here? John Thomas asked.

Whats the deal with the letter?

The smile slid off her face as she stepped back and out of his arms. The deal, she said, is that some nut wishes me into the next level of cosmic consciousness.

John Thomas frowned. What the hell does that mean?

It means someone hates me enough to want me dead.

The words were even uglier said aloud than written on paper.

I dont get it. Cant the police catch him? How long has this been going on?

Samantha sighed and led him toward the table. Its a long story, Johnny. How long do you have?

The look he gave her sent her old panic reeling, replacing it with a new, undefined fear. It was dark and solemn, and the touch of his hand as it cupped her cheek said more than any words could have done.

Once upon a time, I would have said the rest of my life. But that was before you left Cotton. John Thomas couldnt and wouldnt say more about the old ache he still nursed. Time hadnt healed the devastation of her betrayal. Right now, I want you to talk to me.

A pent-up sigh escaped her lips. His answer was more than shed hoped for. And yet, she couldnt help resenting the fact that hed been so blas about their parting. Obviously it hadnt hurt him as badly as it had her. She still remembered the sleepless nights and the tears. Even after all these years, his lack of compassion for her broken heart made her wary. But she had more pressing problems to worry about than an old boyfriend whod dumped her. At least hed come to help. It was more than anyone else had done.

She pointed toward the table piled high with letters and packets that held more than one lifetimes worth of hate.

Take a seat, she said. Enjoy. Ive got enough there to give you something to sleep on.

The bitter twist of her lips hurt his heart. He sat and stared at the mound of paper before him, wondering where to begin.

Dont worry, she said, unwittingly answering his unspoken question. It doesnt matter where you start. Ultimately they all say the same thing. Someone hates me. Someone wants me dead.


Then she turned away, suddenly embarrassed for this tall, handsome stranger to see so deeply into her life.

John Thomas took one look at the hurt on her face and made a decision. He stood up and pushed the stacks of papers away.

Time enough for this stuff later, he said. Ive been on a plane for too long, and in this god-awful traffic even longer. Im hungry. You pick the place. Its my treat.

No! Samantha paled and clutched at his arm.

You dont understand, Johnny. I cant go out. What if he sees me? What if he finds me again? She looked back at the papers on the table. What if the next time he says it in person? What if

What if you let me worry about the son of a bitch for a while? Isnt that why you sent for me? After all, its not like Ive never seen a bad guy, Sam. If he does show his face, Ill know what to do.

The deadly anger in his voice seeped through her terror. She felt herself relaxing. Samantha stared long and hard into the face of the man standing before her.

Johnny, exactly what do you do for a living?

He grinned. You dont know? You really dont know?

She shook her head.

He stuck his hand in his pocket and what he pulled out made Samanthas eyes widen in shock. Then a slow, uncertain smile fell into place on her mouth.

The bad boy of Cotton, Texas, is a cop?


A sheriff, he corrected, of Cherokee County to be exact. He shook his head. I thought you knew. I thought thats why you sent for me.

Samantha stared. No, not at all, she whispered, absently rubbing the tiny scar on her wrist. I was just grasping for strawsand hopeand thought of you.

All these years had passed and still, when the chips were down, shed called and hed come. That, in itself, said a lot for promises made and for secrets kept.

The jolt in his belly had nothing to do with hunger, but he had to change the subject.

Remember, I dont eat green stuff, he warned. At least, not much. I like meat, red meat. I dont eat anything that isnt cooked and I

Samantha laughed. Oh my Lord, she said, and poked her finger playfully in his midsection. I get the picture. Youre one tough dude. You take your meat well done and

My women over easy, he drawled.

Her face flushed and for the first time in months Samantha looked at a man with something other than fear. Thinking about Johnny Knight and love didnt come easy. She was still locked into the image shed had of him at eighteen. This big man with a go-to-hell jaw and come-hither eyes took some getting used to.

Are you coming? he asked softly, well aware of what his sexy teasing had evoked.

I think so, she finally answered, not completely certain of what hed just asked her to attend. Was it dinneror something else? Subtlety and Johnny Knight took a stretch of the imagination.

Dont think, Sam. Know. Either we do, or we dont. Its all up to you.

This time, she knew for certain that he was slipping double entendres into the conversation. It did everything for her low spirits and self-esteem.

Okay, cowboy, its me and you, all the way. But dont push your luck. Ill let you know whenand how far. Okay?

John Thomas heard her warning, though he certainly didnt need it. Hed gotten the message years ago, when her letters had all come back, marked Returned to sender.
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THE RESTAURANT WAS CROWDED, which, in Samanthas case, made everything worse. She felt like a sitting duck plastered against the back of the booth. Every time the door opened, she flinched as if shed already been shot.

Reading the menu was impossible. With each influx of new customers, or an exit of old, she felt compelled to watch. The horror of the situation was that if the stalker walked in and sat down beside her, she would not know him.

Sam, I know good and well your mama told you it was rude to stare.

His slow Texas drawl, as well as the wry look in his eyes, distracted her, but only for a moment.

She also told me, thou shalt not kill. Unfortunately my nutcase and I didnt have the same mother. Otherwise we probably would not be having this conversation.


John Thomas looked down at the menu. But the words had suddenly blurred across the page. When he looked back at her, Samantha had a sensation of dj vu. It was the same look hed had years ago when hed punched Hank Carver in the nose for making her cry. In Johnnys eyes was something between anger and annihilation.

I told you, you dont need to worry any longer, he said quietly. Thats why I came.

She nodded and blinked, then looked down at the menu, suddenly intent on making a choice. But it was hard to see through tears.

Where are your folks, now? he asked, for
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