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      HALLIE FORTUNE felt a sense of expectancy, a surrealistic, intangible urgency, as if something magical were in the air.

      She shook her head. What fanciful nonsense. If there was one thing Hallie wasn’t, it was fanciful. Down to earth, levelheaded, practical. That was her. Good, sweet, Hallie Fortune.

      Damned near thirty-year-old Hallie Fortune.

      She groaned and needlessly straightened the photographs on the fireplace mantel. It was probably the phone call from her cousin Maggie that had her feeling this way.

      Destiny, Maggie had said. Grab it with both hands and run with it.

      A germ of an idea had formed while talking to her cousin. The more Hallie thought about it, the more she liked the idea. A scorecard to rate a man’s suitability for her purpose.

      The purpose of choosing a husband. The right husband. A pro and con sort of thing. If Maggie could rely on a wish list, why not adopt a similar principle?

      As she waited for Tim Levine to pick her up for the Labor Day barbecue, Hallie ran her finger over the oak-framed picture of herself and Maggie and Clarissa standing in front of a fortune-teller’s tent at the SummerFest. The photo had been taken when they were twelve. Eighteen years ago today.

      She smiled at the image of Maggie holding the green lizard she’d won at the shooting booth. A beauty, even at twelve, Maggie was a tomboy at heart. Lord how she’d bragged about her deadeye aim that had won the stuffed animal. Now the high-fashion model had quit her job and was off for a new life in Texas, back to where her roots were.

      Destiny.

      Hallie’s gaze shifted from her cousin to her childhood best friend. She was worried about Clarissa. Neither she nor Maggie had heard from her in way too long. But Clarissa did that sometimes—pulled back when her emotions were on edge.

      “Oh, Clarissa, what happened to your millionaire? Our childhood dreams? Mine and yours and Maggie’s?”

      Destiny.

      But nothing stayed the same. Like the shifting of the ocean tides, life too, altered. There came a time when you had to look life square in the face and take stock.

      Clarissa and Maggie had recently turned thirty and Hallie would reach that milestone age in just a few weeks. Time to stop subconsciously relying on fate and take destiny in their hands.

      Her thumb smoothed over the glass covering the photograph. Clarissa with flame red hair in her too small dress with the too short hem, Maggie with the impish, double-dog-dare me attitude and expression, and herself, somewhat reserved, feeling free at the carnival, free from the turmoil of her parents’ bickering.

      She remembered the giggling, the camaraderie. And it had been all Maggie’s idea....

      “Hey, look at that tent! It’s Clarissa’s fortuneteller,” Maggie had exclaimed. Maggie was the boisterous one, the leader of the threesome. She nudged Hallie. “Your last name’s Fortune, Hallie. You should go in.”

      Hallie rolled her eyes. “You don’t really believe in that stuff, do you?”

      “Come on, cuz, don’t be a chicken. It’s like an omen, or something. Don’t you think so, Clarissa?”

      Clarissa shrugged, her cinnamon eyes hopeful yet reserved. “I didn’t bring a lot of money with me.”

      Hallie’s innate compassion rose. She’d always been able to come up with a good excuse to slip her friend lunch money without it seeming like charity. She did something similar now, responding to that spark of hope in Clarissa’s eyes.

      “It won’t cost you a dime. I’m the one with the omen name.” She wasn’t exactly sure what an omen was, but she didn’t want to sound stupid and ask. “Since we’re all spending the night at my house tonight, that makes me sort of like the hostess. This’ll be my treat for all of us. But I get to go first since I’m the one with the right name.”

      “Yeah,” Maggie said. “And if we don’t let her go first, she’ll chicken out.”

      “Will not,” Hallie said, shooting her cousin a snappy look. Maggie just grinned and the three girls linked arms, smothering nervous giggles.

      They stood inside the cool tent, allowing their eyes to adjust from the bright sun to the shadowy interior. Hallie almost did chicken out. It was the hope in Clarissa’s eyes that held her steady.

      “Come in, girls. Well, hello again, Clarissa.” The woman gave Clarissa a special greeting having known her from the neighborhood. “I am Sabrina and this is Maurice.” Maurice, Hallie realized, was a cute little monkey with inquisitive brown eyes who wore a tiny cone on his head and a miniature vest the same bright magenta color as the fortune-teller’s elaborate turban. “What can I do for you today?” the gypsy asked.

      Hallie sucked in a breath and grabbed at her courage, moving forward to sit at the three-legged stool. “We’re here to have our fortunes told. I’m Hallie Fortune, and with the name and all...” Her words trailed off. She’d just told her name. Shouldn’t she have kept that a secret? Just to see if the lady was a fake or something? She wished she knew more about this sort of thing.

      She cleared her throat “I’d like to go first, please.”

      “Ah, such manners. Let me see your hand, Hallie Fortune.”

      Hallie held out her right palm, embarrassed at the way it trembled. Sabrina’s kohl-rimmed eyes seemed to laugh, yet her bright red lips remained serious and pursed. Bracelets clanged like musical wind chimes as she accepted Hallie’s palm, running her long, bright nails over the lines crossing the inside of Hallie’s hand.

      “Passion,” Sabrina murmured.

      Hallie almost snatched her hand back. That was something she associated with her parents. Not the mushy kind of passion, but the bitter kind. She almost bolted but changed her mind when she glanced at Clarissa and Maggie. She couldn’t ruin this for them. Especially for Clarissa.

      “I see compassion and nurturing. And the boy next door,”

      “What?” Hallie’s insides jolted as if she’d just rounded a sharp curve on the roller coaster that plunged on the end of Webster Street. Despite herself, she leaned forward, searching her palm as if the future would rise up in living color.

      “You’re going to marry the boy next door,” Sabrina elaborated, her attention focused on Hallie’s palm.

      Giddy hope soared within Hallie’s heart, but her face flamed when Maggie snorted and started to tease.

      “There’s no way your mom’s going to let you marry Cody Brock!”

      Just the sound of his name made Hallie’s insides quiver. She’d spent many nights secretly fantasizing about her dark and brooding neighbor, wishing she was older, hating all the bouncy cheerleader types who hung out in front of his house, throwing themselves at him. His house was always getting toilet-papered. The girls made so much noise at it, Hallie knew they were hoping to get caught—by Cody.

      Though she’d longed to slip out and join the older girls, hoping for a glimpse or a word from the neighborhood bad boy, she’d never built up the nerve. If she did something sneaky like that and got caught, it would cause her parents to fight. And she never wanted to be the cause of that. She made it a point to be extra good, to keep peace in the family.

      Hallie ignored her cousin’s teasing and Clarissa’s soft giggle. She’d barely heard what else Sabrina had said once Maggie had blurted out Cody’s name. So what if she had a crush on him. It wasn’t unheard of for a bad boy to marry a good girl. The fortune-teller even said so.

      Hallie pulled her thoughts back to the present. Sabrina had gone on to predict that Maggie would marry a cowboy and Clarissa a millionaire.

      Destiny. Grab it with both hands and run with it.

      Hallie placed the picture on the mantel and wiped at the dust. The boy next door was literally out of the question. Cody Brock had left town and hadn’t been heard from since. It was the type she was in search of now.

      She heard a strange jingling and glanced at the mantel clock.

      It was six p.m.

      Tim, she thought. Punctual as always. Tim Levine was safe, a nice guy, most likely the perfect guy for her. And he was always jingling the change in his pocket. An annoying habit, but one she could tolerate.

      When she pulled open the front door, though, she frowned.

      No one was on the porch. Yet the sight that greeted her made her tremble. Parked at her front curb was an antique-looking wagon painted bright red and orange, with large spoked wheels...hitched to a horse of all things.

      Surely she was seeing things. She heard organ music. A new type of ice-cream truck? she wondered.

      Drawn outside despite herself, Hallie glanced up and down the street. Strange how none of the neighbors had come out to comment on the weird sight. Especially Hazel Crowley and George Delong. They were the neighborhood busybodies. Nothing got past those two.

      But nothing and no one stirred. Not even the breeze. The hair on Hallie’s arms stood on end as if the air were filled with static from an electrical storm. Except there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.

      Everything was still.

      Eerily still.

      Her feet moving of their own accord, as if drawn by a powerful magnet, Hallie stepped off the porch, moving past the impatiens and roses, past the bright yellow daisies with their happy faces clustered together. When she reached the back of the wagon, chills raced up and down her spine.

      Sabrina awaited her, a monkey perched on her shoulder. The gypsy hadn’t aged a bit, even though it had been eighteen years since she’d seen her. Eighteen years to the day. Labor day.

      “Sabrina?” Hallie asked, not quite believing her eyes, yet delighted. As a girl, she’d daydreamed about the flamboyant gypsy, pictured herself related to the woman, traveling with her, searching crystal balls and spreading happiness and hope to multitudes of seeking souls. The fantasies of a good girl longing to do something wild and inappropriate.

      “How’ve you been, my sweet?”

      “Good.”

      “And your life as a nurse? Is it all you’d expected?”

      How had Sabrina known she was a nurse? “It’s, uh, fulfilling.”

      “But you’re lacking passion.”

      “I’m not looking for passion,” Hallie scoffed.

      Sabrina tisked. “The peace you yearn for and your passion will knock soon. He is on his way, child.”

      Was the woman talking about Tim? After all, he should have been here by now. The bank manager was perpetually punctual.

      “I see your skepticism, Hallie Fortune. But you mark my words. Passion is at the root of your problem.”

      It sure was. She’d watched passion ruin her parents. And she’d been burned by it herself—twice. Once in college—a brief lapse of good judgment. Judgment skewed by screaming hormones that had been awakened by a teenage crush, a crush on a boy she’d foolishly pinned her hopes on.

      Still, she’d like to discuss Sabrina’s prediction of eighteen years ago, to tell her about the interpretation maturity had helped her realize. But the phone was ringing inside her house. It might be Tim, calling to tell her why he was late. Maybe he wanted her to meet him somewhere instead.

      “Sabrina, can you stay for just a minute? Let me just answer that phone.” She dashed back up the walk and into the house, her voice breathless as she snatched up the telephone. A dial tone greeted her.

      “Damn it.” Hurrying back out, Hallie nearly slammed into Tim Levine who’d just mounted the porch steps. She peered around him, excited, afraid, confused, wondering how she would explain that she needed just a few minutes more with the gypsy before they could leave.

      The street was empty.

      Jingle, clink. Jingle, clink. She glanced down and realized that this time it was the change in Tim’s pocket creating the sound.

      “Where did she go?”

      “Who?”

      “Sabrina.”

      “I didn’t see anyone.” Jingle, clink. Jingle, clink. The coins in his pocket tinkled louder.

      “But I was just...” Her words trailed off. Tim’s car was at the curb.

      There was no way in the world he could have missed an old-fashioned gypsy wagon. Or a horse, for goodness sake.

      An eerie shiver worked its way up Hallie’s spine.

      Had she dreamed the encounter with Sabrina? Hallucinated? Conjured up an elaborate, lifelike image from looking at a childhood picture?

      Good, Lord, she was losing it. Big time!
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      HALLIE FORTUNE had already heard the news. Cody Brock, Parkdale’s bad boy was back. She shook her head at the lightning speed of a small-town gossip mill—and at the unexpected shiver that worked its way down her spine. She did not consider this an omen, good or otherwise.

      Never mind that she’d been thinking about him just last week before the Labor Day barbecue.

      When she heard the slam of a car door, she gave in and peeked out the lace curtains of the front room window, ignoring the fact that her fisted grip was seriously threatening the ecru threads of the delicate fabric.

      Not only was Cody Brock back after fifteen years, he had a baby on his hip!

      The sight was so incongruous, she blinked. A humid, summer breeze filtered through the open window, carrying the scent of pear trees and the sound of impatient cursing.

      The black Chevy Tahoe parked in the driveway next door was brand spanking new—if the sticker tags in the window were any indication. Trailered behind was a shiny black-and-chrome motorcycle. Okay, Hallie thought, you can’t haul a kid on a Harley so you buy a new truck. Makes sense.

      Except Cody Brock was the last man in the world she’d expected to see hauling a baby around.

      Feeling like a voyeur, her heart pounding for no good reason, she watched as Cody ineptly juggled keys, diaper bag and squirming baby. He lost his grip on the pink, flowered diaper bag when he used his hip to nudge the back door of the Tahoe. Next went an empty plastic baby bottle, bouncing as it hit the concrete driveway. Hallie’s first instinct was to rush to his rescue, to at least re-tape that pitiful excuse for a diaper.

      Then she reminded herself this wasn’t her problem. She was turning over a new leaf. She was on vacation from her nursing job with a definite purpose in mind—to narrow her choice for a nice, safe guy to settle down with. After all, she wasn’t getting any younger—and at almost thirty, it was about time she found a husband.

      Now was not the time to add another needy person to her list. Not that Cody Brock had ever been needy.

      Besides, any minute now, she expected to see the mother of that baby pull in behind Cody’s truck. The grapevine hadn’t said anything about Cody being married. Then again, the grapevine hadn’t said anything at all about Cody Brock in the last fifteen years.

      Hallie was pleased to note that, with a few more emphatic words, he’d hitched the kid more securely on his hip. The bottle had been retrieved and shoved in the waistband of his jeans. She raised her brow at that. He’d always been fairly resourceful. The diaper bag now hung from his free shoulder.

      Shifting a little, her cheek almost pressed against the glass pane of the window, she saw him move to the front door. Apparently he was having trouble with his key. More muttered curses followed, blending with the increased whimpering of the baby.

      Once again, Hallie wondered where in the world this child’s mother was.

      His gaze lifted and Hallie jerked back, her heart tripping like a jackhammer. She felt like a fool spying on him like this. But Cody Brock did that to her. He held a brooding magnetism that drew her despite her best intentions.

      Easing back to the window, she nudged the lace a mere fraction. Cody had given up on the front door lock and had now moved around to the side of the house. Thanks to a particularly vicious storm the previous winter, the fence separating their properties was down, making the two yards appear as one huge lot. Since the Brocks’ house had sat vacant for so long, Hallie hadn’t been in any hurry to replace the fence. She’d probably have to see to that pretty soon.

      Suddenly, there was a loud splintering of glass, followed by the startled wail of the baby. Good Lord, Cody Brock was breaking into his parents’ house! Figures, she thought. The guy hadn’t changed a bit. Which was really too bad in Hallie’s opinion. He was a walking fantasy in tight-fitting jeans and a white T-shirt that revealed every rock-hard muscle. A pity maturity hadn’t brought with it any good sense.

      Right on cue, the telephone rang. Tearing herself away from the window, Hallie crossed the room and lifted the receiver.

      “My land, Hallie. Did that boy just bust out a window?”

      “It appears that way, Mrs. Crowley.” Hazel Crowley lived across the street. There wasn’t a thing in the neighborhood that escaped her notice—other than phantom gypsy wagons. “I guess he couldn’t get the key to work.”

      “Mercy, Gerald and Miranda would turn over in their graves if they saw such a sight.”

      “No,” Hallie said. “They’d have welcomed him with open arms and you know it.” The Brocks had doted on Cody, no matter what he’d put them through.

      “You’re right, dearie. But...oh, horsefeathers! That grouchy old George Delong’s coming up my front lawn. He’s such a busybody. Probably expects me to know exactly what’s going on in the neighborhood—as if I’ve nothing better to do with my time but gawk at the neighbors. Oh, piddle. There’s the bell now. Why does that man insist on leaning on it that way? Does he think I’m deaf?”

      Hallie smiled. George Delong was a grouch, but he was an absolute dear. And Hazel Crowley had a major crush on him, even though she wouldn’t admit it to a soul.

      “I’ll just have to run,” Mrs. Crowley said, clearly distracted by the insistent peal of the doorbell. “Mind that you’re careful now, Hallie. We have no idea where that Brock boy’s been or what he’s been up to.”

      Hallie replaced the receiver. Not only did she intend to be careful, she intended to avoid him. Parkdale’s bad boy had always spelled Danger with a capital D. Especially for Hallie. He had a dark, go-to-hell look about him—an intensity that made her heart pound and her palms sweat. Just as oil and water didn’t mix, neither did Cody Brock and Hallie Fortune.

      [image: ]

      Cody shifted Amy in his arms and tried jiggling her when she continued to whimper. “It’s okay, baby. Daddy didn’t mean to scare you.”

      The door lock was rusted from weather and disuse. His patience only hanging on by a thread and with a hungry, tired baby to contend with, he hadn’t felt like driving back to town to hunt up a locksmith. It wasn’t the first time he’d busted a window, but it made him feel rotten that he’d scared Amy.

      He looked around the old Victorian home he hadn’t been back to in fifteen years. He’d called ahead to have the electricity turned on, but that was about the extent of the house’s welcome. Hell, what had he expected? The smell of baking bread and chocolate chip cookies? Those days were gone. Wasted. His own fault.

      “It’s just you and me, kid.”

      He smoothed the soft black curls on Amy’s small head and rubbed her back. Glancing down, he was once again awestruck by the solemn little girl in his arms. She stared at him with unblinking eyes. Icy blue eyes. Like his own. Eyes that seemed to say, “I’ve got your number, bud. You don’t know a damn thing about babies.” And she would be right. He’d only become aware of her existence three weeks ago. It had been three weeks of eye-opening hell, weary soul-searching and scary decisions.

      He wanted so much for this little girl, to give her the world, to do the right thing by her. An impersonal apartment in Chicago hadn’t struck him as the proper environment to raise a child, so he’d done the only thing he knew to do. He’d come home to the house he’d inherited yet shied away from, back to the close- knit town he’d tried his damnedest to get kicked out of as a kid. Would the good folks of Parkdale, Illinois welcome him with open arms? That remained to be seen.

      Memories swamped him as he made his way from the kitchen to the living room. Everything looked the same, except somebody had come in and tossed sheets over all the furniture. Probably his sister.

      His sister. Hell!

      Cody’s arm tightened around Amy in a grip that had the little girl protesting. “Sorry, sweetheart. You’re so little, I keep forgetting I have to be careful.” Her iridescent blue eyes still tracked him like a magnet. He felt exposed, as if she could read his every thought. He had an idea she wouldn’t much care for his thoughts about his sister.

      A master at hiding his emotions, Cody grinned, trying to inject confidence in the look. The kid knew he was a fraud. She poked out her lip and the whimper turned into a pitiful, quiet little cry.

      “Okay,” he said. “Action. That’s what we need. We’ll get busy and do something.” He whipped the sheet off the couch and cringed at the dust that stirred the stale air. Amy hushed up, her little eyes going round. “See, baby. This could be fun. Here, you give it a try.” He moved to the reclining chair and bent down. “Grab it and give it a yank.”

      She stuck a thumb in her drooling mouth and curled her other hand more tightly in his collar.

      “No?” he asked.

      “Ba ba,” Amy mumbled around her thumb.

      “Bottle. Right. I should have thought of that. It’s here somewhere.” He snatched up the diaper bag and Amy nearly toppled out of his arms as she bent double, reaching for his pants.

      “Oh, silly Daddy. I forgot where I put it, didn’t I pumpkin. But the groceries are still in the car. Here, you sit right there and wait while Daddy goes and gets them.” He plopped her on the couch but had only taken two hurried steps before a piercing wail stopped him.

      “Oh, Amy.” He forced his jaw to relax, forced the clenched muscles in his stomach to unknot. “I’ll be right back. Two seconds. I promise. Just to the car and back.”

      Tears tracked down her chubby cheeks, breaking his heart. He retraced his steps and swung her up in his arms, feeling totally inept. “How do people do this?” he muttered, gently patting her on the back as he strode out the front door and yanked open the hatchback of the Tahoe. “A person needs four hands for this sort of thing.”

      He had to straddle the motorcycle trailer hitched to the truck in order to reach the grocery bags. With Amy’s arms gripping his shoulders, her head tucked into the curve of his neck, hauling the shopping bags out required dexterity and a good sense of balance. Lucky for him, he possessed both.

      He cast a longing look at the motorcycle, wishing he could turn back the clock, back to the blessed days of freedom when he could climb on that bike and just take off with no particular destination in mind.

      Guilt slammed into him at the thought. He had a huge responsibility now. Amelia Dawn Brock, to be exact. And he intended to take that responsibility very seriously. Even if he did end up withering away from lack of sleep.

      Cody pressed his lips against Amy’s forehead in a quick kiss of apology for his selfish thoughts. “Maybe we’ll see if they make baby seats for Harleys. How about that, huh?”

      Amy didn’t respond. He hadn’t expected her to. Balancing the baby in one arm and two paper bags under the other, Cody retraced his steps to the house. A can of shaving cream fell into the bed of petunias— somebody had been watering them, he noted—and a Hungry-Man frozen dinner landed with a splat close beside it. Strewing groceries all along the front walk seemed to get Amy’s attention and she made the whole situation worse by craning her neck, leaning to the side and pointing. Cody nearly dropped her.

      “Oops,” she whispered around the ever present thumb in her mouth.

      “Oops, did you say? Is that a new word?” He grinned as her rosy lips opened into a fleeting smile. “Hey, oops is a good word.” At almost a year old, Amy’s vocabulary seemed limited. Not that Cody knew what the vocabulary of an eleven-month-old should be. Still, he worried that his little girl was way too solemn.

      He also worried that his fatherhood abilities were seriously lacking. With one arm around Amy, he unloaded diapers, animal crackers, baby powder, toothpaste, frozen dinners and beer. As if to taunt him for being an idiot, she held out her empty bottle.

      “Ah, jeez, Amy. I forgot to buy the damned milk.”

      [image: ]

      Even tempered, Hallie wrote in her spiral notebook. Yes, that was a major requirement, definitely a pro. It should have a weight of at least five points more.

      Easygoing. Nonargumentative. She chewed the end of her pencil. Tim Levine’s Pro column was adding up nicely. But didn’t those three descriptions pretty much hold the same meaning? Perhaps she ought to erase a few of the pro points. It was sort of like stuffing the ballot box to keep adding pluses for the same category. She intended to go about her husband hunt in a logical manner, but she owed it to herself to be strictly fair about it.

      With the eraser poised in indecision, Hallie jumped when a set of impatient knuckles rapped at her front door. She chided herself for the way her heart pounded. It’s probably just Mr. Delong, she thought, coming to see if she had the lowdown on the riffraff who just arrived in the neighborhood. George Delong was always grumbling about the state of the town and its changes. “Nothing but a bunch of damned yuppies,” he’d say, “moving in and changing things when they was perfectly fine before.”

      She wondered if he’d call Cody Brock a yuppie. Not likely.

      When she pulled open the front door, Hallie had to coach herself to take a breath. It wasn’t Mr. Delong standing on her porch. It was Cody Brock.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” he drawled. “I didn’t expect to see you here, Slick.”

      Slick. He’d called her that as a kid. It had always thrilled her. It still did. “Who did you expect?”

      “Your folks, I suppose.” His expression never altered—Cody didn’t give himself away easily—and his eyes remained locked with hers.

      “They’re divorced,” Hallie said. The nervous chuckle that escaped seemed inappropriate. “On their twenty-fifth anniversary.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. They should’ve made that decision twenty-four years earlier. I’m sure you remember the fighting.” She saw his gaze shift to her mouth and knew exactly what he was thinking, what he was remembering. She wasn’t about to take that particular trip down memory lane with him.

      “Anyway,” she said hastily, “Mom took off on a cruise and Dad took up with a younger woman. I got the house.”

      The little girl in his arms lifted her head from his shoulder. Coal black hair and eerie, pale blue eyes. Just like her daddy’s. The sight of Cody Brock cradling a baby girl in his arms would take some getting used to.

      “Cute baby.”

      His gaze still hadn’t wavered from her face. “Hungry baby,” he corrected. “I...uh, could I borrow some milk?” He held up a plastic bottle decorated with pink elephants wearing tutus and toe shoes. The little girl made a grab for it. “It’s empty, Amy,” he said softly. “Hang on a sec.” His stoic expression slipped, giving Hallie a glimpse of a stark uncertainty she’d never expected to see on this man’s face. “I went shopping, but I forgot the formula.”

      “No sweat. It happens to the best of us. Come on in.” She couldn’t believe she’d left him standing on the doorstep with a hungry baby while she’d waxed on about the outcome of her parents’ disastrous marriage. But his unwavering stare had made her uneasy. It suggested the baby wasn’t the only one who was hungry.

      “So, is your wife due soon?”

      “No wife.”

      She paused, glancing back over her shoulder, first at Cody, then the baby. Her heart bumped against her chest, annoying her. “Divorced?”

      “Never married.”

      The quiet, matter-of-fact statement jolted her. Hallie gave herself points for not stumbling. It didn’t matter a bit that Cody Brock was unattached. And it didn’t matter that he was handsome as sin or that just a single, searing look from those pale blue eyes could whip her pulse into overdrive quicker than a shot of adrenaline.

      He was not on her list of candidates for a potential mate. She wanted a safe man, an easy man, a man whose emotions would not clash with hers.

      Cody Brock made her feel volatile, like a volcano on the verge of erupting. For too many pain-filled years, she’d witnessed those same emotions between her parents. They’d started out with sexual passion that had burned too hot, too fast, drowning itself in a pattern of explosive bitterness.

      She didn’t want to repeat her parents’ mistakes. No. She wanted something completely different for herself, for her life. From the time she’d first laid eyes on Cody Brock back when she was twelve years old, something in his brooding eyes told her that if she let him in, he’d shake up her peaceful world and she’d never be the same again.

      As she passed the dinette table, Hallie picked up her spiral notebook and shoved it into a kitchen drawer. She wasn’t taking any chances that he might see what was on that paper—and ask about it.

      “So, where’ve you been all these years, Cody?”

      “Living, you mean?”

      “Mmm.” Opening the refrigerator, she took out a carton of milk. There was an extra half gallon. She’d send one of them home with him. It would get him by until he could get to the store for the proper formula.

      “Chicago for the last few years. Before that, here and there.”

      “Here and there? Sounds mysterious. What, were you in jail?”

      “Hell of a question, Slick.”

      She heard the low tension in his voice, a voice that scraped along her nerves and shot her libido to a dangerous high. “Sorry. That was rude. Can’t blame a girl for wondering, though. It’s been a long time. And you were always a hellion, Cody Brock.” She tempered her words with a smile.

      “Yeah. I guess you’d remember me that way. Not jail, though. The Marines.”

      Her hand jerked, the stream of milk missing the mouth of the bottle. “Iraq?” She snatched a rag and wiped the mess before it could drip on the 
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