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      Delilah searched the sunny blue sky for storm clouds and sighed. Things were not looking good for a snowy Christmas season in Rainbow Bayou. The local weatherman predicted eighty-five degrees for the first few days of December, though there was supposed to be a cold front arriving by the end of the weekend. Hopefully, that trend would continue for their special wedding celebration on the twenty-seventh. She opened the passenger door and settled into the seat of her fiancé's shiny new pickup.

      "Luc, when did you get this truck? Did you trade your Expedition in?"

      Her handsome, black-haired man grinned, "I'm having it converted to handicapped." He reached for his seatbelt, but stopped when he saw her expression. "What?"

      "You're giving it to Tommy, aren't you?"

      Tommy was Father Thomas, the priest who had been essential to Luc's endeavors at the teen center, and he was Del's brother. Her eyes softened, but rather than let her assume too much, Luc said, "Not exactly. You know as well as I do that Tommy won't accept any pay. I tried to make him a partner when we started up, but he wouldn't have it."

      "I didn't know—I mean, I knew he was always around, chipping in with activities and mentoring—are you saying…"

      "The only reason I didn't make him a full partner is that he wouldn't let me. He said it wouldn't be right with me putting up all the financial costs, but he's been right there beside me ever since I opened. Before I opened, actually. He worked with Ridge on the renovations while I was still in the Navy."

      He sighed. "He's got his own responsibilities with the mission and his work with the homeless, but he's very invested in our teens, and they love him." He looked at Delilah, knowing this was a touchy subject for her. "What he went through made him someone these kids can relate to. My love and respect for him continue to grow."

      Delilah's eyes grew moist. "I didn't realize. He never said anything."

      Luc chuckled, "No, he wouldn't. That is the most selfless, humble human being I've ever known in my entire life."

      Delilah's heart swelled to hear Luc praise her brother. Tommy's selflessness was even more amazing considering he'd been the victim of a gang shooting. It had robbed him of his dreams of an athletic career and put him in a wheelchair for the rest of his life. But instead of seeking retribution or being angry at the injustice of it all, he'd gone to the prison to meet his assailant and forgiven him. And several months ago he had intervened with that gang member's younger brother to keep him on the straight and narrow. It had been a critical time in the young man's life, who'd made a teenager's poor decision based on honorable motives.

      Delilah understood Luc's sentiments, having been confused at first by her brother's easy acceptance of his fate. She'd wanted revenge on the shooter and had joined the police academy, despite her mother's wishes to pursue that career. But Tommy had made her see that her desire for revenge was for her, not him, that he was at peace in his vocation as a parish priest.

      Recently, he'd helped her get her relationship with their mother back on track. The last year had been very eventful, and it had all started when she and her partner, Jed, answered a call at that grocery store crime scene and found Luc holding a gun on a perp.

      Luc interrupted her thoughts. "I just figured the Expedition is a better ride than his old van. He's always transporting kids and stuff from the gym to the mission and back, so…"

      She smiled and leaned across the seat to rub her hand down his chiseled jaw. His eyebrows rose. She kissed him, and for a few minutes he just enjoyed the sweet surrender she gave him. She was usually so tough, his cop, all business and not such a softy. He enjoyed these moments. He hoped she might even shed a tear at what he had in store for her today.

      Delilah drew back and stroked her fingers through his hair and then her own, making them presentable once again. She settled back on her side of the truck and said, "So where are we going? You're being very secretive."

      His smile transformed his face, and she sucked in a breath. His pure male beauty never ceased to make her breathing hitch, even that first time. "You'll see."

      They drove out of the downtown area where Del's condo was located. Luc turned onto the parade route and headed north. Then, when the Larue Police Department came into view, he took a right and drove through the winding country road that led first toward Thunder Point and then back west toward Rainbow Bayou and the lake.

      As they topped a small rise, she could make out a few sailboats in the distance and the crew working on the reconstruction of the lighthouse out on Frenchman's Point.

      Then Luc drove down a narrow driveway bordered on both sides by thick brown brush and overhanging trees. She'd been on a call in this area once during her first year on the force, but not recently. If she remembered right, the property had belonged to one of Luc's many cousins or aunts or something.

      Light streamed through trees devoid of leaves, which had fallen weeks before and covered the road, but as she glanced ahead, color was everywhere. When the road ended, a lovely two-story farmhouse sat in the middle of a field of wildflowers.

      Del couldn't believe her eyes. Wildflowers in December. No way.

      Luc drove up to the front of the house and parked. Del's eyes were treated to the sight of flowerpots lining the steps on the porch. The front door was open on this warm day and a delicately woven white painted antique screen door was the only thing standing between her and this lovely place. It called to her as if she were coming home.

      She looked at Luc. "Who lives here?"

      Luc looked nervous for the first time. "Um…it’s ours…if you like it?”

      Delilah gasped and turned back toward the front doors. She wanted to go inside. She took one last look past Luc to the grassy lawn that sloped down toward the lake and held out her hand. "Let's see what you got."

      He gave her the tour from the renovated stainless-steel kitchen to the high-ceilinged great room with its stone fireplace. "The climate was cooler back then." He smiled. "But they brought in the stone from Arkansas and made such a statement that they didn't want to remove it. Makes a gorgeous back wall, don't you think?"

      Del nodded. "It's beautiful." The red and tan veined rock took up the entire wall with shelves on either side. Then she noticed the stairway to the second landing and the way the upper floors were open to the space below.

      The natural cypress ceiling and beams gave everything a warm, cozy feel, and unbidden, she pictured them here in twenty years with their kids doing the family get-togethers at Thanksgiving.

      She was overwhelmed but Luc hugged her and said, "That's not the best part."

      What more could there be? Del wondered. He opened doors off the hallway showing her two large bedrooms and led her toward the rear door, and then he turned and said, "Close your eyes."

      She glared at him.

      "Please, Del, humor me."

      She did as she was told and allowed him to guide her through the door onto the back porch. Then he lifted her into his arms and set her carefully on her feet. She heard his deep breath and then, "Okay, you can look now."

      Del was speechless. Three steps led from the back porch to six long rectangles covered with landscape cloth and surrounded by lovely red and white brick borders filling the center of the backyard. Along the front was a row of blue flowers—bluebells, pansies, and petunias, some of which had been freshly planted since they were usually grown in the spring and summer. That it was mid-December and there were an acre of bluebonnets growing on the side of the house meant she knew where Luc had been spending his time for the last two weeks.

      "Do you like them?" he asked, a frown marring his handsome face.

      "Who…no, forget that, how did you do this?" she asked.

      He seemed a little nervous now. Where he'd seemed confident before, that she'd like the house and its cozy interior, now he wasn't so sure apparently.

      She walked over to one the stakes, which read American Beauty, Proper Callos, White Lady, her own new variety. He'd even spelled it right. "Oh, Luc, roses."

      Then she leapt up throwing her arms around his neck and heard his sigh of relief just before she kissed him for all she was worth.

      He really was too good to be true and he would be hers forever. Tears dampened his cheeks as she kissed him.

      He leaned back and frowned. "Sweetheart⁠—"

      "I love you, Luc Larue. God, how I love you. The house, the view, the rose beds, it's all so perfect." She kissed him again. "Thank you."

      It flustered him but his eyes were glowing. "I wanted to give you a backyard full of beautiful blooming roses but after I talked to Grandma Eme's contact at LSU⁠—"

      "You found out this was the proper way to plant new beds in the winter." Delilah grinned.

      "Yeah, kind of disappointing. I mean what's better—a dozen roses or a half dozen rose bushes blooming. So I settled for the bed of bluebonnets which is how I've thought of your eyes since the day I met you."

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Luc remembered it as if it was yesterday. He'd been lying on the floor of that convenience store, the lady cop's foot on his back. Hers and Jed's initial response to the scene with him holding a gun had been to follow procedure. They'd had no choice until they assessed who the real perp was.

      Then Delilah had bent over him, her blonde ponytail swung forward and her clear blue eyes, like Texas bluebonnets, had sealed the deal. He'd known then with his face smashed to the grimy linoleum floor that she would be his—if he could convince her to give him a chance. It hadn't been the most impressive first meeting—but it was very memorable.

      He held her face between his hands and searched her eyes, his expression soft. "I love you, Delilah. All I want to do is make you happy so if anything isn't right⁠—"

      She put her fingers to his lips, then laid her head against his chest. He closed his eyes for a minute and just soaked up the feel of her against him, the view, and how right everything was at that moment. He couldn't imagine anything but her in his future, a family right here in this house.

      Del gave him a mischievous look. "Can we take another look at that master bedroom?"

      Luc smiled, "Why sure, darlin', anything your heart desires."

      She grinned, "Maybe you should lock the front door in case we have unexpected guests while we give ourselves a housewarming present."

      At that, Luc made quick work of the locks and followed her to the bedroom where he found his fiancé in only her pretty lingerie in the center of the big king size bed. It was a good day to be in love.
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      In Jed Summer's bedroom, the sounds of lovemaking were a familiar sound at dawn as both adults in the household were professionals with busy lives—Jed, a police detective with the Larue Police Department and Dr. Samantha Larue, the former Navy Captain, with a growing new practice helping victims of trauma through psychotherapy.

      At the moment, Sam's hands were spread on Jed's muscular chest as she rode him, her hair swinging down over her shoulders, her core clenched around him tightly as she rode. Her eyes were closed; the lush black lashes feathered on her cheeks, and her nipples were rosy from his kisses.

      He held off because he was loath to stop looking at her. He couldn't believe he'd ever walked away from her. He still got an ache in his heart when he thought about what might've happened if she hadn't given him another chance. She and Nina were everything to him; neither of them was less important in his mind to his happiness. A life without them was not only not an option, but the thought stoked a moment of fear he probably wouldn't stop experiencing until she was his completely. Three weeks, he only had to make it...twenty-three days and some odd hours. The warm feeling that gave him helped him get back into the moment. He waited until she cried out, "Oh, Jed," and then he emptied himself inside her.

      She collapsed onto him, breathing hard. That was his Sam, no delicate flower. She was more like a stout winter rose. She muttered an apology for "crushing him". He smiled. Sam was feisty and assertive, and so vibrant and alive. He blinked tears back.

      Sam rose on her elbows and looked down at him. "You sure know how to—" she frowned. "What's wrong?"

      Jed’s smile kicked up, and he rolled his head to the side, looking at her. "Not a darn thing, my love. I was just thinking about how lucky I am that you allow me to grace your bed and be your slave."

      "You're too funny. But since I caught you in a weak moment, there's something I want to ask you." Her gaze slid away. He perked up. This was important, and she was nervous about his response.

      "Shoot."

      She exhaled, her words coming quickly. "What would you think about another kid?" Then, as if she didn't know what a momentous question that was, she shrugged, as if it would be no big deal either way. Jed blinked, not because he had given it any thought, but because, well, they weren't even married yet and he'd figured she'd want to be sure of him.

      "If you don't—" she began, but her words were interrupted by the doorbell. "Never mind. We'll talk about it another time. Poor timing."

      He grabbed her hand as she rose. "The door can wait for two seconds." He gently pulled her chin around toward him and met her eyes. "I want more kids with you, babe. I don't want to leave you hanging about that. We can talk about the details later."

      Samantha looked relieved. She leaned over and gave him a searing kiss that made him want to curse whoever was at the front door.

      When she pulled back at the sound of the persistent buzzer, he said, "You go get dressed and check on our girl; I'll get the door. We'll see who's got the nerve to interrupt my morning…" She threw a pillow at him.

      "I'll get you for that," he said, donning his sweatpants and watching her sprint down the hallway. With a dreamy smile still on his face, he strode toward the living room. His good mood turned up a notch at the sight of his father, Harry, and Christine on the walkway. They'd apparently given up on anyone answering and were walking hand-in-hand back toward Harry's Tahoe.

      "Hey guys, sorry. It took a minute to um..." Get untangled from  my fiancé? Recover from the shock of Samantha's question? "Well, it's early." He frowned. "And we weren't expecting to see you guys till tomorrow. Did I get the date wrong?"

      Harry shook his head, and Chris grinned. Something was up.

      He swung the door open. "What are you waiting for, come on in. I'll start the coffee and make us some breakfast." They closed the door behind them and followed Jed to the kitchen. "Samantha!"  Jed called softly so as not to wake Nina. "Chris and Harry are here."

      While he pulled items out of the refrigerator, he asked, "Did you just drive up from New Orleans? How was the cruise?"

      At Thanksgiving, Harry and Christine announced that they'd signed up for a two-week Caribbean cruise. They'd left the next day.

      Samantha appeared in the doorway. "Nina’s asleep.” She smiled broadly. “Harry…Chris! What a wonderful surprise.” She hugged them both. "It's great to have you home. Did you enjoy the cruise?" They were silent for a beat, and Jed looked up from his crouch near the floor, curious about the sudden drop in the conversation.

      Harry looked from Sam to Jed to Chris, who grinned and wrapped her arm around Harry. She seemed to blossom before their eyes. And Harry looked happier and stronger than Jed had ever seen him.

      "We're married!" Harry blurted, grinning widely.

      Sam's mouth fell open, and she gasped but Jed jumped up and wrapped his arms around Chris and hugged Harry. "This is fantastic! So can I call you Mom, now?"

      Samantha's eyes filled with tears. "Oh Chris, I am so happy for you. Were you two planning this all along?"

      Harry chuffed and shook his head. "Hell, no. I didn't think I could ever be lucky enough to talk a woman like her into marrying a crusty old bachelor like me, but she surprised me on the tenth day out."

      Christine quirked her eyebrow at them and then shrugged. "I figured if I waited on him I'd be in my grave, so I proposed."

      Harry said, "I marched straight up to the captain and asked him to do the honors."

      Christine smiled. "He suggested we schedule it for the evening activity out under the stars and invite all the ship's passengers."

      Tears were back in both of their eyes and she had to bury her head in Harry's chest. Harry too had to clear his throat. "It was really memorable. There we were on the top deck out under the stars, moonlight on the water with hundreds of strangers holding candles and declaring that they had given Chris away for love—" He choked.

      "Then they got us good and drunk on champagne and new friendships. Then we had a three-day honeymoon. And we've gained about three hundred new friends. We've already planned an anniversary cruise with some of those couples next year. Are y'all shocked?" Jed held a hand out to Sam. She came to him, letting him wrap his arms around her waist as they looked at the two people who meant so much to them.

      Jed said, "Surprised, but very happy for both of you."

      Harry seemed to breathe a sigh of relief.

      Jed frowned. "You weren't worried about it were you?"

      Harry shrugged, "Well, you know, we just⁠—"

      "Dad, our relationship will not be detrimentally affected because you choose happiness. You deserve this more than anyone I know, and there's no one more perfect for you than Christine. Are you sure she knows what she's in for?" He teased.

      Harry was serious as he looked at Chris. "I tried to tell her. I've never been a husband, and I made a lot of⁠—"

      "Oh quit, will you?" Jed said.

      Chris said, "If I hadn't seen what a good man you are and fallen head over heels in love with you, Harry Summers, I wouldn't have asked you to marry me and take your name. I've been a widow a long time and we could've just been lovers for the next twenty years…"

      Jed coughed, "Um…"

      Samantha grinned. "You go, girl."

      Christine placed her hand on Harry's cheek. "But I didn't want that for you, sweetheart. I wanted to call you husband and I want to hear you say, my wife, when you mention me. I didn't want us to just be an item, but an official couple, man and wife, soulmates and partners." Her voice had gotten softer and Jed felt like he was being treated to a second rendering of their vows. He was about to get a little teary-eyed himself so he changed the subject.

      "How about having your first wedding breakfast at home with your son and daughter-in-law to be?"

      "That would be lovely," Christine said wiping Harry's cheeks and then her own. "Can I help?"

      Jed said, "Nope. I've got this. Samantha, will you grab the strawberries out of the freezer and pour the coffee while I get the stuffed French toast started?"

      Harry and Christine raved about his cooking. Sam said, "Amazing that a man who subsists on tree bark would know how to cook something that is as orgasmically delicious as this, isn't it?" She smiled at him and asked, "Chris, where are y'all going to live, still at your house?"

      Harry looked at Chris who nodded then he said, "Actually, Sam, we're in the market and would like to put an offer in on your house."

      Sam's eyes widened. She had been actively trying to sell her house since moving in with Jed. They hadn't discussed it but she had mentioned the possibility to her assistant. Now, the feeling that settled over her was one of closure. She realized she hadn't wanted to return to that house after the assault on Jed and the break-ins. This was her home now, with Jed and Nina and the family they would have together. There was no room to hang on to the past or to that house.

      "I'd love for y'all to have that house. We'll work it out no matter what."

      When they shut the door behind Jed's father and his new bride, Jed rested his forehead against Sam's. "Wow, that was quite a shock." He felt her chuckle.

      "Yep, but you're happy about it aren't you?" She looked at him brushed his too-long hair out of his sexy dark eyes.

      "I'm thrilled. You know I've been concerned about Harry since he told us how lonely he was. I think it triggered the actions he took to get us there. And now he looks happier than I've ever seen him." He grinned, "Shows what the love of a good woman can do for a man, huh?"

      "Speaking of the love of a good woman…" Sam's brows rose, and she tugged him back to the bedroom.
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