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Prologue

 

Winnie McBride had been dreaming of her wedding day since she was a child. Unimaginably, though, for the past three years, she'd been dreading this more than fantasizing about it. She'd done everything to make the event the opposite of formal--part of her outdated, childish imaginings. The June wedding coincided with her and Chad Feldmann's high school graduation. They were outside the church instead of inside. In lieu of wall-to-wall flowers, lace, ribbons and bows, they had a grassy lawn, fragrant apple trees, numerous decorative bushes and flower beds waving in a light breeze underneath a blue sky filled with brilliant sunshine.

Winnie had made her own dress, an informal, mid-calf, pale beige chiffon dress with back lacing and half-sleeves. To make it more special, she'd silk-stitched an ultra-feminine embroidered rosette just above her natural waist. The dress was a marked contrast from the sleeveless, sweetheart-neckline confection of lace and satin she'd always wanted. For once, her mother hadn't needed to point out the inappropriateness of an ivory white wedding gown that showed a lot of skin for a girl who'd gotten pregnant at fifteen and, as a consequence, was marrying at eighteen.

Though it'd gone against Chad's ideal, he'd agreed to wear a nice black suit, not a tuxedo, and to skip the tie. They hadn't invited everyone they and their parents had ever known. Only a handful of their closest family and friends attended the ceremony that qualified as anything but romantic to Winnie. She'd had a stomach ache for the past week...past year! She could barely meet Chad's eyes. Every word Pastor Wes spoke felt like a sharp tug on a noose that became tighter and tighter until she was so strangled, she couldn't breathe anymore. How she kept herself from weeping or screaming her agony, she wasn't sure. Her lips felt like ice under Chad's warm, promising mouth.

Then Winnie was plunged into a surreal dream as their guests clapped and shouted congratulations and well-wishes. Dazed, she was pushed or pulled into the center of them. Her mind started whirling until she felt as if someone was spinning her in circles. The next thing she knew, her mother was leading her into the small Sunday school room where she'd gotten ready that morning and easing her down onto the couch. Winnie leaned over her knees, gasping for breath and unable to fight the massive sob building with incredible pressure inside her chest.

She only half-realized Lilith was hugging her tightly from the side, whispering consoling words in her ear. Surprising herself, Winnie was fully aware that she clung to her mother--her mother!--with a bruising grip she couldn't slacken even if she'd wanted to. "What's happening?" she whispered.

"You tell me, darling."

Disjointed thoughts were thrown into her conscious mind by the tornado raging through her heart. Mom, always lecturing, bullying, redirecting me because I'm wrong. Forever wrong. Mom, the one I've been pushing away for as long as I can remember because she can't possibly understand, can't possibly love me because of my overwhelming sins. Mom...as close as my own heart. There for me when I didn't think I wanted her there. No one else could be with me right now though. No one.

Just like that, unrestrained, unintended words poured from Winnie's mouth. "Nothing makes sense. It was wrong. Having sex was wrong. We sinned. We ruined our lives. What's changed today? We have a piece of paper. This ring. Pastor Wes said that we're man and wife. And somehow now it's moral and okay that we're going to--" She swallowed the guilt that wouldn't go down. "Okay that we'll do the exact same thing that put us in this situation in the first place and now it's somehow not wrong..."

Lilith sighed as if relieved that this was "all" that was wrong when Winnie felt crushed under the weight. "I know. It doesn't make any sense. But it's true."

Winnie barked laughter in disbelief.

"Oh, Winnie, I don't know. I can't explain this. You were so young."

Why did her mother look softer than Winnie had seen her for so long? Bewildered, Winnie stared at Lilith, seeing eyes so familiar she saw them each time she looked in a mirror. When I was little, no one in the world was more beautiful than my mom. She was a goddess in my eyes. And she still is. How is it I feel like I haven't seen her at all for so many years? When I looked at her, she was my adversary every single time. But...how did she know I was sick and brought me in here, where I need to be, away from everyone, especially Chad?

Lilith cradled her face, stroking her trembling chin.

"Mom, I'm so lost. I don't know what's going on. I know Chad is the only guy I've ever loved or wanted to be with. We've been together forever. But how can anyone else ever understand this? I was there! I mean, we were neighbors. We were together all the time. Even if Chad wanted another girl, I was the one who was always there. Maybe he never had a choice. I never had one. By the time I did, it was too late. We had Kally, and she's everything. I can't live without her. She's my whole world. But what if Chad had been given a choice?"

"He loves you," her mother said fiercely.

Because I was there. Not because he would have chosen me otherwise. If we hadn't been neighbors, if we hadn't gone to the same school and church, if we hadn't had sex and gotten pregnant, he could have made a different choice. And how can I ever believe he wouldn't have wanted to be given that choice? What am I now besides lost and scared? No one would willingly choose me now.

"I hate myself, Mom. Why did I do this to myself?" But Winnie's response to her own words was visceral. It was worth it. For my little Kalliope. So why am I so unhappy?

"Winnie, don't say you hate yourself. You're not the first girl who's gotten pregnant out of wedlock."

"But I am. Mom, I was the first girl in my high school to get pregnant. I got pregnant before the school slut did! Years before she did." Phoebe Dowling, Peaceful High Slut, hadn't gotten pregnant until her senior year. Before that horrible day when Winnie had had to publically admit her sin, she'd been the most popular girl, the one everyone looked up to. Once upon a time, her schoolmates saw her as a role model because she'd been such a strong Christian, someone who did well in everything and would succeed no matter where she ended up after high school. After her pregnancy was revealed, her friends had made a show of being supportive of her, but she'd realized the truth. Before long, they avoided her, she avoided them. Soon, she'd been all alone. In contrast, nothing had changed for Chad. All his friends respected him, maybe even revered him more than they ever had before. He'd lost nothing.

"Mom, I lost everything. My self-respect. The respect of everyone who matters to me. I gained Kally. But I lost the life I planned for myself. Nothing will ever be the same. We've repented, I've given myself back to the Lord...and I feel like nothing can ever be right again."

"That feeling won't last," her mother insisted. "Especially now."

"Why? Why especially now? Just because Chad wants to be married, live together as husband and wife, and to have sex again like that very act wasn't the thing that destroyed our lives in the first place? How can this make any sense? How can I just act like nothing's happened? I'll never feel right inside. I don't know how to feel right anymore."

One side of Winnie's brain couldn't believe she was saying these things out loud to her mother. The other side insisted there was no one else she could confess them to.

"Oh, sweetheart, have you changed your mind about Chad?"

"You're not listening to me. Why did nothing change for him? Why does he get to be the same person, and I'm...I'm nothing. Nothing I wanted to be, nothing I thought I was or would be. I'm Kally's mother. That's all. I don't have anything else. Sometimes I think I don't want anything else."

Her mother swallowed, closing her eyes at these words. Tears slipped out when she opened them again. "I do understand. You think I'm not listening to what you're saying, Winnie, but I do understand. I understand what it's like to lose your own identity. To forget what it is you wanted or needed for yourself--as if those things no longer matter to anyone, including you. Sometimes there doesn't seem to be anything else for us. Because, like it or not, we want to fill this role we're not sure we chose even as we want to be ourselves above all."

Lilith might have been speaking from Winnie's own heart. "I'm drowning, and I don't know which way is up. Tell me what to do. What to feel."

Her mother shook her head sadly. "I wish I could, my darling daughter. More than anything else in the world, I wanted to save you from heartache. Instead, I only added to it when I tried to steer you in the opposite direction. I don't blame you if you don't believe that."

How could she believe it? Yet Winnie remembered when she was young and her mother had been the center of her life, just as Kally was now the center of hers. What had changed things so drastically between them?

Winnie laid her head on her mother's shoulder, and, almost as if they were one, her mother folded her in her arms. "I promise you, you'll find your way. I don't know when or how, but you will. Just don't listen to anyone or anything but your own heart. That's where the Lord whispers His direction and promises. He'll show you the way if you trust Him."

"Did you, Mom? Did you listen to your own heart?"

Her mother's tone hardened as she said, "No. I listened to everyone else. I didn't trust myself or the Lord."

Winnie stiffened. For a handful of unselfish moments, she wondered if she knew her mother at all. What did she mean? But then Winnie sank back against her and closed her eyes. For only seconds, she experienced healing and a righting of her upside down world in her mother's embrace.

A knock sounded on the door. She knew before it opened who was there. Chad. She would have done anything to whisk their daughter from his arms and disappear, anything to avoid what was coming.

"Everything all right in here?" he asked as she and Lilith stood.

As much as she wanted to, Winnie couldn't meet his eyes, and she knew he needed reassurance right now. Instead, she reached her arms out to the small, squirming bundle he held, and Kally all but leapt across the space between them. The tiny but strong arms wrapped around her neck, and Winnie knew Kally wouldn't let her go again until she had absolutely no choice. While they'd known telling their little girl she'd be staying with her grandparents--something she enjoyed but had never done overnight, alone--would make her clingy and upset all day, not telling her would have been worse. Kally would have been an inconsolable troublemaker all night. And I would have wanted to go get her and skip my own honeymoon.

I still want to do that.

Winnie closed her eyes and hugged her baby, feeling whole again. The only place she was home these days was with her daughter. Everything else felt like a never-ending cyclone of unwanted activity. In-between school, homework, her job, church, she spent every free moment with Kally, who lived with Chad, his dad (a psychologist), and his psychologist wife Samantha, and their two children. Winnie couldn't get herself to leave her baby, so almost every night since they'd brought her home from the hospital, she'd slept near Kally, basically moving into Kally's bedroom. Their honeymoon would be short--today and tomorrow. Even that felt like too much time. How could she survive even a night without seeing her little girl?

Without a word, Winnie went out to the catered lunch reception in the Fellowship Hall and played her part as the radiant new bride. The hardest part was responding to all the calls for newlywed kisses. Each time the tinkle of silverware on the glasses sounded insistently, she turned obediently, averted her gaze or closed her eyes, and let Chad kiss her stiff lips. I can't do this. I can't see sex as anything but forbidden and sinful. Because, for the past two years, it's been taboo. But I know Chad doesn't feel that way at all. He went along with our parents' dictation of no intimate contact because it was the best way. But he's been waiting eagerly for this day without a single qualm. For me, everything's changed. Everything. Maybe even my feelings for him...

Winnie had agreed all but wordlessly to everything that'd been planned for her future by others. She and Chad would stay in high school. Graduate. Kally would live with Chad's family next door. They split childcare between them and their family and friends. Everyone had sacrificed to allow them to both have part-time jobs during the school year that became full-time during the summer to build their future together. For years, their wedding had been scheduled to take place three weeks after high school graduation. While their friends enjoyed their frivolous graduation parties as they waited for college to start, Winnie and Chad had spent graduation weekend getting everything moved into their new apartment. Despite the pressure building inside her, Winnie had enjoyed the weeks she'd lived there, just her and Kally, taking her little girl to work with her and then to see Chad after work, going home each night to prepare the apartment for their new life together soon. The tension inside Winnie had increased steadily for two years, but it'd metastasized to overbearing proportions in the last three weeks.

I'm not ready for the no-intimacy barrier to come down. I'm not ready to immerse myself in my love for him, the way I did for most of my life, especially that summer I got pregnant. If only I'd realize how wrong doing that was before it was too late--when there was no way to turn back.

In the time since their parents had erected that crucial boundary between her and Chad, she'd erected a barrier of her own where Chad Feldmann was concerned. No touching, no kissing, no exchange of feelings because she couldn't risk putting herself back where everything went wrong for her. It'd been the only way.

How can I pull that barrier down now? I survived because of that barrier. I invested myself solely into taking care of my baby. There's no way back. Not without losing myself even more than I ever have. And what would be left then? Nothing. Less than nothing. I gave everything I have, everything I am, all my love to Kally. I don't know if there's anything left for anyone or anything else.

Her stomach wouldn't allow her to eat more than a few bites. Luckily, Kally was animated, bouncing constantly, and required all of her attention. Winnie didn't think anyone noticed she hadn't eaten. When was the last time she had? She couldn't remember. She felt so sick all the time lately. She wanted so badly to have the power to turn every moment into a lifetime. Let this never end so I won't have to go to that place where I shattered and the pieces of my life rearranged themselves beyond recognition. I can't go back there!

But the time came too soon when Chad pulled the car up to the front of the church, and they said goodbye to everyone. Kally clung so hard to her, Winnie burst into tears when Chad pried them apart, intending to hand his daughter over to his mother-in-law. Kally's volatile temper, so like Winnie's own, struck, and she started kicking and screaming wildly for her mommy. Feeling devastated, Winnie grabbed her daughter back and ducked into the passenger seat of the car. With the door closed, she held Kally on her lap and the two of them sobbed with their faces pressed close together. She lost track of the time, but when she finally calmed down, she cradled her baby's face in her hands and kissed every inch of it. Kally kept her eyes closed, a look of bliss in her expression, even as their sticky, salty tears dried.

"You and Grandma and Grandpa are gonna have such a fun time together. You love Grandma Lilith, don't you? And Grandpa Kyle and Samantha are right next door with Irene--"

"Mommy."

And I want my daughter. Nothing else. "Oh, baby, we'll be back before you know it. You'll hardly have time to miss us." No one, least of all Chad, understood Winnie's need for brevity on their honeymoon. She hadn't allowed anyone to plan more than a weekend--hardly a weekend. Comprehension aside, no one could dispute that Winnie and Kally couldn't be apart longer than that. "And then it'll be just you and me and Daddy in our new apartment. You love our new home, don't you, baby?"

Kally nodded, her face so sweet, her eyes soft, sparking pools. Winnie brushed back her thick, dark hair, almost as long as Winnie's own. The headband of daisies the little girl had worn today had fallen out during the tumult.

"Give me one more hug and kiss, and then we have to go. You'll stay with Grandma Lilith, okay?"

Kally pressed her salty lips to hers and then hugged her so hard, Winnie though she was trying to fuse them together. Would she fight again when they had to part?

When she got out and Chad looked utterly dazed and devastated, Kally went to Winnie's mother, reluctantly conceding defeat even as she sobbed pitifully into her grandmother's neck. Winnie felt anger surge inside her as she peeked at Chad again. Oh to be a man and feel nothing but your own selfish desires! Isn't he going to miss his own daughter at all? How can he not understand that I'm dying, that I feel like someone is ripping Kally violently from me?

Winnie stalked around the car and slid back in the passenger seat, holding herself rigidly until Chad got in and started the car. Only then did she look past him to see that Kally was still not looking at them even to wave. The drive to La Crosse, to their hotel, started with the kind of stress that made Winnie want to puke.

"Are you okay?" Chad had the nerve to ask at one point.

"How can you not understand?" she said through clenched teeth. "I've been with her every single day since she was born. Every single day. How am I supposed to act like I can handle a separation of a day and a half? How will she handle it?" I'll pay for my mistake for the rest of my life, but I'll never, ever regret Kally. She was worth it all. But the rest of it...

"I do understand. I miss her, too."

Winnie snorted.

"I do," Chad insisted with more force than she expected. She looked at him quickly. His eyes compelled her, but she glanced away at the powerful emotion inside the beautiful, ice-blue depths of his eyes. "I miss her, but I've waited for this night for years, Winnie. It's all we've been waiting for and wanting. Isn't it?"

His voice cracked, and Winnie felt stricken, as if someone had punched her straight in the heart. Gasping, she turned her face and her whole body away. Renewed tears burned down her cheeks like acid. It's my honeymoon. My wedding night. I'm so unhappy. Scared out of my mind. I might as well be a virgin who has no idea what to expect. Because I don't. Sex...lovemaking could destroy me. I can't believe it would heal me. Not after all the bad that single act has done in consequence.

Unable to look at or acknowledge Chad, she wept. She wanted to not care about the expression of desperation in his eyes just before she'd turned away. She didn't want to worry she was inadvertently hurting him with her reaction that'd started long ago and was only getting worse. So much easier to forget that Chad loved me, wanted me, said he couldn't live without me. Why doesn't he ask if I want to forget this? Go home, get Kally... Because he's afraid I'll ask him to do that and give up what's supposed to be so special tonight?

When they got into La Crosse, she had no choice but to look at herself in the mirror before they arrived at the hotel. The sight of herself was enough to make her cry out again. She'd worn waterproof mascara today, yet the black smudges around her reddened, bloodshot eyes resembled something out of a horror movie. She took a cotton swab from the makeup bag she kept in her purse and tried to rub some of it away. She felt Chad watching her, but she steadfastly concentrated on her task. Her hair was still up in the waterfall twist at the back. Other than her makeup, somehow she still looked put together, despite the mess she felt like inside.

She was the first out of the car at the check-in underpass, not thinking far enough ahead to the embarrassment she'd feel when she got inside. Chad was right behind her once they reached the desk and had to say, "The reservation's under Mr. and Mrs. Feldmann."

The clerk looked at them a little too closely for comfort...and then "carded" them right there in front of a line that had somehow formed behind them in the mere seconds since she'd come into the lobby. Winnie's cheeks burned, and she felt like she was incinerating from the inside out as Chad was forced to go back out to the car, get their birth and wedding certificates, all signed and legal. They still looked like teenagers, and everyone had to realize it'd been a shotgun wedding of a sort, based on their clothes. The clerk offered some explanation about meeting insurance age requirements as he went ahead with their check-in, now that he had the documents he needed.

They all know what we'll be doing in the honeymoon suite soon.

Humiliated, she walked out to the car behind Chad moments later and they parked closer to their room. Together, they went inside, finding their way by the directions the clerk had given them. Chad had taken her hand despite carrying both of their overnight bags.

All wrong. My husband. I'm his wife. Chad's expression once the door was opened told her he was actually considering carrying her over the threshold. She darted inside to the in-room kitchen, complete with a sink, stove and fridge, switching on lights as she went. The suite had been pre-air-conditioned, and she shivered uncontrollably. Chad instantly dropped the luggage next to the desk on the right and went into the small living room to find the air conditioner thermostat and turn it down.

Almost as if she couldn't help herself, Winnie found herself stalling before entering the living room after him and instead looked at Chad as if for the first time in two years. Her mind reeled as she realized he'd been a boy of fifteen the last time they'd been together like this. Yes, he'd been more muscular and manly than anyone else in their class. A heartthrob even then. But he'd been a boy. At eighteen, he was a man--inches taller and even more muscular and filled out from the years of construction and manual labor he'd been doing at his job. His skin looked like warm caramel. He was breathtakingly handsome, a million times more than she'd always thought him--and that was really saying something. His hair used to be blonder like his dad's, but now it was closer to brown and curled slightly at the ends. His eyes had always captured her beyond speech. The ice-blue bedroom eyes were so intense, hooded with thick, dark brows, that she used to believe it was possible to drown blissfully in them. I've been afraid to really let myself see these changes. Even his face looks different than it did. Chad is a man. Not my boyfriend.

A surge of nearly debilitating heat filled her. I can't! Dear Lord, what if I can't? Worse, what if I can?

She forcefully looked away to the roses on the coffee table, right next to the bottle of champagne and two glasses, then turned to look inside the bedroom with a huge king size bed and a spacious bathroom. I'm too young for this. I'm just a girl, barely eighteen... Am I a woman? I've never thought of myself that way. What does Chad see?

The memory of how often he'd looked at her, touched her, when they were teenagers returned, painfully tangible in her mind. He couldn't keep his hands off me. There was no reason he needed to. Not then. And I could reach for him whenever I wanted to. Which was often. Sometimes I thought I wasn't whole unless I was connected to him somehow by touch. My whole being was so wrapped up in him, every last thing Chad-focused. My heart, my boyfriend, my lover...

"Winnie," Chad whispered in her ear, suddenly there, his arms slipping around her and holding her--nowhere near as tightly as he wanted, she knew. He's not sure of my feelings for him anymore. Because I led him to believe that with my behavior these past couple years. I didn't want him to get close to me. At all. It was the only way. Because I changed overnight...

Tears burned her eyes when he said softly, "You're nervous. So am I, babe."

Nervous. She almost choked out a mirthless laugh at the understatement. But then his arms cinched just a little closer around her waist, and she felt his body, his hands, press so tightly to her, she couldn't breathe without feeling him. Feeling everything she'd ignored too long not to make a difference.

He's changed. I've changed. How is it I didn't realize it? I'm...I'm a woman. I had breasts then, but a young girl's breasts. Now I have a woman's breasts, a woman's hips, a woman's needs.

Winnie swallowed harshly.

"I love you, Winnie. Don't shut me out. Not today."

Her entire mind and body focused on his chest, massive and muscular, against her back. His hands and arms were close to the undersides of her ultrasensitive breasts...

She whipped around, eyes closed, and threw her arms around him. Her mouth landed against his hard. But the kiss wasn't what she'd secretly hoped for. It was equally too much and not enough. In the space it'd taken her to throw herself at him, he'd sighed in relief, crushed her to him, and took over the way he used to with such seductive force. She'd never been able to say no. Even when she insisted they couldn't, he came for her over and over until the onslaught of need drowned out her protest. If only she could fall into the old fantasy now, believing nothing could be wrong when it felt so right. But she couldn't. She wasn't the same girl. She was nothing like she used to be. She didn't want to believe Chad was the person he'd been when tragedy all but destroyed her. What did that mean if he hadn't changed radically, the way she had?

Her terror washed over her like a sonic wave, shoving her back away from him with cataclysmic force.

"Tell me what you're thinking, Winnie," Chad begged, as though sensing the runner she was about to do.

A billion thoughts entered her head at once, but one rose fiercely to the surface. She couldn't tell him. She'd kill him with the words. He'll die the same slow death I've been enduring all these years. The death of our love?

Sobs slammed out of her, and she gasped as she instinctively forced them away. She'd loved Chad for so long, she couldn't imagine a time when he hadn't been her whole world. But he wasn't anymore. Kally had taken his place. Winnie knew that deep down, but facing it crippled her. How could Chad still love her anyway? There was nothing between them other than Kally and a graveyard littered with their sins. By all rights, Chad had married her out of a sense of responsibility. There was no reason to believe he might have stayed with her if Kally had never been born. Had he spent all this time questioning his feelings for her, too? Why did questioning that make her feel devastated at the same time she felt relieved? Because she'd been doing the same thing?

And now they were married.

"Chad, we have a piece of paper. A wedding band. They're supposed to make all the difference. But how? Why? What do either change in reality?"

The look on his face only made her reel more. How could he be confused about her words? How could he not feel exactly the same way she did?

He said in the same tone he would insist they needed oxygen to breathe, "We got married today. I don't feel any different than I did yesterday."

Was there something obvious here she was missing?

His face had filled with ruddy color. Winnie gritted her teeth. She'd always hated that about Chad--one of his biggest flaws as a human being. He couldn't get himself to tell anyone how he felt. He preferred to keep his emotions locked inside like a human vault. "What do you mean, nothing's changed?" he asked quietly.

"It's been wrong forever. Sex. And now suddenly, because of a few symbolic trinkets, suddenly it's okay? It doesn't feel okay to me. Not at all." She sagged against the living room wall, not wanting to see the betrayed look on his face. This man, my husband, is a stranger.

"There was no other option," he said, and she wondered if he was clenching his teeth.

She lifted her face. He'd put his hands in his pockets and appeared so uncomfortable. Yet his face was otherwise shuttered. How often had she seen that look on his face? In addition to being a human vault, he didn't like anyone confessing feelings to him, especially when she did. He didn't want to hear what she was thinking and feeling. So why had he asked?

"There was an option," Winnie insisted. "The option of not having sex. But you weren't willing to listen then." Was I?

"We can't do anything about that now, Winnie. Don't you know that by now? It's been two years. Kally's here. Once the deed was done, it was done. And we had to do the right thing for her."

"Until now. Now suddenly sex isn't the wrong thing. It's the right thing."

"It's not wrong for us anymore."

There was no hesitation in his words. She could hardly believe he was saying them. "Why is it not wrong now? You act like you can just turn this thing on and off. I'm asking how. I turned it off. And I don't know how to turn it back on now."

If possible, his jaw became tauter with the stress. "What are you saying, Winnie? You didn't want to get married? That you... You don't..."

She felt crazy. Nothing he said or did made any sense to her. "Do you really want to get married? Right out of high school? How can you? You say we did what we had to, the right thing. But we haven't had a real relationship for years, since we 'did the right thing'. Explain that to me."

He took a deep breath that didn't sound at all cleansing. "Did you want there to be a relationship? Because you didn't seem to want anything like one between us."

"Of course I didn't want a relationship. We couldn't risk it. We had to do the right thing. Because anything else was wrong. It was wrong then, even when we were doing it. But now everyone's telling me I should do a complete one-eighty and act like what was wrong is now perfectly right. It feels wrong to me still."

He laughed under his breath, not looking in the least amused. "It doesn't to me."

"How? How can you feel like that?"

"So you're saying, all this..."

She turned away from him, huddling against the wall and the sofa. "All this? Our wedding, you mean? Or our honeymoon? I don't know! Okay? I'm scared. I don't know how to feel anymore. I can't believe you know. You must be having the same doubts I am. How could you not?"

She was panting as if she'd run a mile in a minute. Even still, she stopped breathing when he came up behind her. Though he didn't touch her, he was so close she felt weak and dizzy as a result. Am I weak with longing, or fear? What if he says he doesn't want to be married to me either, that this was a mistake and he doesn't love me? But I'm wondering the exact same things about him. Was marrying him a mistake? Do I still love him? What if I don't anymore? I can't imagine...

He laid his head beside hers over her shoulder. "I'm not uncertain, babe. This is the day I've worked toward since you got pregnant. This is what I wanted all my life. All along. I wanna be with you like this. I never changed my mind about that. I understood you needed to keep everything platonic, but I never wanted that."

Winnie staggered at the words she couldn't have anticipated at any turn. "You..." she gasped, "you make it sound like I decided we shouldn't have sex again after I got pregnant."

"More like your mom, my dad did. I didn't want to be separated from you. Sure not the way we have been for two years. We haven't so much as held hands. Nothing. But I knew it was what you needed. That you couldn't take anything more."

"I..." I can't believe he's saying this. Dear God, he must be lying or making all this up. He has to be. I need him to be! "How did you know I couldn't...handle more..." She gulped, her throat suddenly desert-parched.

"I always knew."

How? Had she said something? She couldn't remember anything specific, couldn't even remember doing anything that might make him think she wanted his distance. But, at the edge of her conscience, guilt seared. She'd avoided him. All this time, she'd deliberately sidestepped his every single move toward her. She'd never allowed them to be in a room alone together. She rebuffed his slightest touch. She hadn't met his eyes when they did talk. I did all that to survive. "You had to have changed, Chad. You had to. I'm not the only one," she insisted.

"I went along with what you and everyone else wanted. I've never stopped wanting to touch you." His hands slid together just beneath her breasts, and Winnie gasped loudly against the shocking onslaught of desire rocketing through her. "I wanted to be with you every minute. I never stop thinking about what it was like between us. The way it used to be."

"That was wrong," she whispered painfully as he inched toward flesh she barely thought about anymore as anything sexual. Suddenly, she no longer had a compass point to fix on. She was lost in a sea of passion, just the way she'd been at fifteen, when Chad and making love with him filled her every waking thought. Reeling, she thought, He's never forgotten that. Never stopped wanting it again.

"Look, I've recommitted myself to the Lord, Winnie. I want His direction for my life and our relationship. But I can't regret loving you. Nothing can make me regret everything we shared. I love you. Then and now. You're everything I ever wanted. I can't see what we did was wrong. Not just because of Kally. She was worth anything. My only regret is that I didn't protect you the way I should have right from the start. But that would've meant protecting you against myself. I wasn't strong enough to do that. I loved you then though. I love you more now. Believe that if you can't believe anything else. I just want us to be together, Winnie, the way we used to be when we were so in love nothing else mattered." His hand lifted and he turned her face toward his. "We don't have to feel guilty anymore."

She didn't want to hear that he loved her, still loved her, loved her more than before. Not when she was so unsure of every single aspect of her life except Kally. Just like that, she knew it wasn't that she didn't love Chad, but that she hated what she'd become after she'd given every part of herself to him. Instead of a new beginning for them, this felt like the bitter end. Of herself.

Slowly, she turned her body so they were so close she could see every hair around his full mouth--so much more than when he'd been a boy. Though he'd shaved that morning, the hair was coming back, and she remembered poignantly the feel of his lips, soft and yet hard, his unique scent, his taste, the scratch of this hair when they'd kissed as if the world had gone away and left them immersed in a sea of their love. More than anything else, she remembered how easily she'd given herself to him because he was where she wanted to be forever. But after she found out she was pregnant, she'd had no choice but to slam the door that used to be wide open between them. If she opened it again, she would lose herself in him again, to the exclusion of all else. She'd finally found a piece of herself again in Kally. Would she lose even that?

Tears flooded her sore eyes. "I'm sorry, Chad. It's not your fault. It's all my fault. I'm what's wrong here. Only me..."
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Chad had spent two years subconsciously realizing this day would go exactly as it had: With Winnie withdrawn, depressed. Doubting she even loves me anymore. Who can blame her?

But does she hate me?

She'd said, "I don't know how to feel anymore. I can't believe you know how you feel. You must be having the same doubts I am. How could you not?" She'd also admitted she was scared. Maybe all this was just her fear talking.

So why had she married him, gone through with plans that hadn't always felt like their own? He'd chosen to believe she'd done it because deep down she really did still love him. But maybe she hadn't forgiven him for his selfishness.

Chad glanced toward the air conditioner. After Winnie fled to the bedroom, he'd taken off his jacket, socks and shoes. He was too hot even now. Winnie was always the opposite temperature he was. If he turned it up even one degree, she'd be too cold. He started unbuttoning his already untucked shirt, hoping for some relief.

The suite was dark, he realized, and it must be evening by now. He'd shut off the lights long ago, wanting the darkness when it came. A close glance at his watch told him it'd been almost four hours since Winnie had grabbed her luggage and locked herself in the bedroom after she'd broken down. Not for the first time today. For the rest of his life, the sick look on her face would probably be what he remembered most about this day. That and the words he'd never wanted to hear and had unconsciously avoided...if she'd ever actually intended to say them out loud.

The girl he'd fallen in love with when they became neighbors at the age of nine had never had the slightest trouble spilling her guts--to anyone, because she'd felt safe pretty much everywhere. Mostly, she'd told him every single detail she thought and felt. Since she got pregnant and everyone found out, she'd changed so drastically, he couldn't get her to admit she had a hangnail. But it'd all come out tonight. Now he knew without a single doubt he'd destroyed her life with his selfishness.

From the time he met her, Christ had been the center of Winnie's life. She had faith as natural as breathing. Though Chad had grown up with a father who was as deeply committed to the Lord as Winnie was, Chad had always struggled because he hated being out of control--giving anyone else rule of his life. From start to finish, Winnie sought God's will above all. It was the chief reason she'd gone along with the plan that'd been put into action two years ago after their parents found out the truth. Prior to that, she'd been the one who insisted they shouldn't be alone so much, that they hang out together in public places, so they could resist temptation.

Every single time, she'd been the one pushing for them to do the right thing by the Lord. But Chad had been driven by his selfish, unrelenting need for her. True, the extreme pressure he'd exerted over her had been entirely sensual. He'd never forced her or been cruel, but even he couldn't deny he'd been constant and unyielding. He wasn't willing to accept no for an answer. While no one in his right mind could call Winnie McBride a pushover, Chad knew her better than anyone else, and he'd done and said exactly what she needed to lose all resistance.

Told myself all that time she gave in because she loved me. In truth, I didn't give her a choice. Because if she'd had a choice, she wouldn't have done it the first time, let alone all the times in-between. Even when she was miserable, wracked with guilt, I couldn't get myself to stop. Then it was too late. She was pregnant. I ruined her life. Marriage covering us like a moral blanket can't even change the truth. She's over me. I lost her two years ago.

He covered his face with his hands, sighing deeply but not feeling any relief. Inside, he felt like he was dead. Somehow it was worse than the graveyard of desolation he'd experienced the past two years without any intimate contact with the woman he loved as much now as he had then. All he'd wanted was this to end in not only a day and a half of constant lovemaking--something he'd suffered without--but with her absent words said a dozen times or more. I love you. They could have started their lives all over again.

The sick look on her face early this morning when they'd glimpsed each other before going their separate ways to the church had told him his hopes were in vain. That look had continued all through the ceremony until she'd faced their family and friends with him as husband and wife...and darn near collapsed. Her mother had whisked her away then. Following that had been Kally's meltdown and the solid dread and humiliation Chad had felt as he and the rest of the group had waited for Winnie to calm their little girl down in the car. Despite all that, he'd convinced himself this time he and Winnie had together would be everything he'd wished it could be.

Not surprisingly, he missed Kally, too, but he would have gotten through this time alone with his wife easily and then some. But maybe it would be better to take Winnie back to Peaceful, get Kally, and go to their new apartment. At the very least, if he proposed the idea to Winnie, she might cheer up.

He'd almost gotten himself to leave his slumped position in the sticky leather armchair when the bedroom door opened with a barely audible click. His entire body tensed, yet he shot to his feet and went to Winnie when she emerged tentatively.

"It's dark in here," she said softly.

He couldn't speak as she went into the living room and turned on the lamps. He saw in the soft light that she'd changed into a nightgown that showed her svelte shape and her golden, smooth skin. Though he worried his instinctive reaction would turn her off, he got hard looking at her gorgeous body that'd altered so much since he'd last seen it like this. Her breasts were fuller, though not quite as swollen as when she'd been nursing Kally. Her hips were slightly rounder, as was her behind. Her waist seemed impossibly smaller, too, though that could have been because the rest of her had filled out as she grew up. In every way, she was a woman now, and his mouth went dry at the thought of touching her the way he used to.

When she turned toward him and glided to the sofa, he saw she'd washed off her makeup, leaving her eyes red and puffy from obvious crying. Her hair was loose and free, mussed slightly, and even that aroused him. She hadn't cut her hair in two years. It hung more than halfway down her back, glossy, silky, so sexy, he knew he was standing there gaping at her like a lovesick fool.

She brushed her bangs from her face, then pointedly glanced at the bottle of champagne instead of him. "We should have some of this," she said. "It's a special occasion, right? We can have a little."

Because he assumed the situation couldn't get much worse, might even get better since the only direction available to them now was up, he moved into the kitchenette. Though he'd never drank alcohol in his life, any more than Winnie had, he figured out how to gently pop out the cork on the obviously expensive bottle of champagne ordered by Winnie's father. Back in the living room, he poured the first glass, looking at her when it was barely half full to see if it was enough. "Fill it up," she commanded softly.

He poured full glasses for both of them. Only then did he sit next to her, close because it was loveseat size, and he noticed she was looking at him again like she had for a minute when they first arrived. As if she'd never seen him before, or at least hadn't in a long time. Funny, because he couldn't stop looking at her. He hadn't in two years.

"I miss Kally," Winnie said unnecessarily.

He abruptly recalled that he'd intended to offer her a way out before she emerged from the bedroom. "Me, too. We can call, or go get her..."

Surprising him, Winnie shook her head, sitting back slightly. Without another word, without a toast, she lifted the flute of champagne to her lips and drank deeply. After she consumed the whole glass in one long draught that had him enraptured, she lowered it, cringing a little. "Not what I expected. But not bad." She immediately reached for the bottle again. His shock grew. Was she trying to get drunk? He knew for sure she didn't want to talk yet. She wanted him to talk, even knowing what he might say could scare her worse and devastate her more.

What could he say? He told her everything before she'd run for cover earlier, and he'd realized beyond a shadow of doubt that he couldn't fix this. Any of it. Nothing he'd done or said for the last two years had helped her cope with their situation.

He sipped the champagne, found it too effervescent for his taste and set it down. Winnie guzzled another glass. Then she sat back, closing her eyes as if buzzed from the alcohol already. "I don't know who I am anymore, Chad. Maybe I never knew because I hadn't gotten to the place where it was set in stone, if you know what I mean. I'm Kally's mom. Beyond that, I know nothing." She glanced at him, her dark, beautiful eyes stricken. "I don't know who you are."

"I'm the same person I've always been."

She shook her head, clearly not believing him now any more than she had before. "But I'm a completely different person. I can't accept you're not, too, after all we've been through."

"Do you want me to have changed?" he asked, because the conclusion seemed inescapable.

She drew in a deep breath. "I don't know. I don't know anything anymore. I feel so lost..."

About a year ago, on Valentine's Day which he'd fully intended to make special for them as a couple--planning time for them to be alone--in an exceptionally rare moment, she'd admitted the same thing. He'd come to expect her to be depressed weeks before and after Valentine's Day, because she insisted she didn't want to celebrate it after she got pregnant. Not until "this" was all over. He'd assumed she meant the holding pattern they were in before they got married. She hadn't wanted anything to do with the romance the holiday celebrated. When he'd announced he'd arranged for a babysitter, made reservations at the fanciest restaurant in Peaceful, The Pier, and that they didn't need to hurry back, she'd gotten crazy, berating him for making plans like that without consulting her first. She'd said nothing made sense to her--he didn't, she didn't, life no longer held any logic for her. When he'd tried to ask her what she meant, she'd whispered that she was lost, trapped without any choices. She was questioning everything she'd ever done, they'd done, everything they were planning to do.

Hearing her, Chad had admitted to himself he'd known deep down she felt exactly like that. Yet he couldn't fix it. Anything he did or said would only make the situation worse for her. So he'd gone against every instinct, abandoned his comfort zone of one man against the world, and he'd talked to the pastor of their church. Pastor Wes had talked to his wife, and Jazz had intervened the way she always did--gently, with the kind of love that always made everyone feel better about their predicaments. Somehow she'd talked Winnie into a better place, giving her a new perspective. Inevitably, though, it always came back to Winnie sinking back into her despair. No, Chad wasn't surprised to hear her words now. But they made him feel helpless nevertheless.

When Winnie reached for his glass and drained that, she actually giggled when she set it down. "I feel weird. Uncoordinated."

Unsteadily, she reached for the bottle, and Chad intervened. "Slow down, babe. When's the last time you ate anything? You're drunk."

She giggled again, and the sound was like erotic sandpaper to his nerve endings. But then she said, "I need to be drunk. Need to be something or someone else..."

He heard the words she didn't say. She needed to be drunk and to feel like another person to get through this night. His excitement fizzled out. Heavily, he said, "Let's order some dinner. We can eat here. You need to eat something. You've lost weight this week, if not before then."

"Doesn't it look good, Chad? Am I too skinny?"

What could he say? He gulped. "You're perfect."

"My body has changed," she said with recklessness he knew came from the alcohol. She was actually facing him, too, her body curved toward him. "It's changed a lot since I was a teenager. So has yours. I wouldn't let myself look at you like that after... But now I can't help it. I thought you were the sexiest guy in the world when we were fifteen. There's no comparison to then anymore. You're a man. When did that happen?" She was looking at his chest, bared by his unbuttoned shirt. Unbelievably, she reached inside with one hand.

Her tone conveyed that she liked what she saw, and he found himself reacting to the husky sound and her butterfly soft touch, especially when she added, "Do you like my body now, Chad? Or did you prefer me before I had Kally?"

He couldn't stop himself. He snagged his arms around her slender waist in the elegant red satin nightgown someone had obviously given her during her bachelorette party and dragged her against his rapidly heating body.

"I guess so," she murmured, a giggle in her voice that didn't quite escape.

"I haven't changed, babe. Not the way I see you. You were so beautiful today. Every day since I couldn't touch you anymore--more beautiful. I thought my heart would burst right out of my chest when your dad brought you to me for the ceremony this morning. I love you. I never stopped, never will. It's always been this way for me. I want you so bad, I sometimes think I'll die from it because I can't stop remembering what it was like between us. I know I did everything wrong. I pushed you. You wouldn't have done any of it if I hadn't come at you so relentlessly then. I don't deserve you. I can understand if you don't feel the way you used to about me..."

She leaned close to him, her chin against his chest. For a long minute, she pressed her face against him, sighing deeply. Then she turned and laid her cheek against his heart the way she used to after they made love. His throat closed up until he thought he'd strangle. "Everything's wrong," she whispered. "Nothing's right. The way it should be. I can't be happy. I can never be happy again. Because we ruined everything. Sex ruined my whole life, Chad."

He slammed air like she had the alcohol, and he felt just as winded. "That's not what you used to say. Before we got caught, you said making love with me made you feel complete. Whole. You said you loved me more than anything but the Lord. You didn't care if it was wrong. You wanted to be with me, wanted me to touch you again and again until the world went away and there was nothing left but us. I felt the same. I still do. Being with you is life and death for me. Every single time we were together, it was all I wanted forever."

She was breathing shallowly, snuggled so deep against him, somehow he didn't care that he wanted to die because she was so unsure. Just to have her in his arms again made the pain worthwhile. When she lifted her head and looked up at him, he said fiercely, "Whatever you want, whatever you need, tell me, Winnie. I'll get it. I'll do it. I'll do anything."

"All I know is Kally. I have to live for her. What else is there for me?"

"Us." The word roared out of him like a wild animal cornered or thwarted.

"I've lost sight of that."

"I'm right here." He said the words between clenched teeth. His eyes felt hot. Moisture stung them. Why couldn't she understand? Their marriage wasn't the beginning of their end. It was an all-new beginning for them--but only if she wanted that, too.

Something in her expression as she looked up at him made her gaze soften. "You can't love me, Chad. Not like you used to. I'm Kally's mother. How can you see me as anything else? That's all it's been for years."

"Not for me. But are you saying that because it's what you want? You want it to be over between us? This marriage is just for show? You can't love me, don't..."

"I can't believe you're saying any of this!" she insisted, exploding the words. "You make me feel like I'm stabbing you in the heart. But can't you see that everything has to be different? It can't be the same as it was when we were two stupid kids, never thinking of the future or consequences. I'm different, Chad, even if you think you're not. I don't even recognize myself, I've changed so much. I didn't realize it for most of this time because I was following this track that was all pre-planned and set in stone for me. I'm not the girl I was. I'm ugly. I disgust myself. There's nothing left to..."

The word "love" screamed between them, though she didn't vocalize it. His hands clenched as he cradled her face. "I don't care if you've changed, or if you think I have. I love you! You're perfect to me. You were always perfect. I want you, whoever you are now. But if you don't want me..."

She cried out, and he realized he was holding her so hard he was causing her physical pain. He let go instantly, she backed off, but even then her expression was so horrified, he knew she thought he was killing her with his words. The opposite was true. His life was over. He was dead if she didn't want him anymore, if she wanted their life together over and done with. My life is buried in the fallout of our sin.

As if he could feel any more insane, she leaned back against him, making him helpless to do anything but hold her again, gentler. This time she pressed her lips against his. Instead of the icy rigidness he'd experienced all day, her generous mouth was hot and moist and supple against his. Even if she felt different than she had, he remembered this. Everything about her was familiar. I used to live for this. For her. Anything and everything she'd give me--even if she didn't originally intend to give it to me.

Although he realized the champagne was
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