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“Damn,” Caroline
grumbled.

Every Friday night it was
the same. The neighbors hosted a blowout party, and one of the
numerous party-animals parked their Jags or BMWs in Caroline’s
space. At least tonight it wasn’t past midnight and she wasn’t bone
tired. Tonight, for the first time in almost two years, Caroline
Gregory had taken off early from the hospital. Mercy Hospital’s ER
would just have to manage one Friday night without her.

Caroline parked her old
Buick in an empty slot a dozen spaces down from hers and slid from
behind the wheel. She took a deep breath and smoothed one hand over
her sexy, short silk dress. She had never worn anything that could
be described with so many daring adjectives, but tonight was
special. A tingle of anticipation zipped through her. Tonight was
her last night as a single woman. Tomorrow, after a first-class
flight to Las Vegas, she would marry Dr. Tristan
Rodgers.

With a contented sigh,
Caroline reached back into her car and retrieved the bottle of
champagne and the two elegant, crystal champagne flutes her
co-workers had given her as a wedding present. Tonight she would
prove to Tristan that work wasn’t all she cared about. Tonight he
wouldn’t be able to accuse her of being preoccupied and
distant.

Caroline smiled a secret
smile as she strode up the walk toward their townhouse. Beneath the
slinky black dress, she wore a matching set of sinfully decadent
lingerie she would never in a million years have purchased for
herself. Knowing that fact all too well, her girlfriends had
surprised her with a serious lingerie shower. The lingerie had
served as a catalyst for Caroline to take stock of the rest of her
definitely out-of-style wardrobe. She certainly couldn’t pack her
tired excuse for attire in the elegant new luggage Tristan had
given her as an early wedding present.

A smile curled her lips
upward. A brand new beginning required a new, more suitable look,
didn’t it? To Caroline’s way of thinking it did. She had every
intention of starting off the first day of the rest of her life in
style. Several particularly feminine and undeniably fashionable new
outfits were carefully packed in her suitcase in the trunk of
Tristan’s car. Ready for tomorrow’s journey toward ever
after.

Caroline was ready too.
Ready for a night of quality time with her husband-to-be. Ready for
a glamorous weekend in a glitzy city. And ready to take the next
step in the relationship she and Tristan had nurtured for eighteen
months.

She set her shoulders and
refused to allow that little twinge of doubt to cloud her
determination. Tristan was a good man, excellent marriage material.
He had signed on with one of the largest, most elite reconstructive
surgery clinics in St. Louis. Tristan had a bright future ahead of
him, as did she.

Who needed earth-shaking
passion? That kind of thing only happened in romance novels anyway.
This, she told herself once more for good measure, was real life.
Besides, she had her career as an ER physician, she didn’t need
mind-boggling sex. Sex with Tristan was good...enough.

The annoyingly handsome
image of another man flitted across Caroline’s mind before she
could block it. He was the past, she reminded herself as she ruthlessly forced
the memory away. Caroline would not look back. She had left
him as well as her small
town roots behind long ago. Besides, she didn’t need passion. She
had position. Why worry about hot, throbbing sex? She had financial
security.

Did that kind of needy,
lust-arousing love even exist in anyone over the age of
twenty-one?

Caroline shook her head.
She doubted it. And even if it did, she and Tristan had no time for
such nuisance. They were both too busy for anything other than a
perfunctory physical relationship.

But tonight was going to be
special. She squared her shoulders. And it had nothing whatsoever
to do with proving that she could rally a storybook response to the
man she was about to wed.

Nothing.

Her fiancé’s cherry-red
Porsche glistened all sleek and sexy beneath the moonlight. Concern
drew Caroline’s lips into a decline. It wasn’t like Tristan to
leave the convertible top down. She glanced at the brilliant stars
and equally bright moon. Even without any predictions of rain, he
was usually very careful about his new toy. Leaving the top down
was something she would do. She was forever forgetting
something.

She shrugged and hurried up
the walk to her front door. Crystal and glass clinked as she
shifted the items she carried to one arm then reached to insert the
key into the lock.

The door swung inward when
she touched it. Adrenaline surged, prickling her skin. Caroline
licked her lips nervously and stepped across the threshold, careful
not to make even the slightest sound. If a burglar was in the house
she didn’t want to alert him to her presence. Another shot of fear
slammed into her at the thought that Tristan may have already done
just that.

A Tiffany lamp lit the
entry hall. Music from the party next door wafted through the
walls, a slow, muffled staccato intended to stir the
blood.

Silently she moved to the
hall table and the telephone sitting next to the lamp. The
answering machine’s message light blinked as if in warning. Her
hand trembling, Caroline reached for the receiver. Before her
fingers closed around the sleek black instrument, something in her
peripheral vision brought her up short.

Clothes.

No, not just clothes. A
trail of clothing littered the plush beige carpet gracing the
staircase. Caroline walked cautiously to the bottom of the stairs.
Her mind churning, grasping for comprehension, she frowned, then
nudged aside Tristan’s gray pinstriped jacket with the toe of one
shoe. This wasn’t right. Perfect order. It was one of Tristan’s pet
peeves. Everything had to be in its place. Tidy, tidy, tidy. The
man was obsessed with orderliness.

Caroline took three steps
up and kicked aside a crisp, white dress shirt and a red silk tie.
Her frown deepened. Four more steps brought her to haphazardly
shucked loafers and gray trousers. Her eyes widened in disbelief
when at the top of the stairs she found his silk paisley boxers.
The ones she’d bought him for Christmas last year.

In morbid fascination, she
stepped over one sock and then the other. Half way down the
corridor leading to the master suite, a new trail of clothing
began.

Female
clothing.

Caroline’s heart stilled,
then pounded fiercely. Her grip on the neck of the champagne bottle
tightened. No, no, no, her mind screamed against the only feasible
conclusion. There had to be some other, more acceptable
explanation.

The door to the master
bedroom stood wide open. Three paces before reaching it, Caroline
paused. The bold burgundy of the sheets she had selected when they
moved into the townhouse caught her eye first. She had marveled at
how perfectly the color matched the small glass accent tiles in the
master bath.

Knowing she could not deny
her eyes any longer, Caroline lifted her gaze above the edge of the
mattress to what she didn’t want to see. There, in the middle of
the comfort-technology king size bed, was Tristan,
her fiancé, tangled in a
knot of arms and legs with his big-breasted, blonde receptionist,
Heather.

Unable to speak, Caroline
turned and quietly walked away.

 


~*~

 


Despite everything, the sun
still rose the next morning.

Caroline yearned to stop
and watch the splendor of that beautiful summer morning. To
acknowledge that the world kept turning and that life marched on no
matter that last night the entire future she had planned had
shattered.

Besides, she didn’t know
where in the hell she was. She desperately needed directions. She
had driven all night. Memphis couldn’t be very far now, she had
crossed the Tennessee state line a while back. But miles and miles
of road construction and numerous detours had confused her. Sleep
deprivation had evidently affected her sense of direction as well
as her reactions. Finally, the dense woods that had formed an
ominous canopy over the road for the past ten or so miles suddenly
opened to reveal a pink streaked sky and flowing, grassy
meadow.

“Oh...my...God.” Caroline
slowed to a near stop in the middle of the deserted road to stare
across the familiar landscape.

The
chapel.

The wedding
chapel.

She hadn’t realized that
she was so near home.

Home.

Why did her subconscious
still call Lucy’s Branch home? She hadn’t officially lived in the
small Tennessee town in more than eight years. Hadn’t even visited,
not once. Bittersweet memories flooded her weary mind as Caroline
pulled the Porsche to the side of the country road that overlooked
Garrett County’s legendary wedding chapel.

Even in the gray and pink
hues of predawn light, she could clearly distinguish the charming
features of the one-hundred-fifty-year old structure. The elegant
stained glass, the wide, formal entrance. The ancient bell in its
tower. Her mind instantly conjured the image of the polished oak
floors that glistened beneath row after row of handcrafted wooden
pews. Red carpet lined the aisle that people came from miles around
to walk down on their wedding day. And a cathedral ceiling with
heavy wooden beams reigned proudly over it all.

As a girl she had dreamed
of going to that chapel on her wedding that. But that had been a
lifetime ago.

Caroline swallowed
something that felt entirely too much like self-pity. This was to
have been her wedding day. She closed her eyes to block the beauty
of the fairytale chapel. There would be no wedding bells tolling
for her today. Not here as she had once dreamed, not anywhere. A
small, sad smile tugged at her lips as she considered the local
legend she had grown up hearing. All who took their vows within
those chapel walls were destined to live happily ever
after.

“Yeah, right.” She kicked
off her shoes, reached down and rubbed her right foot. Her feet
hurt. She rolled her head. Her neck ached, too. But neither
annoyance kept her thoughts from straying to the past. Much longer
ago than Caroline cared to admit, she had taken vows sitting on the
front steps of that very chapel. She winced at the memory. She had
been so young...and so much in love. Fat lot of good the legend had
done her. Maybe it only worked if you were inside, she mused. What
a joke.

The sun peeked above the
horizon and Caroline released a fatigued sigh. The breathtaking
beauty of nature in all its glory lay before her. Something that
could be counted on regardless of the twists and turns life took.
Something endless...eternal.

As an afterthought, she
reached to the passenger-side floorboard and snatched up the warm
bottle of champagne. No use letting it go to waste. When she
unwrapped the cork, it burst from the bottle unassisted. Caroline
squealed as the expensive wine overflowed onto the leather
upholstery, and dripped down her arm from wrist to elbow. She
snagged one stemmed glass and poured herself a generous serving.
The sweet, warm liquid bubbled its way down her throat.

“Hmmm.” She lifted her
glass to the pink and gold streaks cutting through the clouds and
racing across the meadow, then toasted the rising sun. “To ever
after,” she said aloud before downing the remaining
liquid.

Leaning against her door,
she propped her stocking-clad feet in the open window of the
passenger side. She wiggled her toes. So much for slinky black
stockings and lacy garters. Anger swirled in her belly. Men were
scum. Perhaps her happily ever after wasn’t going to include a
man.

Whatever. The breeze
shifted her hair around her shoulders. She’d left the convertible
top down all night. The cool night air had helped to keep her
senses sharp. Right now every single one of those senses wanted
more champagne. After pouring another glass, she relaxed fully, let
the bubbly tickle her throat and the fresh air cleanse her
soul.

Today was the first day of
the rest of her life—just not the life she had expected.

Now was as good a time as
any to do what had to be done. The longer she put it off the harder
it would be. She set the bottle in the seat beside her and reached
for her cell phone. The blasted thing had rung a dozen times in the
last four or five hours, but she had ignored it. She hadn’t really
intended to make the call until she arrived in Memphis and had a chance to properly
lick her wounds. But, what the hell? She was feeling a little
righteous now, and just a tad tipsy, she realized as she finished
off her second glass.

He answered after only one
ring. “Hello.”

Caroline heard the
desperation in that one word. She smiled.

“Good morning, Tristan,”
she said in her most chipper voice.

“Caroline! Thank God.” He
paused, obviously to compose himself. “I’ve been so worried. They
said you’d left work early and no one’s seen you since. My word, I
thought you had been kidnapped or worse!” He made a strange keening
sound. “And...and someone’s stolen the Porsche,” he stammered,
almost choking on the words.

Before Caroline could
respond, he went on. “We’ll have to delay our flight this morning,
I can’t possibly leave until the police have all the information
they might need on the Porsche. I mean, I just can’t believe it. We
pay extra for security here. How could this happen?”

Caroline poured herself
another glass while he talked. She took a fortifying sip. “Tristan,
I have your car.”

“You do? Oh, thank God.
Thank God!”

Caroline arched an eyebrow.
The car rated two “thank Gods,” she noted, when she had rated only
one. “Cancel our flight and our hotel reservations, Tristan,” she
told him when he had stopped praising the Almighty for the safety
of his car.

“Cancel? But why? We might
not have another weekend off together for months,” he protested.
“Everything has been arranged.”

“Tristan, I left work early
last night so I could surprise you, but instead, you surprised me.”
Caroline washed down the lump of emotion that crowded into her
throat with a hefty swallow of the warm champagne.

“Oh, my God.”

Caroline rolled her eyes.
“Sorry, Tristan, but He can’t help you with this one. We’re
finished. I’ll be in Memphis with Dianne until I make up my mind
about the future.”

“But...but...but,
Caroline—”

“No buts, Tristan. It’s
over. I’m just glad I found out the truth before I made the mistake
of my life.” Caroline drained the rest of the liquid courage in her
glass.

“But, what about my
car?”

Caroline smiled. The
bastard. The bottom line was his damned car. “Don’t worry, Tristan,
I’ll take good care of it until I get it back to you. Meanwhile you
can use the Buick.” Caroline flipped the phone closed and stared at
the small black communicator. She shook her head slowly as she
considered that with an instrument not much larger than the palm of
her hand she had just undone eighteen months of hard work at a
committed relationship.

As if on cue, the phone
chirped and vibrated insistently. Knowing who it would be, she drew
back her right arm and threw the damned plastic link to the recent
past as far as she could down the grassy hillside.

Satisfied that she had done
the right thing, she refilled her glass and relaxed fully into the
soft leather upholstery. A moment’s regret washed over her. Though
she hadn’t actually loved Tristan as she’d somehow felt she should,
Caroline had convinced herself that she would be happy with him.
But how could he have loved her and done what she had caught him
doing? She shuddered at the thought.

No amount of analyzing
would give her the answer she wanted. Tristan obviously hadn’t
loved her at all. And if he would do this before they were married,
what would he have done afterwards? Whenever the urge struck him?
Another quake shook her. She sighed again. Well, at least, she
still had her career.

Somewhere between St. Louis
and the Tennessee state line, she had called Dianne. Memphis
General always needed ER doctors with her qualifications and
experience. And Dianne insisted that she would love a roommate. But
Caroline simply wasn’t sure what she wanted to do. Dianne would be
leaving this morning for a medical conference in Nashville. She had
told Caroline where to find her key. Had even offered to cancel her
plans and wait for her. But Caroline needed some time alone. Time
to think.

After that, she had called
the chief of Mercy’s ER back in St. Louis, gotten him out of bed
and explained that she was taking her long overdue vacation
effective immediately. He hadn’t been happy, but he had understood.
Three weeks should be sufficient time for her to make a proper
decision at this unexpected fork in her life’s road.

Thank God for her savings.
Unlike Tristan, she was a bit more frugal in her spending—case in
point, the old Buick she drove. If she decided not to go back to
St. Louis, that savings would keep her afloat for the next few
months.

Determined to put the past
behind her and start fresh, Caroline raised her glass and toasted
an entirely different new beginning, then she took a long sip of
champagne and closed her eyes. She inhaled deeply of the sweet
country air and contemplated the future. Dianne was thrilled at her
decision to visit. Her friend had never liked Tristan anyway. If
only Caroline had been as insightful.

Still angry with herself
for not seeing through his charm and good looks and after further
consideration, she made a solemn promise to herself: No more
handsome men. Why bother with good looking men? Men like that would
only break her heart. Maybe she would just swear off men
altogether. She had her career. What did she need with a man? Well,
she amended, men could be useful at times. One man in particular
leaped onto the screen in the private theater of her
mind.

Refusing to replay that old
memory, Caroline turned her attention to the glorious show of
nature as the sun climbed higher above the distant treetops. The
car suddenly dipped sharply to the right. Surprised confusion
momentarily clouded her brain. Moving. The car was moving. She must
have knocked the gearshift into neutral.

She could fix that. Another
dip and the car started to roll down the hill. Dropping her glass,
she scrambled to rearrange her legs back into the proper position
beneath the steering wheel. But the confines of the little sports
car and the suddenly magnified-by-fear effects of the alcohol made
quick maneuvering impossible.

The car pitched forward as
it gained momentum on a smoother downhill grade beyond the tall
grass.

The brake! She needed to
hit the brake. Panic gushed through Caroline’s veins, instantly
sobering her. She grasped the steering wheel to navigate away from
the chapel looming in her path. The steering column was locked. She
grabbed for the keys in the ignition.

There wasn’t even time to
scream. Before she could find and depress the brake the whole world
exploded around her. The air bag inflated, hurling her back against
the seat and obscuring her vision.

Then everything stilled.
Caroline gasped for air. Her chest felt numb from the sudden,
forceful pressure of the now-deflating air bag. She blinked and
took stock of her surroundings. Lavender and rose colored balloons
floated heavenward around her. She frowned. What the...? Streamers
fluttered overhead from the rafters of the cathedral
ceiling.

The
chapel.

She had crashed into the
chapel, which was obviously decorated for a wedding that was likely
scheduled for this very day. And Caroline had ruined everything. As
if to punctuate her thought, a cluster of decorative silver wedding
bells collapsed onto the floor.

 


~*~

 


Chase Garrett didn’t often
see strange things in these parts. The occasional drunken brawl or
teenage joy rider was about as exciting as things got around Lucy’s
Branch. But this, he had to admit, was damned strange. A brand new
cherry red Porsche with out of state license plates had all but
demolished one wall of the county’s historic wedding
chapel.

He shook his head at the
unbelievable damage one compact car could wreak. Of course, the
building was vulnerable with age. Julie McGill sure as hell
wouldn’t be getting married today. Not here anyway. He wondered
briefly if he should call her mamma himself before word got out
about the accident.

And to make matters worse,
Chase added, his mouth forming a grim line, the driver turned out
to be the one woman on the planet he never expected to see
again.

Caroline.

Chase shifted and ran the
fingers of one hand through his hair. Eight years was a long time.
Yet, in some ways, not long enough. His jaw hardened at the
memories surfacing like the images of a video on forward search.
The Caroline Gregory standing in front of him now in no way
resembled the girl he had known, known well, all those years ago.
Chase’s gaze swung from the tow truck hooking to the Porsche to the
trembling woman being examined by a paramedic. Caroline had
insisted that she was fine, but she had looked a little shocky and
a lot shaky to Chase.

The short black dress and
spiked heels made Chase’s mouth go as dry as a plowed field in
August. When she had reached into her car to retrieve her purse,
Chase hadn’t missed the glimpse of black lacy garters holding up
those wicked stockings. The Caroline Gregory he remembered would
never have dressed like that. Not in a million years.

But that mane of thick
black hair that hung around her small shoulders like a curtain of
silk, and those eyes, like translucent silver, he remembered all
too well. And then there was that mouth. He closed his eyes to
savor the memory of how it felt to kiss those lips. The natural
red, pouty kind that never needed enhancing with cosmetics, and
lush enough to make a preacher look at least twice.

Chase’s body stirred in
response to the memories he had tried for the better part of a
decade to forget. He forced his eyes open and frowned, irritated
that Caroline could still evoke such a swift reaction in him. His
gaze darted back to the Porsche. That was a mighty fancy car for a
little girl who hailed from Lucy’s Branch. He supposed that she had
done well for herself. Not that he’d expected any less. She’d
graduated at the top of her pre-med class over in Memphis. Somehow
her attire didn’t quite fit the image he had of a medical
doctor—especially Dr. Caroline Gregory. Chase almost groaned at
just how much of this older, more womanly Caroline was showcased
for his blatant admiration.

When he’d gotten the call,
what felt like hours ago now, he had fully prepared himself for the
oddity of the whole incident. He had even prepared himself for the
looker, according to the deputy on the scene. But what Chase hadn’t
been prepared at all for was the wallop of intense, raw lust that
broadsided him the moment he laid eyes on the perpetrator. His
deputy had failed to mention a name. Chase tunneled his fingers
through his hair again and heaved a disgusted breath. He thought he
had gotten over the woman long ago. But the fierce jolt of pain
followed quickly by anger he experienced upon recognizing Caroline
blew that theory all to hell. Even the pain and anger couldn’t seem
to quench the fire that still burned inside him for the one and
only woman he had ever loved.

Her silvery gaze collided
with his and Chase’s gut clenched. Nope, nothing had changed. He
still wanted to throttle her, almost as much as he wanted to kiss
her. Chase forced himself to take the five steps that brought him
within reach of her. He shifted his gaze to the paramedic. “She
check out okay?” He forced his thoughts back to the job, instead of
lacy underwear and sensual lips.

“Yeah,” Roger replied when
he looked up. “She’s a little shaken, but nothing to be concerned
about.”

Chase nodded. “Good.” He
turned to her, but kept his gaze a fraction above those haunting
eyes. “Miss Gregory—”

“Don’t be so formal,
Chase,” she chastised softly. The weariness in her voice tugged at
his protective instincts.

“Caroline,” he relented,
then ruthlessly squashed the desire to shield her from all
unpleasantries. “I noticed the open champagne bottle in your car.
I’ll need you to submit to a blood-alcohol test.” Her eyes widened
with apprehension, and maybe a little surprise. “It’s standard
operating procedure, Miss—Caroline.”

“I told you that I’d been
drinking,” she protested. “I had three or four glasses. But I
wasn’t driving. I was parked.” She turned and pointed shakily to
the rise up the road. “On that little hill. I parked first, then
opened the bottle.” Her last words trembled past those kissable,
pouty red lips.

Chase’s gaze traced the
path of destruction through the grassy meadow, then moved back to
her luminous eyes. He suppressed the renewed rush of protectiveness
that surged inside him at her vulnerability then and now. Hell, it
was a miracle she hadn’t been seriously injured.

“I’ll take that as a yes,”
he said, ignoring the lingering need to console her. Every
irresponsible driver always had an excuse. Even a breathtakingly
beautiful one with who he had once been in love. Cursing himself
for dwelling on the past, Chase shifted his attention back to the
paramedic. “You can handle that?”

“Sure.” Roger reached into
his case for the necessary paraphernalia.

“Oh, God,” Caroline
murmured.

Chase caught her by the arm
when she swayed. His body tightened at the feel of her smooth skin
beneath his fingers, and that annoyed the hell out of him. “Maybe
you’d like to sit in one of the cruisers?” he suggested, irritation
with himself making his words curt.

Caroline blinked, then
shook her head and pulled out of his grasp. “I’m fine. I
just—”

“Sheriff, I think you’ll
want to hear this,” Deputy Manning called over the grumble of the
tow truck pulling forward with its load. More of the chapel’s
nearly two-century-old wood siding tumbled to the ground. Caroline
jerked at the sound.

“I’ll take her out to the
truck,” Roger offered.

“Good. Thanks, Roger.”
Chase’s attention had moved to the ominous tone in his deputy’s
voice. He strode to where his deputy waited. “What’s
up?”

Excitement sparkled in his
young deputy’s eyes. “Everything about where she lives and works
checks out,” Jess Manning said in a stage whisper. “But here’s the
kicker—” he paused for effect “—that fancy sports car she’s driving
is stolen.”

Chase rubbed the bridge of
his nose with his thumb and forefinger. The beginnings of a
headache stabbed right between his eyes. “Stolen?” That was crazy.
Caroline wasn’t a thief. He had known her all his life. But a lot
could change in eight years, the lawman in him argued.

Jess pushed his cap up and
scanned his note pad once more. “Yes sir. It was reported about one
a.m. this morning by a Dr. Tristan Rodgers of St.
Louis.”

“Damn.” Chase rubbed a hand
over his unshaven face. He had been in the shower when the call had
come, there had been no time for a shave. He blew out a breath of
frustration. “Let me see what Miss Gregory has to say about that.”
He glanced toward the paramedic’s truck and the woman who had
haunted his dreams for too long.

Caroline Gregory had a hell
of a lot of explaining to do.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


Caroline parted with the
required blood sample, then leaned her head against the cracked
vinyl upholstery of the paramedic’s truck. She was exhausted from
lack of sleep and jittery with adrenaline from the accident, not to
mention the emotional trauma of the night before. The full
ramifications of her predicament were only now sinking
in.

She had taken Tristan’s car
and crashed it into an irreplaceable historic structure. In her
haste, Caroline had fled her own wedding only to ruin someone
else’s. Not to mention she had made an absolute fool of herself in
front of Chase Garrett. She cringed inwardly. Hadn’t she been a
fool for him one time too many already?

Damn. Why couldn’t she have
crashed Tristan’s car in some other small town? She didn’t want to
see Chase. She didn’t want to talk to him. And she sure didn’t want
to want him. But that old feeling of intense need had been
instantaneous, breath-stealing. Caroline’s insides trembled with
lingering reaction. Today was supposed to be her wedding
day, to another man. Instead of wedding bells, a desire as familiar as her own
name was jangling through her veins. How could she feel this?
Especially about a man who had been just as unfaithful to her as
Tristan had.

Caroline wanted to close
her eyes and block the whole thing out, but each time her lids
closed Chase’s reaction to seeing her replayed. Shocked disbelief,
hurt, then an obvious jolt of anger. He sure as hell had no right
to be angry. She was the one who should be angry. She wilted,
defeated. But somehow she couldn’t manage the full range of the
emotion.

Her whole, perfectly
orchestrated life had just gone down the tubes. She stared unseeing
at the yellowed dome light overhead. Why did this have to happen to
her? Today of all days? Hadn’t she been through enough in the last
twenty-four hours? Grandma Colleen was surely turning over in her
grave. She had always warned Caroline that the grass wasn’t greener
on the other side of the fence. That big city life was not all it
was cracked up to be. Follow your heart,
little girl. Trust
your instincts. Caroline had done neither.
She had turned down a full scholarship from Vanderbilt and headed
for St. Louis. Luckily, she’d gotten a similar offer from another
university. She’d finished medical school in record time and
entered that terrifying world of colliding egos—internship.
Eventually an offer from Mercy Hospital in St. Louis had come along
and then she’d met Tristan.

How in the world had that
journey brought her back here?

Little doubt existed in her
mind that her blood-alcohol level would not be within the legal
limits, and she had smashed a hole in the side of the most famous
building in this part of the state. What was worse, she couldn’t
prove that she hadn’t plowed right through the place in a drunken
stupor. There were no witnesses. Soon everyone in town would be
privy to the morning’s escapades. Caroline swallowed the swell of
tears in her throat. None of this would have happened
if...

Damn Tristan and his
infidelity.

Damn Chase Garrett, too.
Her lips trembled. Caroline clenched her teeth to control what
wasn’t quite the anger she wanted desperately to feel. She wanted
to be as mad as hell at life, at Tristan...at Chase. Instead, she
was only angry with herself. And disappointed, a little voice
added. Grandma Colleen would be, too. An old ache shimmered through
her. She had truly, completely screwed up her entire life. For the
first time she was glad her grandmother wasn’t around to see the
mess she had made.

“Caroline.” Chase’s deep
masculine voice intruded on her self-pity session. That slow,
southern drawl flowed over her like warm honey, making her
shiver.

Caroline cleared her throat
and quickly straightened in the seat. “Yes?” When her gaze
connected with his piercing blue eyes, she shivered one more time.
She had never met anyone else with eyes quite that clear, that
knowing.

Giving herself a mental
shake, she looked away. She shouldn’t be thinking like that. He had
betrayed her eight years ago. He had broken her heart in a way that
Tristan never could. But, she was long over Chase Garrett. In
outright defiance of her mental pronouncement, a wistful yearning
tumbled through Caroline. What was wrong with her? Shock. She
blinked at the realization. A sudden, disconnected feeling sucked
at her gauzy thin composure. Drawing in a deep, shaky breath to
calm herself, she fought the urge to curl into the fetal position.
You need your head on straight here, girl. She glanced up at Chase
again. Especially with
him.

“I’ll need you to come down
to the office with me.”

A frown creased her brow as
she studied his too familiar face in hopes of reading what was on
his mind. There had been a time when she could tell exactly what he
was thinking. But that time had passed. “I know you don’t believe
me, but I was not driving. I was parked.”

Chase braced his muscled
forearms on the cab of the truck and leaned in closer. “We’ll
discuss the issue in my office.” That searing gaze burned into hers
making her feel even more uncertain. “You’re not going to give me a
hard time about this, are you?”

How could he still inflict
such havoc with her senses? Mile-wide shoulders filled the truck’s
open door and separated her from the rest of the scene going on
around them. The masculinity he exuded crowded her, made her want
to run as fast as she could in any direction so long as it took her
away from him. Chase Garrett had grown into a strong, powerful
looking man. He was even better looking now than eight years
ago...

God, why did she notice
that?

But, Caroline decided,
trying to shift her focus to some obvious fault rather than his
numerous assets, he didn’t dress like any sheriff she had ever met.
Certainly not like his daddy, Garrett County’s sheriff before him.
Or his granddaddy, the law in Lucy’s Branch before that. Chase wore
faded jeans, a plain white cotton tee and sneakers. His unruly
black hair hadn’t seen a pair of barber’s scissors in far too long.
And that beard-shadowed jaw lent a slightly dangerous quality to
his appearance. The sexuality he radiated didn’t help either, and
it was much more intense than Caroline remembered.

The only way that anyone
would know Chase was an officer of the law, she considered,
concluding her visual assessment, was the badge clipped at his
waist and the weapon tucked at the small of his back.

Caroline squeezed her eyes
shut and tried to dispel the image that did nothing to lessen her
trepidation. “Why do I have to go to your office, Chase?” she asked
softly, too exhausted to put any real inflection in her tone. “Are
you charging me with something?”

“I’m not sure
yet.”

Surprised, she stared up at
him. Heat rushed through her at the realization of just how close
he was. Closer even than before. His face seemed only inches away
now. “I don’t understand,” she managed in spite of his
proximity.

“That makes two of us.
Maybe there’s something else you’d like to tell me about your
activities last night?”

Confusion skittered through
her at the suspicion that laced his tone. “What exactly do you
mean?”

One dark eyebrow arched
sardonically. “You borrowed
this car from your boyfriend?”

Uh-oh. Caroline moistened
her lips nervously. She had forgotten all about Tristan’s reporting
the car stolen. She was a thief on top of everything else. What
Chase must think of her. Self-disgust mushroomed like a nuclear
blast. She kicked it aside. And why should she care? She almost
laughed out loud. Somewhere there had to be humor in all this, but
right now she couldn’t see it.

“Well, sheriff,” she said, essaying a dim
smile. Could things possibly get any worse? “Perhaps borrowed was a
poor choice in words, but I can explain.”

He smiled then, a slow,
crooked, too familiar gesture that sent a serious tremor through
her limbs. “I’m sure you can, Miss
Gregory, but I’m afraid you’ll have to do
it at the office.” He extended one long-fingered hand.

Caroline had trouble
drawing a deep breath with her heart in her throat. She had never
been arrested before. That it was this man doing the honors didn’t
help at all. “It looks as if I don’t have a choice.”

“No, Caroline.” He wrapped
those long, tanned fingers around the hand she reluctantly
relinquished. His touch sent another shiver skating down her spine,
magnifying the trepidation now catapulting inside her. “You don’t
have a choice.”

Tired, confused and feeling
like the champagne might just make a distasteful reappearance,
Caroline allowed him to usher her out of the truck. What a
homecoming. The whole town was likely talking about her already.
The entire scenario suddenly appeared hilarious. She almost
giggled, but caught herself. She stole a glance at Chase’s grim
profile. God, she was getting hysterical. A wave of something
unpleasant abruptly washed over her.

Caroline stopped, her spine
stiffened. “Chase,” she murmured, then swallowed hard.

He released a loud,
impatient breath and slowly turned back to her. “What
now?”

Her eyes rounded in horror.
“I think I’m going to be sick!”

 


~*~

 


Caroline sat perched on the
edge of her seat. Chase watched her intently as the voice coming
across the telephone line droned in his ear. Her knuckles were
white where she gripped the chair’s wooden arms. Her face was
ghostly pale. Chase couldn’t help wondering if she was about to be
sick again. Not a betting man, he would, however, wager his life at
the moment that she would never drink another drop of champagne. He
almost smiled, but frowned instead when the man on the other end of
the line said something that caught his attention.
Engaged. This Dr. Tristan
Rodgers stated again, apparently due to Chase’s inability to
respond, that he and Caroline were engaged.

Chase’s gaze darted back to
the vulnerable looking woman on the other side of his desk, then at
the diamond glittering on her left ring finger. Why hadn’t he
noticed that before now? Caroline was engaged. Something shifted,
then tightened in his chest. Why would her pending nuptials matter
to him? She hadn’t belonged to him in a very long time. Hell, maybe
she had never really belonged to him.

Rodgers apologized
profusely for the mix-up. He hadn’t known that Caroline planned to
borrow his car. When he noticed it was gone he assumed that someone
had stolen it. Chase gritted his teeth. He had never even met the
guy, but already he didn’t like him. He sounded like a pompous ass.
Chase couldn’t imagine what Caroline saw in him. But, then, that
wasn’t any of his business. It hadn’t been his business since the
day she left town.

And left him. Chase’s jaw
hardened at the memory before he banished it.

At the other man’s
prompting he extended the telephone in Caroline’s direction. “He
wants to speak to you.” Silently, he cursed himself for what he
knew was plain old unjustified jealousy.

Caroline licked those
luscious lips and stood. She took the receiver in one hand and
smoothed the silk of her too-short dress with the other. “Hello,”
she said quietly. She turned her back to Chase then, stretching the
phone cord around her slim waist.

His gaze traveled slowly
from the top of her dark head, down those slender shoulders, to the
firm derriere pressed against the edge of his desk. He licked his
hungry lips. Damn it. He had to be crazy as hell to be feeling this
way about the first woman to walk out on him. The first woman he
had ever loved...the only woman he’d ever loved. Chase closed his
eyes and silently swore at his stupidity.

“No, Tristan, I’m fine,”
she murmured. “Everything is fine. Yes,” she added, irritation
clear in her tone. “Your Porsche is fine, too.”

Chase’s eyes popped open
and a grin tugged at one corner of his mouth. He wondered how she
planned to pull that off. The damned foreign job was far from fine.
Zac Phillips had shaken his head before pulling it away with his
tow truck. Chase had to admit that Zac was a pretty damned good
body man, not to mention the best mechanic in the county. Maybe he
could fix her car back as good as new.

That grin spread unchecked
across Chase’s face. Then again, maybe he couldn’t. Old
Tristan would probably be
as mad as a mashed cat when he found out the truth. The good doctor
hadn’t stopped talking long enough to give Chase the opportunity to
relate the rest of the details regarding Caroline’s situation. And
she obviously didn’t intend to tell him.

“I don’t know,” she
protested with a shake of her head. All that dark silk tumbled
around her shoulders. “I’ll call you in a few days.
No. I’ll call you,” she
repeated firmly. “Good-bye, Tristan.” Pivoting sharply, she shoved
the receiver back at Chase.

Caroline looked pretty
ticked off at the moment, he noted with pleasure as he dropped the
receiver into its cradle. The irritation had put a little color
back in her porcelain cheeks.

“Are we finished here?” She
brushed her hair back from her face and plunked one hand on her
hip, unconsciously emphasizing the sleek fit of her dress. “I have
to get to Memphis.”

Chase shrugged. “Your
boyfriend—” she glared at him “—got you off the hook with the car,
and technically you weren’t driving
under the influence.” He struggled to keep a smile
in check. “And since your insurance will pay for the property
damage, I suppose you’re free to go.” Denial rushed through him,
making him want to snatch those last words back. He mentally cursed
himself again for the fool he was. Caroline Gregory had always been
his weakness.

She collected her purse
from the chair and Chase got another glimpse of one lacy black
garter as she leaned over. Hunger stirred in his gut. He crushed
it. Engaged, his
twisted mind repeated. Caroline and Tristan. Chase frowned. If they were
engaged, why would Caroline be rushing off to Memphis—apparently
without her fiancé’s knowledge? His gaze narrowed. Unless, the two
love birds had had themselves a little spat. His lawman instincts
hurdled into overdrive. Maybe, sweet little Caroline was
running out on Tristan, too. Chase’s frown relaxed into a faint
smile. So, big city life wasn’t so rosy after all.

“I do wonder, though,” he
ventured aloud, some sadistic urge propelling him. “Exactly how are
you planning to get to Memphis? Do you have a friend coming to pick
you up?”

His question gave Caroline
pause. Her face puckered into a slight frown. “I’ll need to rent a
car I suppose.”

Chase shook his head slowly
from side to side, suppressing the grin that wanted to make an
appearance. “Lucy’s Branch still doesn’t have a car rental
agency.”

She rubbed her right temple
as if a headache had begun there. Good, Chase decided, she had damn
well given him one.

“Zac could lend me
something from his daddy’s used car lot,” she suggested cautiously.
“He’s known me all my life. It’s not like I’m some...stranger.” She
blinked as if belatedly realizing the contraction in her
supposition.

“Sorry.” Chase couldn’t
quite prevent the little surge of glee. “Mr. Phillips doesn’t do
that anymore. Insurance complications,” he explained when that
silvery gaze questioned his.

Those slim fingers stopped
massaging her temple and slipped down one soft cheek to tap those
full lips. Her pretty forehead creased with concern. Regrettably he
watched each move with frustrating fascination.

“You said you had a friend
in Memphis,” he ventured nonchalantly. He was fishing and it
annoyed the hell out of him.

Caroline glanced at the
fancy watch on her left wrist. “Yes, but she’s on her way to
Nashville.” She chewed that plump lower lip a moment. “She won’t be
back until Monday.”

He could—No! He absolutely
would not do that, Chase ordered that damned cursed protective
inclination. But she looked so lost. He almost groaned. Before he
could stick his foot fully into his mouth and offer her a ride to
Memphis, the door to his office flew open.

“Caroline
Gregory!”

Felix Reems rushed across
the room and threw his arms around her. He drew back from the
embrace and beamed at her. Caroline looked as surprised as Felix
looked overjoyed. Chase wondered briefly why the local real estate
tycoon would be so all fired tickled to see her again. Of course,
the whole town probably knew she was here by now. Julie McGill’s
mamma had likely already called the guests expected at this
afternoon’s wedding to give them the headline-making story behind
the cancellation. The prodigal daughter
returns. Chase shook his head. He could
hear the rumors now. And, unfortunately for him, he would be
connected to them all.

He might as well prepare
for the inevitable. He and Caroline had once been the town’s
favorite couple. He almost laughed out loud at the memory that
their senior year in high school the two of them had been voted the
couple most likely to marry and live happily ever after.

“Right,” Chase grumbled
under his breath.

“Look at you, little girl.”
Felix smiled widely, oblivious to Chase’s muttered sarcasm. “My,
my, how you’ve grown up on us.”

“Thank you, Mr. Reems.”
Caroline’s smile looked a little dim. “It’s nice to see you,
too.”

Another “right” almost
launched from the tip of Chase’s tongue. Obviously Caroline was
just thrilled to be here and getting reacquainted with her
past.

“I’m so glad you got my
message, dear,” Felix explained. “I was afraid I wouldn’t be able
to catch you before you got away on that honeymoon of
yours.”

Chase shifted in his
chair. Honeymoon? Was Caroline getting married right away? Why did that make any
difference to him? He forced his attention to the accident report
on his desk. This whole thing had nothing to do with him. Nothing,
he reiterated firmly as he signed off on Manning’s rendition of
this morning’s events. He would just ignore Caroline until she
left. Chase clenched his jaw. And she would leave.

Just like
before.

Caroline shook her head at
Felix’s words, confusion cluttering her weary mind. What on earth
was the man talking about? “I’m sorry, what message?”

“Why the message I left on
your machine in St. Louis. I called the hospital, too. I’d just
about decided I’d missed you.” Felix literally wiggled with
excitement. “I have a very interested buyer for your grandmother’s
house.”

Caroline took a small step
back at his words. A dozen emotions flooded her at once. “But my
grandmother’s house isn’t for sale.” She blinked, once, twice, then
shook her head. “I’ve never considered selling.” Though she could
certainly have used the money back in med school, she couldn’t
bring herself to rent the place out to help with the upkeep, much
less sell it. She had simply closed the house, leaving everything
just as it was when her grandmother died.

Felix gently patted her
arm, drawing her attention back to him. “I know it’s a big
decision, Caroline.” As if sensing that her legs had gone unsteady
beneath her, he guided her back into the chair.

Caroline purposely kept her
gaze averted from Chase while Felix dragged a chair next to hers.
But there was no blocking the effects of Chase’s presence. Her
whole being reacted to his nearness as if nothing at all had
changed between them. But she had changed. Caroline stiffened her
spine. She was not the same person who grew up in this little town.
Nor was she the same foolish girl who fell head over heels in love
with Chase Garrett.

Caroline Gregory was all
grown up now, physically as well as emotionally. She was a
respected physician in a large hospital in a major metropolitan
area. She no longer needed the approval of the residents of Lucy’s
Branch. She had stopped needing anything this town had to offer
eight years ago.

“I’m confident you have no
plans to return to Lucy’s Branch, and the house—” Felix sighed
dramatically “—well, without the proper attention it’s only going
to fall into ill repair. The signs of neglect are already visible.”
He shifted his attention to the sheriff. “Isn’t that right,
Chase?”

Chase’s head shot up. He
looked from Felix to Caroline, then back at Felix. “I haven’t
really noticed.” Disinterest loitered in his tone.

Ha! Caroline clamped down
on her lower lip to prevent the rebuttal from spewing past her
lips. Chase Garrett didn’t miss a thing. The Garrett men were known
for their keen attention to detail. Chase’s father used to laugh
and say that Garrett men were part bloodhound. A frown nagged at
her. Except for Slade. Chase’s younger brother had been as wild as
a buck, and about as opposite from the other Garrett men as humanly
possible. Slade had died young, and a rebel, but he had been her
friend. Caroline forced away the unpleasant memory. Felix was still
sputtering about upkeep and maintenance.

“Oh, you know what I mean,
Chase,” Felix protested irritably. “Sure Caroline has the lawn
tended and she pays the taxes, but that’s not the same as really
taking care of a place.” He patted Caroline’s hand, smiling
affectionately. “That fine old place needs someone to live in it,
to love it and take care of it like your grandmother did. And it
offers everything my client is looking for,” he added with a sage
nod.

Recollections of the home
she had grown up in trickled through Caroline’s mind, whispers from
the past. She hardly remembered her parents. They had died when she
was very young. Her grandmother had served as both mother and
father, loving her as if Caroline had been her own child not merely
a grandchild from a son who rarely called much less visited. Though
raising a child at her age had been an unexpected burden personally
as well as financially, Colleen Gregory had never once complained.
She had simply loved Caroline like the daughter she never had. And
that house was all she’d had left to leave Caroline.

Caroline blinked away the
memories. “I don’t know, Mr. Reems, I—”

“Don’t make a decision now,
girl.” Felix gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Take a few days
to think about it. You’ll still be here on Monday won’t
you?”

The last of the starch
seeped out of Caroline’s resolve. “I’m not sure.” She shook her
head in weary confusion. Too much had happened entirely too
quickly. She suddenly felt like Dorothy after having landed in Oz.
As if she had been swept out of her comfortable life and into some
strange place where nothing was as it should be. Home, but not
where she belonged. Surrounded by friends, yet a stranger to those
around her. Now if she could only find the yellow brick road that
would take her to Dianne’s.

“Of course, she’ll still be
here on Monday,” a familiar voice boomed from the still-open
door.

Caroline lifted her gaze to
meet the newest arrival to her Ozian adventure. Henrietta. Sweet, kind Henrietta.
Grandma Colleen’s oldest and dearest friend. A widow and with no
children of her own, Henrietta had claimed Caroline as a niece of
sorts. The caring woman had been Aunt Henri for as long as Caroline
could remember. Affection rushed through her chest, propelling her
to her feet. Firm, yet gentle arms engulfed her as they had
hundreds of times while she was growing up.

“Sweet Jesus, little girl,
it’s good to see you,” Henri murmured against Caroline’s
hair.

For the first time in eight
years, Caroline wanted to cry. To cry for the loss of her parents,
for being an only child, for God taking away her grandmother when
Caroline still needed her so. And for Chase. Caroline closed her
eyes and forced the pain and tears to retreat. She couldn’t do this
now. She simply could not break down like this in front of
him.

“It’s really good to see
you, too, Aunt Henri,” Caroline whispered. She drew back and looked
into the dark eyes of the last remaining soul on earth she could
even come close to calling family. Churning emotions made her weak
with regret. “I’m sorry it’s been so long. I should have
called.”

Henri smiled, the beauty of
it peeked past the marring lines of age. “Yes, child, you should
have.” She pulled Caroline against her once more. “But you’re here
now.” Keeping one arm around Caroline’s shoulders, Aunt Henri
turned to Felix. “Leave the girl be and give her some time to
think, Felix,” she scolded. “Can’t you see our Caroline’s been
through an ordeal? She’ll give you an answer on Monday.” Henri gave
Caroline’s shoulders a loving squeeze.

“I’ll call on you on Monday
then, Caroline,” Felix offered, visibly deflated that he couldn’t
have his answer sooner.

“Come on over to our place
for breakfast Monday morning,” Henri piped up. She smiled at
Caroline. “Our little girl certainly can’t stay at Colleen’s old
place. There’s no electricity or water service. She’ll be staying
the weekend with us.”

Us? Caroline wondered.
Behind her, Caroline heard Chase groan. Us? That couldn’t
mean...

Caroline’s eyes widened in
disbelief.

No way.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


Caroline took a slow,
calming breath as Chase braked his Jeep Wrangler to a stop in front
of the two-story home in which the Garrett family had lived for
five generations.

Pristine white siding with
classic black shutters dressed the exterior. An array of blooming
flowers and shrubbery decorated the wide verandah as well as the
landscape. Brimming, green ferns hung in strategic locations for
eye-pleasing appeal. Pretty clay pots of begonias and impatiens sat
here and there, showing off their vibrant colors. Wicker chairs
lined the shaded verandah, and a wide, matching swing hung across
the far end. Thick, striped cushions boasted an almost irresistible
invitation to sit a spell. Caroline remembered spending lazy summer
afternoons in that swing sipping lemonade.

She shook off the lingering
nostalgia. When, she wondered, had Henri moved into Chase’s home?
Henri had lived alone on her family farm forever. Maybe alone was
the key word here. Henri had always appeared so happy and full of
life to Caroline. But time changed everything. Maybe Henri simply
got lonely after losing Colleen. And
me. Regret mounted a little
steeper.

Still reeling from the
morning’s harrowing experiences as well as the previous night’s
life-altering event, Caroline slowly surveyed the lovely old house
nestled against the backdrop of trees. An all too familiar sense of
home settled over her. Treasured moments from the past flooded her
consciousness. Words and deeds meant to last a lifetime, but
somehow falling short, whispered through her mind.

Everything looked the same,
as if nothing had changed. Only her heart...her trust...her whole
life...

She couldn’t do
this.

“I can’t do this,” she
heard herself say, her voice uncertain. She shook her head. This
house had been like a second home to her. She had been in love with
Chase Garrett since she was twelve years old. His brother Slade,
and Caroline’s best friend, had been the first to tell Chase after
she confided in him.

“This is
insane.”

Beside her, Chase heaved a
breath. “Look, I don’t like this any more than you do.” His voice
was tight, his words forced. “But arguing with Henri is useless.
She’s not going to have it any other way. Besides, there isn’t a
hotel for at least forty miles in any direction. We’ll just have to
deal with it until you’re out of here.”

Anger slammed into
Caroline, driven by his sharply spoken words. She turned to face
him and feigned an accommodating smile. “Well, don’t worry, Chase.
I’ll be sure to stay out of your way. And Monday won’t come soon
enough to suit me.”

Those blue eyes blazed with
a barely checked rage of their own. “Knowing you, you’ll probably
take off before Monday.” A muscle jumped in his handsome
jaw.

Dumbstruck with equal
measures rage and dismay, Caroline could only watch as he hopped
out of the Jeep. In her peripheral vision she watched him reach
into the back and grab her suitcase. Seething, she resolved to find
some way out of this mess. Did any of her old friends still live
here? There had to be someone she could call.

Mr. Hadley, the gentleman
who took care of her grandmother’s yard, would know. After all, he
was the one who told her about Chase’s divorce less than one year
after his marriage. Caroline had pretended not to care at the time,
but she had. Later that same year Mr. Hadley had been the one to
inform her that Chase’s parents had retired to Florida, and that
Chase was left all alone to raise his infant son.

The memory of Slade’s death
had simply been too painful for the older Garretts to stay in
Lucy’s Branch, she supposed. And Mr. Hadley apparently thought
Caroline wanted to stay on top of the local news. Each time she
touched base with him, he related some tidbit of information,
mostly about Chase. As time passed, she conducted business with the
well-meaning broadcaster by mail. Lucy’s Branch represented the
past and Caroline was not looking back.

Then or now.

Drawing back to the
present, she realized Chase was watching her. She had no idea how
long he had been standing next to her door, his hand extended and
waiting to help her from the Jeep.

“Sorry,” she murmured with
as much contrition as she could marshal. She sent a skeptical
glance at the ground several feet below. Knowing she would never
get out of the blasted Jeep on her own without showing the naughty
lingerie she had foolishly donned last evening, she reluctantly
accepted his offered hand. A callused palm and long fingers closed
around hers, butterflies immediately took flight in her empty
stomach. She silently swore. Things just kept getting better and
better.

Cautiously, she eased one
leg toward the ground and the hem of her dress rushed to the top of
her thigh, displaying her pre-wedding night garter. Jerking her leg
back as well as her hand, she quickly smoothed the silky material
down to cover the lacy reminder of her broken engagement. She
glared at Chase. “Just—” she shooed him away with her hand “—turn
around and I’ll figure this out.”

Chase rolled his eyes and
promptly gave her his back. He dropped her Louis Vuitton bag in the
dirt and crossed his arms over his chest, then muttered something
under his breath. Caroline didn’t quite make it out, but she felt
relatively certain that it wasn’t pleasant.

Summoning to mind a dozen
crude adjectives that appropriately described him, she slid to the
edge of the seat. She tugged her too-short dress back down and
wondered why men had such a fetish with “big.” There was absolutely
no reasonable explanation for the size of the tires on this stupid
vehicle. Taking a deep breath, she resigned herself to jumping. The
worst that could happen was a broken leg, a fractured ankle, maybe.
She appraised her black stiletto heels. Definitely a twisted ankle.
Probably worse.

She couldn’t
jump.

Swearing softly, she
extended her right leg toward the ground. Anchoring her left foot
with one ridiculously spiked heel, she clutched the open door and
eased her bottom from the seat. The heel snapped and she almost
pitched face first into the dirt. With a curse and shriek she
clawed her way back onto the seat.

Arms still crossed over his
mile-wide chest, Chase turned to face her. She scrambled to jerk
her dress back to a decent level. “I wasn’t finished yet.” Heat
flagged her cheeks.

“Oh, yes, you
are.”

Caroline drew back when he
advanced the two steps necessary to invade her space. “What are you
doing?”

His gaze never leaving
hers, he grabbed her firmly by the waist and lifted her off the
seat. Startled, Caroline gripped his shoulders for support. “Put me
down!”

“Gladly.” He lowered her
feet to the ground, but didn’t release her. Something she couldn’t
quite label held her still when she should have struggled. Whether
it was the feel of his wide hands on her waist or the undeniable
spark of desire in his blue gaze she couldn’t say for sure. She
only knew that she couldn’t move.

After what felt like half
an eternity, he spoke. “Why did you come back here, Caroline?” His
voice was low and rough, filled with the same emotions clutching at
her own defenses.

It was a mistake, she
wanted to shout. She hadn’t meant to take this particular road.
Hadn’t meant to crash into the chapel. Had she? Caroline gave her
head a little shake of denial. She did not belong here. She hadn’t
belonged here in a very long time. Not since...

Indignant, she pushed out
of his arms and stepped back, staggering a bit on the broken heel.
“It’s a free country.” She smoothed her clammy palms over her
dress. “I don’t have to have an explanation for being here.” She
waved her arms magnanimously. “But this is your home. If my being
here bothers you somehow, then I’ll walk back to town. I’m sure I
can find someplace to stay.” Caroline straightened her shoulders,
drawing up to the full height allowed by the one intact
heel.

Chase’s square jaw
tightened, a muscle ticked in protest. “Why would anything about
you bother me?”

Caroline lifted her chin in
defiance, emotions teetering precariously between outrage and
desire. She would not allow him to see how he affected her. “I
don’t know, Chase. You just seem a little tense, that’s
all.”

“Trust me, Caroline. It
doesn’t have a damned thing to do with you.” He pivoted, snagged
her suitcase and strode toward the house, leaving her to do as she
pleased.

Seeing red, but determined
not to be outdone by the past, Caroline hobbled after him. Aunt
Henri had invited her here. And Caroline wasn’t going to disappoint
Henri again. As she started up the flagstone walk, the front door
opened and a small boy with curly, raven-colored hair flew across
the verandah and down the steps.

“Daddy! Daddy!”

Chase abandoned Caroline’s
bag on the walk and crouched down to receive the little boy’s
enthusiastic hug. “How’s my boy?”

Chase’s
son. Mr. Hadley had told her the child was
a boy. Caroline swallowed the unbidden envy constricting her
throat. The expression of love on Chase’s face tugged at something
deep inside her. She wanted to close her eyes against the scene
before her, but couldn’t. She had to look. To see the fruits of
Chase’s short-lived marriage to another woman.

...when he was supposed to
have married Caroline.

Chase looked up at her.
“This is Shane,” he told her, fatherly pride evident in his voice,
on his handsome face. His gaze held hers when she would have looked
away. “My son,” he finished, the words echoing all the way to the
farthest recesses of her soul.

Caroline pushed a smile
into place and extended her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,
Shane.” It wasn’t the child’s fault his father had been unfaithful
to the woman he was supposed to have loved. Something shifted near
her heart when little fingers closed around hers and gave her hand
an exaggerated shake. A pair of Garrett blue eyes assessed her with
unguarded fascination. Shane was a beautiful little boy, she
acknowledged.

“I’m seven years old,” he
piped up. His little face suddenly scrunched in confusion. “I don’t
think I know you.”

“This is Dr. Gregory,”
Chase explained quickly. “She grew up in Lucy’s Branch.” He flicked
an unreadable glance at Caroline. “But she’s been gone a really
long time. She’ll be visiting with us a couple of days.”

The child eyed her
suspiciously. “You don’t give shots, do ya?”

Caroline smiled then. She
couldn’t help herself. “Not unless it’s absolutely
necessary.”

He nodded slowly as if
considering her answer, then suddenly bolted toward the steps.
“I’ll tell Aunt Henri we gots company!”

Caroline stared after the
little boy for a long moment following his disappearance into the
house. Weariness weighed down on her like a wet wool coat. Whatever
energy and resolve she’d had left evaporated the instant she laid
eyes on Chase’s son. The whole morning had been one emotional
rollercoaster ride. The chapel, the town, Chase—she met the
concerned gaze now leveled on her—had resurrected memories and
emotions buried for more than eight years.

How would she ever survive
the weekend without Chase seeing exactly how badly he had hurt her?
How long would it take him to figure out that her great escape all
those years ago had not taken her where she wanted to
go?

Yet, she amended as she
squared her shoulders. She wasn’t about to give up just yet on her
own version of happily ever after. Renewed determination rallied.
Nothing about her future happiness depended upon this man or his
town.

Absolutely
nothing.

Caroline Gregory was a
survivor. Several times over, she added morosely. Sure, being back
in Lucy’s Branch was unsettling, and seeing Chase again was
unnerving, but she could deal with it. She was long over him. There
was no reason for her to feel even remotely
uncomfortable.

 


~*~

 


Caroline turned around
slowly in the quiet guestroom. White lace curtains fluttered in the
breeze from the open window. A matching spread draped an antique
four-poster bed. She closed her eyes. Her newly shored up fortitude
crumbled. This was entirely too much. How could she be here in this
house...with Chase, and trying to pretend that it didn’t matter?
She shook her head slowly from side to side. She could probably
snag an appearance on Dr. Phil with this twisted tale of infidelity
and lost love. Wouldn’t Tristan and his wealthy friends get a kick
out of that sordid story?

The thought ushered a
genuine smile to her lips. Tristan would have a cerebral hemorrhage
if he discovered the extent of the damage she had done to his new
toy. If Caroline were lucky, Zac could make all the necessary
repairs in a timely manner. The last thing she wanted was a
confrontation with Tristan about his stupid little car. Though it
might be somewhat amusing to watch him cry over the twisted and
bent hunk of foreign metal, she was no glutton for punishment.
Especially if she was the one on the receiving end of the
reckoning. Legally she was responsible for the damage.

A light knock sounded at
the door behind her. Caroline turned to find Chase standing in the
open doorway, her suitcase in his hand. The smile on her lips died
an abrupt death.

His gaze collided with
hers, cloaking them both in instant tension. How could a man who
hadn’t shaved and was wearing nothing but faded jeans and a t-shirt
look so damned good? Especially this man—a man she knew from
experience she couldn’t trust with her heart. Her breath stalled
when he stepped into the room and slowly closed the distance
between them. He paused near the bed long enough to deposit her
suitcase there.

One of those noncommittal
half shrugs lifted his shoulder, but didn’t quite follow through
with the gesture. “I shouldn’t have said those things to you
outside.” He shifted that analyzing gaze to the floor for a long
moment before meeting hers once more. “Lucy’s Branch is your home
the same as it is mine. And—” he dipped his head “—you’ll always be
welcome in my home.”

Just not in your heart,
Caroline added silently. Myriad emotions tugged at her. She was so
very tired. She shouldn’t feel this way. She wasn’t thinking
straight. How could a man who had betrayed her appear so utterly
concerned for her welfare now? And how could she respond so
fiercely? Didn’t matter. Getting through this was the
goal.

“Thank you.” Her throat
constricted all over again. Dear God, could she not even look at
him without getting choked up?

Chase slowly lifted one
hand and swept a wisp of hair from her cheek. Pure desire barbed
through her at the feel of his fingers against her skin. The memory
of his touch was forever emblazoned on her heart. His gaze traced
her lips as he lowered that same hand every bit as slowly as he had
lifted it. Was he remembering, too?

This whole thing was
crazy...surreal.

“You look tired,” he said
gently.

Too gently.

Caroline blinked away the
hypnotic trance she had allowed herself to slip into.
Chemistry, nothing more.
Intellectually, she understood how it worked. Basic biology with a
little shared past thrown in. Her emotions were on the rebound
right now. She needed to prove to her bruised ego that she was
still desirable. That was all.

Retreating a step, she
tunneled her fingers through her hair, a nervous habit she had
tried to break for years. “I’m fine.” That she managed the
statement with some sense of fortitude provided a shot of
relief.

A little slack was needed
here. Yes, she continued to bounce around in surrealville, but
there was a perfectly logical explanation. No doubt she suffered
from some sort of delayed reaction related to Tristan’s
unfaithfulness. Post-traumatic stress syndrome probably. And then,
of course, the morning’s events had added salt to the wound. That
would explain her inability to control her emotions. One minute she
was determined, the next uncertain. She would be fine as soon as
she had eaten, had some rest and a chance to pull herself
together.

Chase smiled then, again
wrecking her equilibrium. “I know you’re fine, Caroline,” he
drawled, his tone like slow, hot sex on a sultry summer night. “But
you’re obviously tired. I just wanted you to know that if you’d
like to take a nap or something, I’ll check with Zac and see what
the prognosis is on your car.”

More confusion joined the
mix of emotions. Why the sudden about face? Why would Chase care if
she was tired? Why would it matter to him if her car was repairable
or not? She blinked. Why was he standing so close? And looking at
her as though she were his only true concern at the
moment?

Realization dawned, shaking
her with its intensity. He had asked why she came back.
Oh, no. She resisted the
urge to shake her head vigorously. He couldn’t think—no! No, no,
no, no! Surely he didn’t think she had come back for him. Did he
somehow believe that she hoped for reconciliation? The arrogant
jerk! Rage overpowered all else. She glared at him, ready to do
battle.

“I don’t need your help,
Chase Garrett.” She braced her hands at her waist. “I’m perfectly
capable of taking care of myself and seeing after my own
affairs.”

Chase knew he wouldn’t soon
forget the transformation from uncertainty to outright rage on
Caroline’s pretty face. He drew back slightly in anticipation of a
possible physical display of her wrath.

“If you don’t mind, I’d
like some privacy,” she announced. “I have a lot to take care since
I’m leaving early Monday morning.”

He made the monumental
mistake of watching her lips as she spoke. Her lips had always
mesmerized him. So full, so deliciously red without even a hint of
lipstick. The color contrasted the creamy porcelain of her skin,
and then the absolute black of her hair. Every fine-boned feature
of her china doll face spoke of delicacy, vulnerability, yet he
knew her strength. He gave himself a mental shake. No matter how he
denied it, he had always known that Caroline was the most beautiful
woman in the world. Time hadn’t changed that fact. Would she still
taste the same? Sweet and hot. She cleared her throat, yanking him
out of that dangerous zone. He’d been staring, not to mention lost
in his lust.

That was it. No more
mooning over a woman who hadn’t loved him enough to stay eight
years ago, and sure as hell didn’t love him now. Nor would she be
staying. And, if he worked at it, he could conceivably convince
himself that he didn’t care one way or another. “You can use my old
truck to do whatever you have to do while you’re here. I need to
get back to the office.” Anywhere besides here.

“Thanks.”

“Yeah.” A smart man would
walk away now. He turned to do just that.

“Chase.”

The vulnerability in her
voice when she said his name pulled him to a stop. He turned slowly
to face her. She twisted a tendril of that silky black hair in her
fingers. One second turned to five. He wondered if she intended to
say anything else.

“Look,” she began, “this is
ridiculous.” She shook her head. “We’re both adults. What happened
in the past is just that—the past.” Her eyes met his and the
uncertainty he saw in that silvery gaze despite her determined
words tugged on something deep inside him, made him want to hold
her and promise her that everything would be all right.

“I guess what I’m trying to
say,” she rambled on, “is that we should try to at least act civil
to each other.” Her shoulders squared as if she’d found her stride.
“I don’t want to hurt Aunt Henri’s feelings. She loves us both. We
need to get through this as painlessly as possible for her
sake.”

Chase thought about that
for a moment. As much as he hated to admit it, she was right. Henri
deserved better. She had stepped in and helped him at a time in his
life when things couldn’t have gotten any worse. He owed her much
more than he could ever begin to repay.

Caroline owed her,
too.

“You’re right. If Henri
wants one big, happy family for the weekend, I suppose we can give
her that.”

“Good.” Caroline folded her
arms over her breasts. “I don’t see any reason why we shouldn’t be
able to deal with—” she lifted one shoulder, then let it fall
“—whatever for the next forty-eight hours.”

He nodded once.
“Sure.”

She smiled, the gesture
undermining his already compromised willpower. “Maybe I’ll just
have a long, hot bath and then drive into town to check on the
Porsche.”

The image of Caroline naked
in a steaming bath jetted across his mind. Every muscle in his body
tightened with the remembered sensation of touching her, of making
love to her in the back seat of his dad’s old car, on the creek
bank in the moonlight. As if she had just remembered the same
thing, desire flickered in her eyes. Heat radiated between them,
drawing him closer when he hadn’t intended to move. Close enough to
smell that sweet scent that he had never forgotten. That delicate
pulse fluttering at the base of her throat hypnotized him. He
wanted to kiss her more than he wanted to wake up tomorrow. He
wanted to make love to her again.

Right here.

Right now.

He needed to get the hell
out of here. He backed up a step. What the hell was wrong with him?
Strolling down memory lane wasn’t his style. “That
sounds...ah...great.” He backed up another two steps. “Have
yourself a nice...bath.” A quick, tight smile stretched his lips
and he turned and strode away.

Caroline might survive the
weekend, but the only way he would was if he stayed as far away
from her as possible. Maybe he would just sleep at the office
tonight.

Relief trickled inside him.
That was the answer. He would simply make himself scarce until
Caroline Gregory was out of here. He could take Shane fishing. He
could go out with the boys. He could do a lot of things.

But nothing he did would
stop him from wanting her.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


 


“There you go, buddy.”
Chase lifted his son from the passenger side of his Jeep. He was
pouting. Chase couldn’t blame him, he wanted to pout too...only for
an entirely different reason.

“But I didn’t catch any
fish,” Shane muttered as Chase settled him onto his
feet.

Chase lifted the fishing
poles from the back. “We’ll do better next time,” he assured the
disgusted seven-year-old.

Shane braced his hands on
his little hips and glared up at his daddy. “Why couldn’t we stay
till I caught somethin’? I wanted to give Dr. Caroline a fish so
she’d know I’m a big boy.”

Chase couldn’t help a
smile. When he was frustrated, the kid looked so much like Slade.
An old ache squeezed Chase’s heart. It didn’t seem possible that
Slade had been gone for eight years now. His brother’s death had
left Chase with a big hole in his life. Caroline’s subsequent and
abrupt departure had widened that gaping emptiness. But Chase had
survived. He smiled down at the boy he called his own. Shane filled
that void. Chase didn’t need anyone or anything else. He had his
son and his work. What else could a man want?

The image of Caroline
instantly filled his head, making a liar out of him.

“Let’s see what Henri’s
made for lunch. You can tell Dr. Caroline all about the fishing
trip after that. She’ll know you’re a big boy whether you caught a
fish or not,” Chase promised.

Shane’s face brightened. “I
can tell’er how I kept havin’ to tell you everything twice,” he
said with obvious delight. “And how you nearly forgot our poles
when we left this mornin’. And I--” he patted his chest “--reminded
you. Can’t fish without poles.”

Chase suppressed a groan as
he watched Shane hightail it for the kitchen door. Chase had been
distracted all morning. He couldn’t keep his mind on fishing or
anything else. Thoughts of his reluctant houseguest kept him far
too preoccupied. He had promised himself that he would not allow
this very thing to happen. And look at him. He blew out a disgusted
breath. He was the one acting childish today. There was no way to
change the past. As much as Chase had loved Caroline, he wouldn’t
change what he had done for anything.

Marrying Tiffany had been
the right thing to do. Small towns in the south had not caught up
with the big cities. Having a child out of wedlock was still
frowned upon. There was no way in this world Chase would have left
Shane fatherless and a bastard.

No way.

Not even for
Caroline.

Chase found Shane, Henri
and Caroline in the parlor. The three were sitting Indian style on
the floor looking at the family photo albums. Another groan swelled
in Chase’s chest as he paused in the doorway.

Shane’s excited chatter
made him smile even if he couldn’t take his eyes off Caroline. Gone
was the sexy black dress. The jeans and the soft pink blouse made
her look more like the Caroline he’d known...and loved all those
years ago. All that thick black hair hung in a long braid down her
back. She still looked so young, nowhere near thirty. He wondered
if she’d lost even one wink of sleep over what could have
been.

The telephone conversation
he’d had with one Tristan Rodgers immediately leapt to mind.
Obviously, she had gotten over Chase long ago considering she was
engaged to Dr. Rodgers. Chase gritted his teeth. The thought of her
with another man shouldn’t bother him...but somehow it
did.

“Is that you, Dr.
Caroline?”

Shane climbed right into
Caroline’s lap, picture in hand. She looked startled at first.
Chase held his breath. He could only imagine how seeing Shane made
her feel. She smiled and draped her arms around the child as she
studied the photograph he held. Chase relaxed.

“That’s me,” she admitted.
“I can’t believe I was ever that...”

“You gots big hair in this
picture,” Shane said.

Caroline laughed. “I sure
do. It was the style when I was in high school.”

“Young man,” Henri
announced as she pushed to her feet. “We’d best be on our way if
we’re going to make that birthday party in time.”

Birthday party? Chase
frowned. What party?

“Hooray! I love birfday
cake!” Shane shot out of Caroline’s lap and did a little dance
around her. “And we get hotdogs, too!”

Chase wandered into the
room. “There’s a birthday party today? Now?”

“Josh Baker’s.” Henri
snagged Shane by the hand. “We’ll only be gone a few hours. I
didn’t think to mention it this morning.”

Chase nodded. “Well, I
could...ah...take him.”

Henri gave him a
conspiratorial wink. “I have to go.”

The frown lines deepened in
Chase’s brow. “You do?”

“Aunt Henri’s the
magician!” Shane explained, hopping with excitement.

“Have a good time
then.”

Chase watched them go
wishing like hell he was going with them. What was he supposed to
do now? Reluctantly he turned back to the only other person left in
the room. Caroline was still busy with the albums. He should say
something. Hello at the very least.

“Oh, my God!” She stared at
the page she had just turned to. “I can’t believe you still have
these!”

Unable to resist, Chase
strode over to where she sat in the floor. He crouched down next to
her. Her sweet scent roused his senses with the first breath he
inhaled.

“I had totally forgotten
about this hayride,” she murmured, her voice distant as if she were
lost in the memories.

As was usually the case
back then, he and Caroline were sitting side-by-side right smack in
the middle of the festivities. His arm was around her waist, both
hers were draped around his neck. And Slade was holding bunny ears
behind Chase’s head. Chase smiled. That would be the last time
either of them would ever see Slade that happy. Drugs had seen to
that.

Caroline traced the smiling
faces in the photograph. “Has it really been that long?”

Chase remembered. Caroline
had come home for the weekend. She’d started medical school in
Memphis. Chase had just been elected sheriff. They had their whole
futures mapped out...except for one small detail. She wanted to
leave Lucy’s Branch for a while. Just a little while, she had
insisted. To see the world. To make some memories before they
settled down into the rest of their lives. They had argued
vehemently about the whole notion. A few months later Slade had
died and Chase’s whole world had come crashing down around him.
Then it hadn’t mattered what anyone wanted, he had to do what he
had to do.

That duty had cost him the
only woman he’d ever loved.

Caroline closed the photo
album she held. “Well.” She forced a smile and reached to gather up
the strewn albums. “That was a nice walk down memory
lane.”

Her voice sounded tight.
Chase could feel her tension. His own had risen to an almost
intolerable level. As much as he hated to admit it, he wanted
simultaneously to hold her and to push her away. To make her see
that he’d done the right thing, and at the same time, to pretend he
didn’t care if she ever understood.

Instead of doing any of
those things, he stood. “I have to go to the office for a few
hours.” She looked up at him when he spoke. He could see the same
battle he fought taking place in her eyes. “If you need anything
you can give me a call.”

He turned and walked away
before she could respond. He wasn’t about to let even a glimmer of
the truth show. He would not allow Caroline to know the truth now,
after all these years. Because it wouldn’t change a thing. She
would still leave come Monday. And he would still want
her.

Nothing had
changed.
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Caroline busied herself
with picking up the photos and albums and pretended not to notice
Chase was leaving. She blinked furiously to hold back the tears
welling in her eyes. Why did she have to be so sentimental?
Whatever she and Chase had once shared was gone. He’d cheated on
her. Married someone else. She shoved the albums back onto the
shelf where they belonged. It was ridiculous for her to have those
foolish thoughts for him now.

She hugged herself at the
remembered feel of holding Chase’s son in her arms. Another woman’s
child. The child that should have been hers.

Caroline squared her
shoulders and forced those thoughts away. Chase had no feelings
left for her, otherwise he wouldn’t have run for the hills the
moment they were alone. Anger shored up her crumbling resolve. She
wouldn’t be feeling any of this if Tristan hadn’t cheated. All she
had to do was get through the next forty hours or so and she could
get out of here. She would find a way to get to Dianne’s one way or
another. Zac could bring the Porsche to Memphis when he finished
the repairs. Caroline absolutely would not stay in Lucy’s Branch
one moment longer than necessary.

Like Chase, all she had to
do was find something to distract herself until the weekend
passed.

Julie!

Henri had told Caroline
that it was Julie’s wedding she had ruined by smashing into the
chapel. Caroline hurried across the room and plopped down on the
sofa. She opened the end table drawers until she found the
telephone book. A few seconds later she had Julie’s number. A night
out with the girls was what Caroline needed. She certainly didn’t
need Chase Garrett.
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By dark Caroline was ready
for some girl time. She had met with Zac and gotten his estimate on
the car. If all the parts were readily available, and he wouldn’t
know for sure until Monday, he could probably have the Porsche
looking as good as new in two weeks. She’d been more than a little
depressed that she would have to wait two weeks. But there was
nothing she could do about that.

Her next step had been to
call Dianne at her hotel in Nashville. Unfortunately she wouldn’t
be back in Memphis for another week and a half. But she had
insisted that Caroline make herself at home anytime she was ready
to go on to Memphis. What should have been a ten-minute call had
stretched into an hour. Dianne threatened to hire a hit man to do
Tristan bodily harm. She, of course, felt certain that Caroline was
better off without the sleazebag. Caroline agreed. Though it still
hurt just a little—her pride more than anything else. Strange thing
was, the idea that it hurt mostly her pride proved a little
startling. How had she talked herself into spending the rest of her
life with a man who could hurt nothing more than her
pride?

That, she decided, was
entirely Chase Garrett’s fault. He had damaged her too
badly.

With that realization
ringing in her ears, Caroline had gone home. Or, at least, to the
house she used to call home. She didn’t go inside. She simply sat
on the front porch steps and reminisced about the past and her
sweet grandmother. She barely remembered her parents. They’d died
in an automobile accident when she’d been so young. But her
grandmother had stepped in and given her all the love a little girl
could ever want. Caroline couldn’t recall ever having felt as if
she’d missed something. Her grandmother and Henri had filled every
possible void.

Her grandmother was gone
and all she had left was the old house. Mr. Reems had been right.
The house looked sad. Empty and sad. As badly as she hated to, she
knew it was time to let go. The house was her only remaining tie to
Lucy’s Branch. Why not sever that hold once and for all?

Eventually she drove to
town, anything to avoid the Garrett place. She parked Chase’s old
truck in the parking lot in front of the pool hall and climbed out.
Julie had said she’d meet her here at eight. Caroline smoothed a
hand over her too short dress and dragged in a deep breath for
courage. The only clothes she had with her were her newly purchased
honeymoon wardrobe. The jeans she’d worn today were the lone ones
she’d packed. She would just have to make due with what she had. It
wasn’t as if it was a crime to wear a short dress. It just wasn’t
Caroline’s usual attire.

Especially not this short
and this red. She peered down at the matching red high heels and
chewed her lip. Maybe she’d better go back to Chase’s and
change.

“Caroline!”

Julie wove through the
numerous vehicles and threw her arms around Caroline. “God, it’s
good to see you.”

Caroline hugged her friend.
“I can’t believe I let so much time pass.”

Julie drew back and studied
Caroline. “Girl, you look good.” She looked her up and down and
arched an eyebrow in speculation. “Are you looking to knock every
guy in this place for a loop?”

Caroline shook her head.
“It’s a long story. I’ll explain it later.”

“You ought to know that I
can’t be racing across no parking lots,” a very pregnant, very
pretty young lady groused as she came up beside Julie. “I don’t
want to have this baby before Sonny gets home.”

Julie giggled. “Sorry.
Caroline, this is Sherry Lands. She’s new to Lucy’s Branch and a
very good friend. Sherry, this is my old pal—the one who
postponed my
wedding.”

Caroline accepted the
newcomer’s brief embrace. “Any friend of Julie’s is a friend of
mine.”

“Likewise.” Sherry assessed
Caroline. “Mercy, girl, you may start a riot in there. I don’t know
if I can stand the excitement.”

“Don’t worry.” Julie looped
in arm through Caroline’s and then one through Sherry’s and started
toward the pool hall. “Caroline’s a doctor. If that baby decides to
make an early appearance, you’re covered.”

“I told you I’m not having
this baby until Sonny gets home,” Sherry insisted.

“Do they still make the
absolute best cheeseburgers?” Caroline asked, her mouth already
watering.

“They do indeed.” Julie
leaned close and added, “the music’s better and the beefcakes are
beefier.”

Caroline smiled. There were
some things about home she was glad to see, and Julie was
definitely one of them.
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Three hours later, both
Julie and Caroline were well into their fourth beers. Or maybe it
was five. Caroline had called Henri and told her she wouldn’t make
supper. Henri had sounded so disappointed that Caroline couldn’t
suppress a twinge of guilt. But she forgot all about it as the time
passed and the ale flowed.

“I swear,” Julie said in
answer to Sherry’s wide-eyed question.

Caroline shook her head in
utter disbelief. “You’re telling me that you’ve been engaged to Rob
for almost two years and not once...”

“Not once.” Julie chugged
another deep swallow from her beer. “He said he wanted to wait
until our wedding night.”

“How come you never told me
this before?” Sherry demanded. “Girl, this is not
natural.”

“That’s why I never told
you.” Julie shrugged. “I didn’t want you to know that I wasn’t
getting what you obviously were.”

Sherry giggled and sipped
her cola. “You are too funny, Julie.”

“Actually,” Julie began, a
solemn expression capturing her features. “It isn’t funny at all.”
She stared at her beer can as if she expected it to refill itself.
“I don’t mean just the sex. It’s everything.”

Caroline placed her hand
over her friend’s. “What kind of things?” She wondered if Rob had
cheated on Julie the way Tristan had on her.

Julie let go a big sigh.
“He’s just so...so anal. Everything has to be just so.” She shook
her head as if not believing what she was about to tell. “Last week
he took me through his whole house and explained to me exactly what
he would expect of me once we were married.”

“What do you mean?”
Caroline wasn’t so sure she really wanted to know. But this was
Julie, her best friend from kindergarten through college. Another
of those unpleasant realities broadsided her. She’d turned her back
on a lot more than Chase. For the first time since she’d left it
felt wrong.

Julie leaned forward.
Sherry and Caroline did the same. “He showed me how his mother
ironed his boxer shorts.”

“You’re
kidding?”

Sherry’s mouth formed a
perfect O.

“Nope. The whole house is
like some kind of shrine to the obsessive-compulsive. Everything is
just where it’s supposed to be. Nothing—” she made a wide sweep
with her hands “—is out of place. The whole time he’s showing me
what he expects, I’m thinking, do I really know this
man?”

Sherry dragged an extra
chair over and propped up her feet. “It’s probably just pre-wedding
jitters.”

Julie shook her head. “No,
it’s more than that.” She shrugged. “I’ve been having second
thoughts for months.”

There was more. Caroline
was sure of it. “Then why go through with the wedding?”

Julie closed her eyes and
sighed. “Because it’s all planned. My mother would die if I
canceled.”

“Listen to me, Julie,”
Caroline said, suddenly feeling a little too righteous, whether
from the subject matter or the beer she couldn’t say. “This is the
rest of your life we’re talking about.” Caroline glanced from side
to side to make sure no one was listening. “Think what a mistake it
would be to marry the wrong man. I would just have died if I’d
married Tristan and then found out what kind of guy he really
was.”

Julie and Sherry looked
properly horrified. Caroline had already related the Tristan tale
in its entirety.

“I have to marry him,”
Julie said soberly. “I can’t let my mother down, and I can’t hurt
Rob that way. I do care about him even if I don’t ever love him
like—”

She stopped abruptly.
Caroline raised a speculative brow. “Like?”

“Like I think I should,”
Julie answered quickly.

Too quickly.

Sherry and Caroline only
nodded.

“Let’s have a toast,” Julie
announced lifting her basically empty glass. “To weddings gone
awry.”

Caroline clinked glasses
with Julie, then Sherry. “To wedding nights spent at the pool
hall.” Laughter bubbled up inside her. It had to be the beer. There
was absolutely nothing funny about any of this.

“To never being quite that
cynical,” Sherry added with a dip of her glass.

They drained their glasses.
“So when is Sonny supposed to be back?” Caroline turned the focus
of the conversation to Sherry.

“Next week.” She let go a
mighty breath. “And not a minute too soon.” She patted her
protruding belly. “Eight months ago when the Army sent my Sonny on
that peace keeping mission neither of us knew we were expecting.
He’d already asked me to marry him. We just didn’t realize we
should have done it before he left.”

Julie inclined her head in
Sherry’s direction. “She’s determined that this baby isn’t going to
be born out of wedlock.”

“You got that right,”
Sherry confirmed. “Kids in school can be cruel. I don’t want my
baby taking that kind of crap.”

Sounded as if Sherry had
some personal experience on the subject. “Sometimes nature has a
mind of its own,” Caroline warned.

Sherry rubbed her tummy.
“Don’t worry, Doc, I’ve got a good feeling about all this. I’m
going to have my wedding first.”

Caroline lifted her glass
once more. “To babies.”

Julie chimed in. “May we
teach our daughters what we didn’t know until it was too
late.”

Caroline drank to the
toast. So, she wasn’t the only bride who wanted to
runaway.
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Chase paced the length of
the kitchen once more. And, if that wasn’t bad enough, he peeked
out the window to check the driveway again.

He swore hotly. What was he
doing? What was it to him if Caroline stayed out all night long? He
wasn’t her keeper. And he sure as hell wasn’t her husband. That
last thought sent a wave of yearning so strong through him that he
had to grit his teeth until it passed. He was nuts, that’s what he
was. He looked at the clock for the hundredth time. Eleven-thirty.
What was she doing still out at this hour?

Henri had said that
Caroline and a couple of friends had gone to the pool hall for
burgers. Ire roared through Chase all over again at the notion. He
strode back across the room. What friends? Who had she kept in
touch with around here? Julie, maybe? But Julie and her family were
neck deep in wedding arrangements...or rearrangements. Caroline’s
dramatic return had waylaid Julie and Rob’s big day.

Ironic, Chase mused, that
Caroline had run away from her own wedding only to literally crash
her used-to-be best friend’s. An image of Tristan Rodgers formed in
Chase’s mind. He’d never met the guy, of course. But he could
imagine the type Caroline would go for. Everything Chase
wasn’t.

Enough,
Garrett. Why was he doing this to himself?
Chase jerked the refrigerator door open and peered inside. No beer.
Just tea and milk. Tonight he needed something stronger than what
Henri kept on hand for Shane. Maybe Chase would just drop by the
pool hall and have himself a beer. After all, he did it once in a
while anyway just to keep tabs on the local hotheads. It wasn’t
like it would be all that unusual. He loved the burgers they served
there as well as the next resident of Lucy’s Branch. Lots of guys
went there for the burgers and BS.

Guys. There would be a lot of guys there on a Saturday night. Guys
looking to pick up a woman. Chase’s gut twisted with tension.
Especially a woman who looked like Caroline. He suddenly wondered
what she had worn. Would it be another hot little number like the
black dress she’d been wearing this morning?

Chase was out the door and
swinging into his Jeep before he had time to consider the answer to
his question. Caroline had no business out this time of night.
Things were different now than they used to be. There were guys
around here who would take advantage of an attractive, vulnerable
woman. He floored the accelerator as he pulled out onto the road.
Caroline was staying with him this weekend. That made her his
responsibility, he rationalized.

Anybody else would do the
same thing.

Henri would expect him to
be sure Caroline arrived home safe and sound.

He was the sheriff. Taking
care of the townsfolk, visitors included, was his job. He was still
trying to convince himself ten minutes later when he arrived at The
Q-Ball.

Chase was greeted by half
dozen or so good old boys as he made his way between the pool
tables and headed toward the bar.

“Hey, Sheriff,” Sully, the
bartender shouted to be heard above the music and overall hubbub of
the place. “What can I get you?”

“I’m good. Thanks, Sully,”
Chase answered, his gaze searching every table and darkened corner
of the place.

“Let me know if you change
your mind. You need to relax every now and then,
Sheriff.”

Chase ignored Sully’s
comment. His gaze jerked back to a table occupied by two females.
Julie and Sherry. Chase frowned. No Caroline. Suddenly a couple
moved into his line of vision. The man had his arm around the woman
in red’s waist. They’d been dancing and he led the woman to Julie’s
table as the song ended. Long black hair flowed down the woman’s
back. The guy kissed her cheek and backed away, clearly reluctant
to go. Chase knew before the woman turned around that it was
Caroline. The sleek curves outlined by the slinky red dress, the
long, long legs, the raven colored mane; he would know her
anywhere.

A red mist swam before
Chase’s eyes. He blinked. Told himself that it was the dress, but
that was a lie. He had the sudden, almost overwhelming urge to
break something. Specifically the neck of the guy who’d kissed
Caroline. He watched, his anger growing, as she settled into a
chair and crossed those unbelievably long legs. Another guy stopped
by the table. Caroline shook her head in answer to whatever he
said.

Chase slowly closed the
distance that lay between them. When she looked up and smiled, then
frowned when she recognized him, he came unglued.

“What the hell are you
doing here?”

He wanted to snatch the
words back as soon as they were out of his mouth. But he was so mad
he couldn’t think straight. And he’d said just exactly what he
didn’t want to say in a way he hadn’t meant to say it.

“What did you say?”
Caroline looked at him as if he’d spoken in a foreign
language.

He had to think of an
excuse...fast. “Henri was worried,” he said in a rush. “She
expected you home hours ago. She’s not as young as she used to be.
She doesn’t need to be up half the night worrying.”

Caroline looked aghast. “I
called Henri. I told her I didn’t know when I’d be in.
She told me to have a good
time, and that she’d leave the back door unlocked.”

“Sit down, Sheriff,” Julie
piped up. “Have a beer on us. We’re celebrating the scum of the
earth—men.”

Chase wondered briefly how
many times they’d toasted the subject already. From Julie’s
slightly slurred speech, he’d bet several.

“Come on, Sheriff,” Sherry
added. “Caroline can’t go home now.”

“Are you checking up on
me?”

He wanted to say no.
Dammit. He wished he hadn’t come. But it was too late
now.

“It’s late. We don’t
usually keep the door unlocked at this hour. I figured I’d better
come let you know.” Good one. Chase gave himself a mental pat on
the back.

Julie threw up her hands to
garner everyone’s attention. “She could always come home with me.
Lord knows I’ll be sleeping alone tonight.” She hiccupped, then
giggled. “Lord knows I’ve slept alone every night.”

It was Chase’s turn to
frown. “You’re not driving, are you, Julie?”

“Don’t worry, lawman,”
Sherry interjected. “I’m taking the bride home.” She patted her
ripe belly. “No drinking allowed while under
construction.”

Caroline, her face
impassive, stood. She smiled, but it was brittle to say the least.
“Good night, girls. I had a blast. We’ll have to do it again before
I leave.”

Julie smiled, a lopsided
gesture that spoke of one too many cold ones. “How about tomorrow
night?”

Sherry waved them off. “Run
along, I’ll take care of Julie.”

“I’ll drive,” Chase
advised. “We can get the truck in the morning.”

Caroline marched through
the crowd without a backward glance. Chase had a feeling that she
was the furious one now. She ignored the flirtatious remarks tossed
at her. He glared at the guys who did the pitching. Though he
couldn’t imagine how with those heels and that short dress, she’d
climbed into the passenger side of the Jeep before he could round
the hood.

She didn’t utter a single
syllable the entire trip home. He grew more confused and irritated.
He wanted to shake her. To yell at her. But he had no right. He
shouldn’t even be feeling this way. It was just plain dumb. He
parked and skirted the hood only to find her already out and
smoothing the too short dress. She flipped her long, silky hair
over her shoulders and shot him a drop-dead look. The porch light
highlighted her murderous expression.

“If you ever humiliate me
like that again, Chase Garrett, I will do…something.”

Her fury shouldn’t have
given him glee. But it did. He took a step closer when he knew he
shouldn’t. She was out of the vehicle already. He should just go
inside the house and forget this night ever happened.

But he didn’t.

“Like what?” he demanded,
taking yet another step in her direction.

She backed up, only to be
halted by the Jeep. She blinked, then squared her shoulders as if
suddenly regaining her courage. “I don’t know what, but you won’t
like it. You’re not my father or my husband.”

There was that word again.
God, he hated that word and all it stood for in Caroline’s case.
The sound of Tristan Rodger’s polished voice echoed in his
head.

“You had no right to drag
me back to your house like some sort of...of caveman.”

Chase took another step.
He’d lost his mind. That was a given. But every fiber of his being
cried out for her, yearned for him to be closer. To touch her. “I
took the right,” he rasped, the words low and thick with the lust
exploding inside him.

Her breath caught when he
closed the final step between them. Her breasts, clearly delineated
by the silky devil red fabric, rose and fell with her every breath.
He could see the pulse fluttering at the base of her delicate
throat. All that creamy, porcelain skin. All that thick black
hair.

“Don’t you dare come any
closer,” she warned, her voice faltering.

Her gray eyes were wide
with expectation. Her lips trembled when his gaze lit there. And
the battle was lost. He kissed her. Threaded the fingers of both
hands into her hair and held on tight as he kissed her with all the
mixed up emotions whirling inside him...with all the fury he’d felt
since he laid eyes on her just over twelve hours ago.

She resisted at first, then
she relaxed. Her lips grew pliant beneath his. She tasted every bit
as sweet and hot as he remembered. More so, maybe. Her fingers
fisted in the cotton of his shirt. And he kissed her harder. He
plied her lips open and delved inside her soft, welcoming mouth.
She tried to pull him closer, he obliged, pressing his hips firmly
into her soft belly. Wishing he could bury himself inside her. He
wanted to hold her to him, make love to her until she cried for
mercy and then he wanted...

Chase stilled. She
whimpered.

This was a wrong on way too
many levels. He pulled away from her, feeling like the heel that he
was. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand in an attempt to
dispel the feel of her, the taste of her.

“I shouldn’t have done
that,” he murmured thickly.

Her eyes glittering with
renewed fury she shoved against his chest. “Well, now that you’ve
gotten that out of your system, maybe you can get on with your
life.” She stalked toward the porch.

A new kind of outrage burst
inside him. Did she think that he wanted her back? That he’d been
waiting for the opportunity to have her again?

Chase clenched his teeth
and planted his hands on his hips. She could just think again. He
didn’t need her. His life was just fine without her. He’d already
gotten on with his life.

And, one way or another,
before she left Lucy’s Branch again he’d prove it to
her.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Five

 


 


It was just like she
remembered. Caroline surveyed the friends and neighbors gathered to
repair Garrett County’s famous—or infamous, depending on how one
looked at it—wedding chapel. Growing up in Lucy’s Branch she had
watched the townspeople rally together in times of need. Whether it
was a devastating act of nature or simply a barn raising, all
turned out to do their part.

Though Caroline no longer
belonged here, Henri had insisted that she come. It was, after all,
Julie’s wedding at stake. If the repairs weren’t accomplished in a
timely manner, the wedding would have to be postponed yet another
week. Feeling immensely guilty about the whole situation, Caroline
had readily agreed to help out. She would, however, have given her
right arm not to have to spend the afternoon with Chase.

Her face reddened at the
memory of that kiss. She blew out a disgusted breath and grabbed a
bucket of paint and a brush. If she’d only managed not to respond,
the kiss wouldn’t have been so bad. But she had responded. She’d
melted against him, pulled him closer, and welcomed the feel of
him. There was no way he could have mistaken her reaction. Caroline
hesitated before she rounded the corner of the chapel. She closed
her eyes and savored, just one more time, the memory of that kiss.
It could never happen again, of course. But now, for only a moment,
she wanted to relive how it felt to be kissed by Chase. The taste
of him made her long for more. The feel of his hard, muscular body
made hers burn for him.

It was as if all this time
had not passed...as if it was eight years ago and they were still
truly, madly, deeply in love with each other. How could he command
such power over her even now? Caroline forced her eyes open and
started forward again. There was nothing between them anymore. Just
left over feelings from the past. They’d both been angry last
night. Their anger had overridden their better judgment, that’s
all. Chase probably regretted kissing her as much as she regretted
his having done so.

Her gaze landed squarely on
him at precisely that moment and the zing of desire that shot
through her belied her words. Clad in his usual attire of jeans and
a t-shirt, he was hammering away at the final pieces of replacement
siding. She watched the muscles in his powerful arms flex and
contract as he swung that hammer. His expression was intent, the
chiseled features of his face even more handsome than eight years
ago. She wondered vaguely how that was possible.

She shook herself and
turned her attention to the matter at hand. She’d volunteered to do
some of the painting. Now that the damaged framing and siding had
been replaced, all that was required was a couple of coats of fresh
paint. Another crew worked diligently to set the interior to
rights. Next Saturday at 10 a.m. Julie’s wedding would take
place—Lord willing and the creek didn’t rise, as Henri would say.
Caroline smiled to herself. And barring any unforeseen traffic
incidents.

As she climbed onto the
ladder to begin at the highest piece of newly installed siding, she
considered Julie’s complaints about her husband to be. Caroline
didn’t remember much about Rob other than he was nice enough and
somewhat handsome. She’d learned from Julie that he was the
president of the local bank now. From all accounts, he would appear
the perfect catch. But something wasn’t quite right. Julie wasn’t
happy. Caroline could only hope her friend wasn’t making a
monumental mistake.

Like you almost did? a
little voice taunted.

Caroline refused to dwell
on her own mistakes or anyone else’s. She dipped her brush into the
bucket of paint and made one broad stroke. She would put the past
out of her mind as easily as she concealed the raw wood with primer
and gleaming white paint. She had a whole new future to look
forward to that didn’t include the past. Looking back or
reminiscing would be a waste of time and very definitely
pointless.
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Caroline’s arms felt like
limp noodles by the time she’d finished most of the upper part of
the replaced siding. She moved down the ladder a couple more rungs
and started on the mid section. This area was wider and a bit more
difficult to reach the edges on either side of her since her ladder
was set up pretty much in the middle. Straining, Caroline managed
to reach the right side. But the left proved considerably harder.
The thought crossed her mind that the best solution would be to
simply climb down and move the ladder, but she wanted to finish as
quickly as possible. Knowing that Chase wasn’t far away made her
edgy. She just wanted to do her part and get as far away from him
as possible.

“You shouldn’t overreach
like that,” a warm, husky male voice warned.

Chase. Caroline shivered in
spite of herself.

“I’m perfectly fine,” she
snapped. “You do your job and I’ll do—”

The ladder swayed. Caroline
shrieked. She grabbed for the rung above her. And then she was
falling.

When she hit the ground
somehow Chase’s arms were around her, and his body had absorbed
most of the impact. The ladder fell right on top of them but he
blocked most of that impact as well by rolling her onto her back,
keeping his head low so as not to get whacked. His face was buried
in the crook of her neck. She could feel his warm breath on her
skin...the weight of him pressing her against the ground. Something
cold and sticky penetrated the lust gathering in her
chest.

Paint.

The white paint covered
both of them from neck to thigh.

Chase shoved the ladder
aside and pushed up onto his knees. “You okay?”

“Sure...I think.” She
executed a quick mental inventory.

A crowd gathered around
them but Caroline couldn’t take her eyes off the man hovering above
her. The wet paint plastered the tee to his broad shoulders and
sculpted chest. She looked down belatedly, realizing it had done
the same to her.

Standing now, he offered
his hand. Still a little rattled, she hadn’t realized he’d moved.
Thankfully she hadn’t hit her head. But why was she suddenly
dizzy?

Chase gripped her hand and
pulled her to her feet. Her knees buckled. His arm went around her
waist and pulled her weight against his side.

“Gracious child, are you
all right?” Henri surveyed her with fearful eyes. “Chase, take her
home. Y’all need to get cleaned up and, from the looks of her, she
needs some rest.”

Caroline didn’t want to go
with Chase. They’d be alone and...

“I’m okay,” Caroline
argued. “I can take myself home.”

“You rode with us,” Chase
growled.

She had. Chase had offered
to haul away the debris in his old truck. So they’d come in it.
Caroline had been forced to sit in the middle. Henri had insisted
that it made her car sick to sit in the middle. Shane and some of
the other kids were staying with a couple who’d volunteered to do
the child care duty.

“Marvin’ll give me a lift
home,” Henri added. “You just take care of our
Caroline.”

The other volunteers were
staring at Caroline. Murmuring emphasized Henri’s words, but
Caroline couldn’t quite make out what everyone was talking about.
What was wrong with her? She frowned. She felt so
lightheaded.

Chase practically dragged
her to his truck. He opened the passenger side door and helped her
inside. Caroline dropped her head against the back of the seat and
closed her eyes. She felt so woozy. It was weird.

“Caroline.”

She opened her eyes to find
Chase leaning inside the cab peering down at her. “Yes,” she
managed.

“Are you sure you’re all
right?”

She sighed. “I think I’m
just overtired. You know, responding to all the stress...” Her
voice trailed off. She wasn’t about to admit that Tristan’s
infidelity, the accident, and seeing Chase all over again was
likely the problem. She just needed to rest a little while and
she’d be as good as new again.

“Just take me home,” she
said when he didn’t move. It wasn’t until he’d closed her door and
slid in behind the steering wheel that she realized what she’d
said. Home. She’d
asked him to take her home.
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“I made you some hot
chocolate,” Chase announced when Caroline at last entered the
kitchen. She looked pale and tired. He swallowed hard at how
vulnerable she appeared with her damp hair hanging around her
shoulders and wearing Henri’s terry-cloth robe.

“Thanks.” She settled
gingerly into a chair and smiled wanly.

His lips titled in an
answering gesture. “I remembered that you like marshmallows, too.”
He set the cup and saucer on the table, then picked up his own mug
of the sweet, warm stuff and joined her. “Are you sore?”

“Just a little.” She sipped
her chocolate. “I think I’m just embarrassed more than anything
else.” Pink darkened her cheeks.

“They’ll talk about it for
years, you know.” Chase couldn’t prevent a little chuckle. He and
Caroline had always managed to be the talk of the town. Everyone
had expected them to marry and live happily ever after. The town’s
golden couple—a sheriff and a doctor. What more could any small
town want?

But fate had stepped in and
changed everything.

Chase forced the painful
memories away. He’d beaten himself up enough already over that
kiss. If he hadn’t been so angry he would never have done
it.

But, God, somehow, he just
couldn’t completely regret it.

“Well,” Caroline offered
with a little chuckle of her own, “as my grandmother used to say,
‘when they’re talking about me they’re letting someone else
rest.’”

“I still miss her.” The
words were out of Chase’s mouth before he could stop them. He was
having a lot of trouble that way lately.

Caroline’s gaze met his for
the first time since she’d entered the room. “Me, too.”

“Thank you for rescuing me
today,” she added abruptly. “I’m sure that fall would have been
much worse if you hadn’t stepped in.”

“It was nothing,” he
assured her, then hesitated. “About last night—”

She held up a hand. “Let’s
not go there, okay?”

Chase shrugged. He watched
her closely, determined to tell whether that kiss had affected her
as much as it did him. “If that’s the way you want it.”

She leveled a gaze on his
that gave away nothing. “That’s the way I want it.”

Disappointment slid through
his veins. The response he’d imagined in her had been just
that—imagined. Too bad he couldn’t pretend he hadn’t had one
either. But his had been far too evident. A man couldn’t exactly
hide the way he felt when it came to a woman. But he didn’t have to
admit that it was more than just physical. Besides, it wasn’t...was
it?
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Monday morning hadn’t come
soon enough to suit Caroline. She shoved the gearshift of Chase’s
old truck into park and got out. She stared up at the two-story
Victoria style house she’d called home for most of her life and
experienced the sudden, near overwhelming urge to weep. The
grandmother she’d loved so dearly was gone...nothing was the
same.

Before Caroline could give
in to her sentimental urges, a car pulled up behind her in the
driveway. Felix Reems. He’d had another breakfast appointment so
he’d asked to meet her here rather than at Chase’s. Caroline had a
feeling he wanted her alone rather than surrounded by
back-up.

“My, it’s a lovely day,”
Reems said as he exited his meticulously maintained sedan.
Everything about Felix was always immaculately kept. From his
pressed suits and bow ties to his shiny leather oxfords.

“Good morning, Mr. Reems.”
Caroline pushed a cheery smile into place.

“I called Amos Saturday
morning after I saw you at the sheriff’s office and took the
liberty of having the power and water turn on.”

Understandable. “Thank
you.”

“We can’t show a dark
house.” Felix led the way onto the porch and unlocked the door. He
swept his arm in the direction of the open doorway. “Welcome home,
Caroline.”

She swallowed the renewed
urge to cry. She should have smiled or something but emotion had
her by the throat. Instead, she entered the house, turning on the
entry hall light just like she’d done thousands of times before.
The smell of dust and disuse permeated the air. Caroline forced one
foot in front of the other until she made her way to the parlor.
Sheets draped the furniture making them look like waiting
ghosts.

Everything was exactly as
she had left it. Caroline’s heart made an extra little beat. It was
the one thing she could always count on, home never changed. And
this was home. She frowned and tears once more burned her eyes. But
she didn’t live here anymore. This wasn’t her home now. Her St. Louis townhouse
flitted through her mind. That wasn’t home either. She compressed
her lips into a firm line to hold back the fresh surge of emotions
welling inside her. Who was she now? Where was she going? And where
was home?

“Come along, Caroline, and
I’ll show you the only room that worries me.”

She followed him along the
hall and to the kitchen without speaking. Her heart pounded, her
head ached. She did not want to be here...but she owed it to her
grandmother to do the right thing.

He waved his arms
magnanimously. “The kitchen just needs a bit of freshening up.” He
braced his hands on his hips. “A coat of paint would do nicely, I
believe.”

Caroline took a deep
breath. “You’re right. A little painting wouldn’t hurt.”

“I’ll call Mr. Hadley.” He
stroked his chin. “The prospective buyers will be in town next
week. That would be plenty of time for Mr. Hadley to whip the place
into shape. Mrs. Hadley still does a bit of housecleaning. I’m sure
she’d be happy to pitch in and help her husband out.”

“I’ll do it.” The words
were Caroline’s. She just hadn’t expected to say them.

Felix arched a skeptical
brow. “You’re sure you want to do the painting
yourself?”

Caroline’s cheeks heated at
the remembered paint fiasco at the chapel the day before. “I’m
certain,” she stated unconditionally.

“Well, if you’re sure,” he
acquiesced reluctantly. “But it’ll be an awful lot of work. We
certainly want it finished before the arrival of the
buyers.”

“Don’t worry, Mr. Reems,”
Caroline guaranteed, a new conviction in her voice. “I’ll have the
house ready. It’s well past time I sold it to someone who will love
and take care of it the way my grandmother did.”

“Very well.” Felix reached
into his jacket pocket. “Here is the list of items I would suggest
that are taken care of.”

Caroline surveyed the items
and nodded. “Mr. Hadley will take care of the yard as usual. If I
need his help with any of this I’ll let him know.”

“I’ll check your progress
later in the week then.”

The realtor said his
goodbyes and hurried away leaving Caroline alone with a lifetime of
memories. She walked slowly from room to room and considered the
task before her. Zac had said that the car would be ready in two
weeks. Why not stay here until she could take it with her? That
would prevent having to make a return visit. She could cut her ties
to Lucy’s Branch once and for all. She would be busy with preparing
the house for sale so the time would pass quickly. Now that the
water and power were on she could stay here, thus alleviating the
problem of being too near Chase.

And the whole project would
give her the time she needed to think about what she wanted to do.
Going back to St. Louis was not an option, at least not at this
point. But perhaps she would change her mind once she recovered
from the humiliation Tristan had wielded. There were plenty of
hospitals and clinics there. Why did she have to run away just
because Tristan was an ass?

A smile crept up on her
lips as she wandered through her old bedroom. She considered the
pictures and banners on the walls. Maybe staying here wouldn’t be
so bad. She could pack up all the things she wanted to keep and
dole out the ones she wanted to pass along to old friends of her
and her grandmother. She could pack up the past once and for all.
What did she mean leaving everything like this all these years? Did
she somehow believe deep in her heart that if it all stayed the
same that somehow she might be able to come back one
day?

“Foolish, Caroline,” she
muttered. This was the past. There was no going back. All she had
to do was put it in its proper place.

Memphis was where she was
going, she decided as she marched back down the stairs. She wanted
a whole new, fresh beginning with no history to get in the way. And
just maybe she could put the past behind her once and for
all.

As Caroline took the last
step down into the entry hall the telephone rang, startling her.
Felix didn’t tell her he’d gotten the phone turned on, too. How did
the man do so much so quickly? Caroline laughed, shaking her head.
Felix had connections. He was a mover and a shaker in this little
town.

She picked up the receiver,
still awed that he’d accomplished so much in such a short time.
“Hello.”

“Caroline?”

It was Julie. “What’s up,
Julie?”

“I called Felix and he said
you were getting the house ready to sell.”

The whole town probably
knew by now. “Yeah, it’s time.” Caroline heard the note of sadness
in her own voice.

“I was wondering whether
you’d be interested in one final girl’s night out before my big day
on Saturday.”

“Sounds great. When did you
have in mind?” Caroline certainly had no plans other than those
involving the house.

“How about Friday night?
I’ll invite Sherry.”

“I’ll look forward to it.
Maybe we can do lunch Wednesday?” By then Caroline would likely
need a break.

“See you Wednesday
then.”

 


~*~

 


It was well past dark on
Monday evening when Chase parked his Jeep in Caroline’s driveway.
He stared at the covered basket in the passenger seat. Henri had
insisted he bring Caroline dinner and use the excuse to check up on
her. He didn’t know why Henri couldn’t do the chore herself, but
she’d insisted that she had plans. Marvin was taking her to dinner.
Shane was spending the night with a friend. There was absolutely no
logical excuse why Chase couldn’t do it.

Except that he didn’t want
to see Caroline. He’d struggled with distracting thoughts of her
all day. The feel of her in his arms...the taste of her on his lips
had haunted him ruthlessly. The last thing he needed was to see
her. Hell, even the sound of her voice was too much.

But Henri could be a
powerful persuader. Chase frowned as he considered the fact that
Henri had gone out to dinner with Marvin every Monday night for the
past month. Surely...no, he didn’t even want to think about that.
He needed Henri too much to even consider she might be thinking
of...Forget it, Garrett, he told himself. You have enough problems now without borrowing
trouble.

Chase climbed out of the
Jeep, basket in hand. He might as well suck it up and get this over
with. He just wouldn’t go inside. He’d make the delivery right
there at the front door. He walked across the front porch with
purpose, but then hesitated at the door. The windows were raised to
allow the house to air out, he imagined. But that wasn’t what had
given him pause. He could hear Caroline talking to
someone.

“I only called to tell
you...no, Tristan, I’m not coming back.”

Chase stiffened. She was
talking to her fiancé—or ex-fiancé, it seemed. Good. Wait. He
wasn’t supposed to care who Caroline spoke to or who she
married.

“No. You can’t come down
here. I don’t want to see you.”

Chase could hear the pain
in her voice; it twisted the knot already tied in his
gut.

“Yes, you can have your
damned car back.” Pause. “In two weeks. I’ve already told you.”
Longer pause. “I don’t care. You can drive the Buick. It won’t kill
you. In two weeks, I’ll meet you half way and we’ll exchange
cars.”

She was going to see him
again. A sinking feeling dragged through Chase.

“Fine. I’ll think about it,
but I don’t want to see you or hear from you until then.” Pause. “I
said I’d think about it, but I’m not making any
promises.”

He wanted her back. Chase
wanted to kill him.

“Goodbye,
Tristan.”

The phone slammed into the
receiver.

It wasn’t until that moment
that Chase realized he’d been holding his breath. He exhaled, the
effort proving more than a little difficult. Gritting his teeth, he
raised his fist and rapped on the door.

It opened. She blinked in
surprise. “Chase. What are you doing here?”

Nothing like a warm
welcome. “I brought this.” He extended the basket in her direction.
“Henri worried that you wouldn’t eat right if she didn’t send over
something.”

“How sweet of her.”
Caroline accepted the basket. “I’ve been so busy I hadn’t even
thought to eat.”

She’d always been bad to do
that. Chase felt contrite now. It was a good thing Henri had
thought to send something over. Though Caroline looked tired she
seemed more rested than yesterday afternoon. Or maybe it was just
that she’d worked off some of the stress he felt certain had played
a large part in her look of fatigue. But he wasn’t supposed to
notice...or care.

“Well, you...ah...have a
nice evening then.” He backed up a step.

The longer he stood here
the more likely he was to say or do something stupid. She looked
entirely too enticing in that ragged old t-shirt and those
well-worn jeans. His gaze jerked back to the t-shirt. It was from
high school. An old Raiders shirt. He’d received the shirt from the
coach, the entire football team had gotten one. And Chase had given
his to Caroline.

“You’ve eaten
already?”

Caroline looked as startled
as he felt at her own question. “I...ah...I’ll eat at home. I
wanted to get this to you before it got cold and—”

She nodded. “I’m sorry. I
didn’t think. You probably want to eat with Shane.”

“Right.” Chase nodded. He
hated to lie, but it was necessary, and besides he hadn’t actually
lied. “I’d better get going.” He backed up another step.

“Thank Henri for me,”
Caroline called after him.

“Sure thing.” Chase turned
his back and bounded down the steps. He would not look back no
matter how badly he wanted to.

“Good night,
Chase.”

He froze, one hand on his
Jeep door. He had to look back. Had to see her one more time. She
stood in the doorway, the hall light silhouetting her just the way
it had hundreds of times before when he’d kissed her goodnight and
left her on her grandmother’s porch.

He swallowed back the
yearning. “Good night, Caroline.”

He left. He had to. If he’d
stayed one more second, he’d have run back to her and begged her to
forget all about Tristan Rodgers.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Six

 


 


Caroline woke up with a new
attitude Tuesday morning. She was determined to do right by her
grandmother’s house. She would make sure a new owner, someone who
would cherish and take care of the home, moved in and brought
happiness to these walls once more. She’d cleaned downstairs all
day the day before and all morning that very morning. Now she was
ready to take a break from cleaning and paint the kitchen. Once the
kitchen was done she could take care of the upstairs.

After lunch she decided to
drive into town and pick out the lemon yellow paint that would
brighten the kitchen and enhance the ivy decorating scheme. Chase
had insisted that she keep his old truck while she was here. Though
she could have done without being reminded of him in anyway, she
was thankful for the transportation.

She smiled as she parked in
front of the old hardware store. The place hadn’t changed a bit.
The storefront window was still decorated with an antique tricycle
and ice cream maker. The white lettering on the glass had long
since yellowed, but still proclaimed “Henson’s Hardware” plainly
enough. Stepping through the double wooden doors and onto the
ancient oak flooring gave Caroline an overwhelming sense of deja
vu. But it was the commingled smells that evoked the most memories.
The scent of oil, gardening products, and linseed oil filled her
nostrils as she headed for the center of the shop and the counter
that stood there.

“Why, Caroline Gregory!
Will wonders never cease?” A gray-haired, ample-hipped Mrs. Henson
rushed around the counter and hugged Caroline fiercely.

“It’s nice to see you
again, Mrs. Henson,” Caroline said, her voice muffled against the
older woman’s broad shoulder.

“I’d heard you were back in
town.” Mrs. Henson drew back, holding Caroline by the upper arms
and surveying her with a discriminating eye. “If you ain’t about
the prettiest thing I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

Caroline blushed. She
looked a sight at the moment. Dusty and sweaty. “Thank
you.”

“Where’s that good-looking
sheriff?” Mrs. Henson winked. “Time was when you saw one of you,
you saw the other. I knew it would be just a matter of time before
the two of you came to your senses and did a little fence
mending.”

Caroline produced a patient
smile. “I’m only going to be here for a few days. Mr. Reems wants
to show the house and I’m whipping it into shape.” She hoped her
excuse sounded more convincing than it felt.

Mrs. Henson’s weathered
brow furrowed. “Well, it’s about time that old place got itself a
new owner. You wouldn’t need it anyway. Why, the Garrett place is
one of the finest in the county.”

Caroline winced inwardly.
How could she get the message across that she wasn’t here to
reconcile with Chase?

“That child needs a mother
something fierce.” Mrs. Henson shook her gray head. “Henrietta does
the best she can, but she can’t be a real mother to the boy, not
like he needs anyway. It’s a pure shame how that little hussy went
off and left that little fella.”

Caroline stiffened. She did
not want to hear this. “I just—”

Mrs. Henson made a tsking
sound. “Never did see what Chase, or Slade, for that matter, saw in
that no account Tiffany. She tweren’t nothing but
trouble.”

Caroline blinked,
surprised. “Slade?”

A heavy sigh blew past the
woman’s lips. “Poor boy. He was running with her when he died. Such
a shame. It just don’t seem right that a fine young man like that
from such an upstanding family could get mixed up with
drugs.”

Caroline and Slade had been
best friends all through school. It had been Slade who’d told Chase
how much in love Caroline was with him. She’d been furious with
Slade. But he’d only done it, so he said, because he knew that
Chase felt the same way about her. The rest was history. Caroline
had gotten so caught up in medical school that she hadn’t realized
how bad things had gotten with Slade until he was dead. No one, not
even Chase, according to Henri, had seen it coming.

“The whole town’s talking
about you,” Mrs. Henson said, dragging Caroline from her disturbing
musings. “We haven’t been able to lure a doctor here since old Doc
Bishop died.”

That announcement startled
Caroline all over again. “Doc Bishop died?”

“About six months ago,”
Mrs. Henson affirmed gravely. “We have to go clear into the city
for a doctor. Folks are tickled pink that you’re taking over Doc’s
clinic.”

“What?” How on earth had
they gotten that idea? “Who told you—?”

“Never you mind.” She
released her stout hold on Caroline. “Ain’t nothing around here
kept secret for long.”

Caroline felt trapped like
a rat in a maze of her own making. “But I—”

Mrs. Henson whopped her
soundly on the back. “Now, what can I do for you this
afternoon?”

Caroline left the hardware
store thirty minutes later feeling confused and frustrated, and
completely bewildered. At least she had her paint. She hefted the
buckets into the back of the truck and tossed in the sack
containing the roller, cover, pan and trim brushes.

She scanned the sidewalks
and shops that made up Main Street in Lucy’s Branch. Was everyone
around here under the impression that she was back to stay? Were
they in such dire need of a doctor that they would fabricate such a
tale in hopes that it would come true? Her gaze sought out and
found Doc Bishop’s clinic. Once a lovely old home, the clinic was
adorned with fretwork and decorative trim. Doc Bishop had kept the
place in mint condition. His shingle stood hung on the porch. How
sad that he was gone now.

Maybe she’d just take a
quick look at the place. Peek in the windows. Sit a spell on the
porch swing. Caroline was halfway there before she realized she’d
taken a step. Another wave of warm and familiar memories flooded
her as she settled into the ancient wooden swing. She could almost
hear Doc Bishop’s gravelly voice as he told her stories to keep her
occupied while he sutured her up close and personal encounter with
a rusty nail. She still had the tiny scar on her left
thigh.

Caroline smiled. He always
made the necessary visits easier. As gruff as he appeared, he’d
been a big teddy bear. All the kids had loved him.

A car skidded to a stop in
front of the clinic drawing Caroline’s attention to the
street.

“Dr. Gregory, thank God
you’re here.” A woman, mid-fifties raced up the sidewalk, a
screaming toddler in her arms.

Caroline stood
instinctively. “What happened?”

The woman bounded up the
steps and across the porch. “He broke a glass and cut himself. It’s
bled something awful.” She turned where Caroline could see the arm
wrapped in a kitchen dishtowel. Blood stained the towel. “I was
afraid I’d have to drive all the way to the city with him bleeding
like that.”

The boy needed immediate
attention, but how was she supposed to get into the clinic. It was
surely locked. “I’m sorry,” Caroline began, “I don’t have the keys
to the clinic.”

The woman’s eyes widened in
fear. “What am I going to do?” The child wailed in punctuation of
her words.

Caroline had to do
something. She couldn’t just let him go unattended. The closest
medical facility was thirty miles away. “Give me a minute.” She
tried the front door, it was locked. “I’ll go around to the
back.”

Just as she’d feared, the
back door was locked too.

After looking around for
something handy, Caroline decided on a small clay flowerpot. She
smashed a pane of glass in the door and reached inside to unlock
it. Five minutes later she had the child on an examination table
and was preparing to clean and suture his wound.

While his grandmother held
him still, the child screamed at the top of his lungs. Caroline
tried her level best to tune out his wailing, but she couldn’t. And
she hated for him to feel such fear.

“Do you like stories,
Kenny?” she asked over his sobs. He didn’t answer. The grandmother
attempted a smile for both their sakes. “Well, let me tell you one
that someone very special once told me. Once upon a
time...”

By the time Caroline got to
the part about the wolf chasing the grandmother around her cottage
the little boy was listening intently. The grandmother looked as
relieved as Caroline felt.

When she had his wound
bandaged and had scrounged up a lollipop from the drawer Doc Bishop
had always kept them in, Caroline gave Kenny a pat on the head and
told him what a brave boy he’d been.

“I can’t thank you enough,
Dr. Gregory.” The woman, Mrs. Cooper, Caroline had learned, scooped
Kenny up into her arms. “How much do I owe you?”

Caroline smiled. “It’s on
the house.”

After Mrs. Cooper and Kenny
left, Caroline cleaned up the broken glass, then drifted through
the clinic, just remembering. She had cleaned up the exam room
she’d used and decided she’d better walk over to the hardware and
have a piece of glass cut. Maybe Mrs. Henson could get in touch
with Mr. Hadley and have him hurry over to install it in the door.
Caroline didn’t want to leave the clinic vulnerable.

“Breaking and entering is
against the law.”

Caroline whirled around at
the sound of Chase’s deep voice. He stood in the doorway watching
her. The look of desire in his eyes burned wherever his gaze
touched her. It wasn’t fair for him to let her see what he was
feeling. She blinked to conceal her own wanton thoughts.

“It was an emergency.” She
turned out the light in the exam room and waited for him to move
out of her way. She wondered for two long beats if he intended to
at all.

He stepped aside, allowing
her to pass. “Mrs. Cooper told me what you did. It’s a worthy
enough cause that I’ll overlook the broken pane of
glass.”

“Anyone else would have
done the same. I’ll replace the broken glass.” Ignoring him, she
paused at the desk to jot down the patient’s name and the treatment
she’d administered. The next doctor would need a proper
record.

“It’s right, seeing you
here like this, Caroline.”

She looked up just in time
to watch him move deliberately toward her. “Don’t,” she
warned.

He stopped right beside
her, those deep blue Garrett eyes staring down into hers. “This is
where you’re supposed to be. The whole town wanted you here. I—” He
snapped his mouth shut before he said the rest.

“You haven’t been going
around telling people that I’m here to stay, have you?” she
accused. Surely he wouldn’t do that. What would he hope to
accomplish? And what did it matter what he’d once wanted? It was
over now.

He shook his head. “They
just assume since you’re back that you’re here to stay. They’ve
seen you at your grandmother’s house. They think you want to be
here. They need you. They’ve always wanted you back
here.”

Caroline summoned all her
defenses. She would not fall victim to his numerous charms. The way
he looked at her...the way he smelled...the way just being this
close to him made her feel. He was everything she’d ever wanted.
And he had broken
her heart. He had ruined their lives. First by insisting that she
go straight from medical school to being the doctor in Lucy’s
Branch. He was unmovable on the issue. He would not even hear of
spending a little time away before they became Mr. and Mrs. Lucy’s
Branch.

Caroline had wanted more.
To see the world...to be free for just a little while. Then Slade
had died and she’d had to come back. She wanted desperately to make
up with Chase. They’d been on the outs for almost two months.
Slade’s death had only reinforced his stand on staying put. At the
same time, it had reaffirmed what Caroline already felt. Life was
short. She wanted to have just a little bit of time for the two of
them to share alone. She’d left after the funeral, angry and
frustrated. Three weeks later, when she realized that she loved
Chase too much to give him up for anything, she came back to town
to find out he’d just left on his honeymoon...with another
woman.

Ire flamed inside her even
now. “But you made sure that wouldn’t happen, didn’t
you?”

A muscle started to tic in
that handsome jaw. “I did what I had to do.”

Caroline threw the pen
she’d been using onto the desk. “Oh, yes, I forgot. You
had to get married. Your
girlfriend was pregnant. How could I forget that little detail when
you were supposed to be engaged to me at the time conception
occurred? I’ve done the math, Chase. I know what you
did.”

He snagged her by the arm
and pulled her around to face him. “You don’t know anything about
what I did or why I did it. You were already gone,
remember?”

She glared up at him. “Out
of sight, out of mind, I suppose,” she hissed. “Did your brother
know you were fooling around with his girlfriend?”

Fire glittered in his eyes.
“I didn’t—”

“Save it, Chase.” She tried
jerking free of his iron grip. “I didn’t want to hear it then; I
don’t want to hear it now.” Oh he had called. Had even hunted her
up and practically beat the door down. But Caroline had called the
cops. She did not want to hear his excuses. He’d hurt her far too
badly.

“Then hear
this.”

His mouth came crashing
down on hers and all else ceased to matter. He kissed her until she
couldn’t breathe. His mouth, his taste, engulfed her. He tasted
like…home. His hard body drew hers like a magnet. She melted
against all those hard contours. Every ripple and bulge sent shards
of need tingling through her. She told herself to push him away,
but she couldn’t. She could only cling to him as if he was all that
kept her grounded to this earth.

His palms cupped her face
and he deepened the kiss, stroking her tongue with his own. Making
her long to feel the most male part of him inside her. She wanted
to rip his clothes off and make love with him right here in Doc’s
office. She wanted him to tell her that it had all somehow been a
mistake. That he hadn’t meant to hurt her. That he still loved her
as she did him. That he would always love her.

But he didn’t. He hadn’t
eight years ago and he didn’t now. Caroline tensed. Her palms
flattened on his massive chest and she pushed hard against him.
“Stop,” she managed between savage kisses.

His breath was ragged when
he finally drew his mouth from hers. “Caroline, I—”

She shook her head and
backed away from him. “This isn’t going to happen, Chase. It’s over
between us. It was over a long time ago.”

He stared at the floor for
a long moment before he spoke. “I know it’s over. I just...I don’t
know.” He looked straight at her then. “Seeing you here like this,
it just made me wish things had been different.”

“But they’re not.” She
wiped her mouth with a trembling hand and let go a shaky breath.
“Lock up, would you? I have to go.”

She left the office without
looking back. She couldn’t look back. There was no changing the
past. She’d survived Chase Garrett once. She wasn’t about to go
through that kind of pain again.

 


~*~

 


“To your last night as a
bachelor,” Chase said as he lifted his mug of beer to his good
friend Rob.

Rob bumped his mug with
Chase’s; Zac followed suit.

“To wedded bliss,” Rob
countered. “And to all that it entails.”

Zac remained suspiciously
quiet. He looked like a guy who’d just lost his best hunting
dog.

Chase swallowed a sip of
beer and studied his two closest friends. Rob Benton was marrying
Julie McGill at ten a.m. tomorrow morning. The chapel was back in
working order and all was set. The image of Caroline instantly
popped into Chase’s head and he immediately banished it. He would
not think about Caroline or the stupid thing he’d done on Tuesday.
Twice now he’d kissed her. Was he a glutton for punishment, or
what?’

Rob’s expression suddenly
turned almost as solemn as Zac’s. “I don’t know though, it may not
be all blissful.”

Chase sat up straighter in
his chair. They’d taken the proverbial room in the back at the pool
hall. A three-man bachelor party had ensued. Jason Walker, one of
Chase’s deputies, was coming by at midnight to drive them home. No
drinking and driving in his county, Chase mused. His attention
zoomed back to Rob’s remark.

“What do you mean by that?
You and Julie have been dating for two years.”

Rob shrugged. He’d shed his
jacket and tie. He was rarely seen without his financial armor. He
claimed he had an image to maintain seeing that he was the bank’s
president. People expected him to look professional.

“I don’t know,” he finally
said. “Something just isn’t right between us lately.”

Zac kept his gaze fixed
firmly on his sweating mug of beer and said nothing.

Chase frowned. This wasn’t
right. “What kind of something?”

“Sometimes I think we just
aren’t on the same court with this game.”

Zac grunted, but quickly
cleared his throat. Rob glanced at him but didn’t seem to take
offense. Chase looked from one to the other. Tension was there, but
he wasn’t quite sure where it was coming from.

Chase produced a smile.
“Hey, buddy, don’t sweat it. Everybody’s gets a little of the old
cold feet.”

Rob took another hefty
swallow of beer. “Of course you’re right.” He lifted his mug once
more. “To my lovely bride.”

“Hear, hear,” Chase
agreed.

Zac lifted his mug and
tapped it to theirs. “Cheers,” he said sullenly.

Completely ignoring the
lack of enthusiasm from his friend, Rob grinned at Chase. “So,
what’s this I hear about you and the good doctor? Rumors are
flying, my friend. They say—” he leaned forward conspiratorially
“—the two of you might get back together.”

Chase took another swig of
beer to wet his suddenly dry throat. “It’s just a rumor. Caroline
will be leaving a week from Monday.” He hadn’t seen her since that
crazy kiss he’d laid on her in the Doc’s office. He’d decided that
if he couldn’t keep his head in her presence, he’d best keep his
distance.

Rob sighed. “Too bad. We
could have made it a double wedding.”

Zac pushed out of his
chair. “Anyone want another beer?” He glared first at Rob, then at
Chase. Both shook their heads. “Well, I do.” He left the
room.

Rob frowned. “What’s eating
him?”

Chase stared after his
friend. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s had a bad week.”

“I don’t see how,” Rob
retorted. “He’s in heaven working on that fancy sports car Caroline
smashed.”

That reality only reminded
Chase of the conversation he’d overheard on Caroline’s porch.
Tristan, the dumb bastard, wanted Caroline back.

...then again, maybe he
wasn’t so dumb. Maybe Chase was the dumb one.

 


~*~

 


“Okay, truth or dare?”
Julie demanded.

Caroline sighed. She did
not want to play this game. At lunch on Wednesday, Julie had
insisted on making their girls’ night a sleepover. Now, the night
before Julie’s rescheduled wedding, the three of them sat in a
circle around Julie’s coffee table playing Truth or
Dare.

“Dare,” Caroline
relinquished. She wasn’t about to go for the truth. She knew Julie
too well.

Julie smiled mischievously.
“Call Widow Jeffries and ask her if she has Prince Albert in a
can.”

“Julie!” Sherry scolded.
“The widow’ll be in bed this time of night.”

Julie tossed the card onto
the table. “All right, all right. I was only kidding.”

“Besides,” Sherry muttered,
“that prank’s as old as dirt. Who does that crap?”

Julie was in rare form
tonight. Caroline wondered if she was still having second thoughts
about her imminent nuptials. “You ready for tomorrow,
Jules?”

She shrugged, then sipped
her wine. “What’s not to be ready for? I dress up, I say I do, and
everything else will fall into place, right?”

Caroline chewed her lower
lip. This was not a good sign. “If you’re having second thoughts,”
she offered, allowing the suggestion to linger in the
air.

Julie shook her head. “I
think it’s too late for second thoughts.”

“It’s never too late,
Jules.” Caroline couldn’t believe a woman as smart as Julie would
do this settling thing. “Don’t do something just because you’re afraid it will
embarrass someone. Pledging the rest of your life to a mate is not
to be taken so lightly. Trust me, I know.” She had almost done
exactly that.

Julie searched her gaze.
“And if I think it’s a mistake,” she ventured.

“I’ll tell you what you do,
girl,” Sherry cut in. “You do just like Caroline did with Tristan,
you run like hell.”

Julie shifted
uncomfortably. “Let’s talk about something else. This is too
depressing.”

Caroline sipped her wine,
then fingered the long, delicate stem. “You’re right about that.
Way too depressing.” Her whole life had fallen down around her. She
was preparing to sell her childhood home and the only man she’d
ever really loved had kissed her like he still cared. But he
couldn’t possibly. Not really. Maybe it was just the challenge.
Maybe he just wanted to see if he could still have Caroline. After
all she’d walked out on him. He never even knew she came back to
town with the intention of reconciling. Just that once.

“So, what’s the scoop on
you and Chase?” Julie asked bluntly.

Heat scalded Caroline’s
cheeks. “There is no scoop.”

“That’s not what I hear,”
Sherry added. “I hear it’s like old times with you two. In fact,
the whole town is laying odds that you’ll stay.”

Caroline lifted a
speculative eyebrow. “Really? And I wonder where they would get
such a farfetched notion?”

Sherry frowned,
concentrating. “I think my Aunt Sadie said that Henrietta Jackson
told her that.”

Caroline should have known.
Henri had wanted nothing more than to see Chase and Caroline
together all these years. Just like her grandmother, God rest her
soul. They’d both planned out Caroline and Chase’s lives long
before either of them was old enough to have a say in the
matter.

Julie looked sheepish. “I
might have mentioned to an acquaintance or two that you and Chase
still make a beautiful couple.” She grimaced. “Sorry, I couldn’t
help myself.”

Caroline released her
frustration in a long breath. “Look, ladies, I’m sorry to
disappoint you, but Chase and I are not a couple. In case you’ve
forgotten, he cheated on me and his brother apparently.” She
shifted her attention to Sherry. “Maybe Julie failed to tell you
that Chase impregnated the girl while he was engaged to
me.”

Sherry looked aghast.
“Chase? Sweet, handsome, good-as-gold Chase?”

Caroline nodded. God, she
needed something a lot stronger than this wine at the
moment.

“That’s still hard for me
to believe,” Julie put in. “I mean. I never saw Chase so much as
look at the little tramp until a couple of weeks after Shane
died.”

“Well, obviously, he’d done
more than look,” Caroline snapped. “Tiffany had to be pregnant six
weeks before she and Chase married.”

“Whew!” Sherry patted her
ripe belly. “What a kick. I think he’s going to be a football
player.”

Caroline studied Sherry for
a moment. “I don’t know how much longer you’re going to carry that
load, Sherry. Has your due date already passed?”

Sherry smiled. “It’s two
weeks from today. But I told you I’m not having this baby until I’m
properly wed to his daddy. He’ll be home next week.”

“Not a moment too soon in
my opinion,” Julie noted aloud.

“Nor in mine.” Caroline had
a feeling that Sherry didn’t have two weeks, more like two days.
She looked really ready. But Caroline supposed that her
obstetrician had warned her at her most recent
appointment.

“So, Caroline,” Julie
prodded hesitantly, “do you still feel anything for Chase? I mean
do you still tingle when he’s near?”

Caroline smiled nervously.
“I’ll take the fifth on that one.”

Julie grinned. “You do! I
knew it! And I know he still has the hots for you. I saw the way he
looked at you the other night. He was as mad as hell that you’d
danced with another man.”

Shaking her head, Caroline
tried not to let the warm, fuzzy feeling Julie’s words invoked take
root. “He might still feel a little territorial, but that’s all. He
made his decision eight years ago.”

“I’m telling you, Caroline,
Chase still loves you.” She fixed Caroline with a steady gaze. “He
loved you then.”

Caroline laughed, a
humorless sound. “Well, he had a hell of a way of showing
it.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter Eight

 


 


Caroline sat rather stiffly
on the old wooden pew. She didn’t look relaxed at all. But she damn
sure looked sexy in that royal blue dress. Another short, silky
one. Chase exhaled a tight breath. Jesus, how many dresses like
that did the woman own? The Caroline he had known all those years
ago would never have dressed so provocatively. She didn’t have to.
She’d been immensely beautiful and appealing even in jeans. He
remembered how she’d looked last Sunday in jeans and a tee-shirt
and admitted that she looked just as good—maybe even better—that
way, too.

He’d hardly slept at all
last night. Between his haunting thoughts of Caroline and the
troubling nudges his mind kept giving him concerning Rob, he’d done
nothing but toss and turn. Something just wasn’t right with Rob.
And nothing at all was right where Chase and Caroline were
concerned. He knew better than to feel this way—to let his emotions
get carried away like this. But he just couldn’t help himself. No
matter how hard he tried, “what could have been” kept playing in
his head.

Caroline could have been
his wife...Shane could have been their son. Though Chase did not regret
what he’d had to do, he did sincerely regret what it had cost him.
He could deny his feelings until the fat lady sang, but the truth
of the matter would remain—he still loved Caroline. He hadn’t
stopped. But she didn’t feel that way. Maybe she never had. After
all, she’d been a few years younger than he. Had been hell bent on
seeing the world. Maybe she hadn’t really known what love was. Any
feelings she felt for him at the moment might be nothing more than
rebound attraction.

And who was to say that
Caroline and her fancy fiancé weren’t going to get back together.
Chase’s gut twisted at the thought. He didn’t want Caroline to
marry anyone else. He...Chase sighed...had no clue what he
wanted.

Forcing his gaze from her,
he studied the fine decorating job Julie’s mother had done.
Balloons and streamers in pastel colors and angelic whites floated
above the crowd gathered in the wedding chapel. The red carpet that
ran the length of the chapel from the entry hall to the altar was
littered with white rose petals. The end of each pew, on either
side of the red carpet, was graced with a huge white satin
bow.

Chase supposed, as weddings
went, this one was one of the nicest he’d attended. The reception
would take place in the banquet hall at the Country Club shortly
after the nuptials were exchanged and pictures taken.

Studiously keeping his gaze
focused on anything but Caroline, Chase shifted his attention to
his two friends and the minister. Rob and Zac, both looked darned
elegant, and almost as stiff as Caroline. Chase’s brow furrowed. He
took that back. Rob looked stiff, a little too tense maybe. But Zac
looked down right pale and taut. Chase was pretty sure he’d never
seen his buddy look quite that bad. What the hell was Zac worried
about? He wasn’t the one tying the knot.

Melba Tarken settled
herself on the bench before the antiquated organ and hit a
preparatory note before beginning the wedding march. Those gathered
stood and turned to watch the bridesmaid’s and bride’s grand
entrance.

Sherry Woods, looking far
too ready to drop that kid, slowly sauntered up the aisle. Her pink
taffeta dress rustled with every step she took. Once Sherry was
settled on the side of the minister opposite Zac, all heads turned
back to see the bride. The wide entryway was empty save for the
sprawling ferns stationed atop white carved pedestals on either
side of the door.

Melba hit the bride’s
musical cue once more.

Still no sign of
Julie.

Once more, the cue from
Melba...

Julie’s father rushed
through the entryway, a stricken expression on his face. “Julie’s
gone!”

Chase was down the aisle,
crushing rose petals as he went, in three seconds. “What do you
mean she’s gone?” he demanded firmly in an effort to draw Mr.
McGill’s harried attention.

The older man shook his
head and extended the crumpled note he held in his right hand in
Chase’s direction. “I don’t know what it means.”

Caroline, Rob, Sherry, and
Zac had piled up behind Chase. Waves of murmurs washed over the
crowd still standing amid the pews, necks craned to see what was
taking place in the back. Chase opened the crumpled note and stared
down at the feminine handwriting.

 


Daddy,

Please tell Mom that I’m
sorry, but life is far too short to make a mistake

this monumental. I love
you both. Don’t worry, I’ll call and let you

know where I am. Tell Rob
I’m so sorry.

Love,

Julie

P.S. Please tell Caroline
she was right. She gave me the courage to do

the right
thing.

 


Outrage streaked through
Chase. He turned to glare down at Caroline. “You,” he accused. “What did you say to
her?”

Caroline staggered back a step from
the fury glittering in Chase’s eyes. “What are you talking
about?”

He shoved the note Julie’s
father had given him toward her. Her heart pounding, Caroline
accepted the note and read it. Oh, God. Julie was gone. She’d taken
Caroline and Sherry’s advice to heart and made a run for it.
It’s never too late. You do just like Caroline did
with Tristan, you run like hell.

“What does this mean?”
Julie’s mother wailed. She had rushed to her husband, and he had,
apparently, relayed the contents of the damning note.

“It means,” Chase ground
out, “that Julie isn’t getting married today.” He glared at
Caroline. “Way to go,” he muttered. “It wasn’t enough that you
screwed up our lives, you had to screw up Julie’s too.”

His words slammed into
Caroline like a runaway logging truck. She almost wilted with the
hurt. How could he think? Caroline turned to look behind her,
seeking Sherry, who was attempting to console Rob. Zac had slumped
onto a pew, his face even paler than before. The whole crowd was
now staring at Caroline in mass confusion.

“I should go,” she mumbled,
more to herself than anyone else. “Maybe I can find
her.”

“Why don’t you?” Chase
demanded. “You’ve done nothing but cause trouble since you got
here.” He shook his head. “I don’t know why you bothered to come
back.”

With those hurtful words
still ringing in Caroline’s ears, he walked out.

“Honey, it’s okay.” Sherry
was at her side now. “Mr. and Mrs. McGill, this isn’t Caroline’s
fault. She’s only guilty, just as I am, of hearing Julie out. She
was having second thoughts about getting married today. She’s
probably just trying to figure out her life. Give her time. She’ll
call and everything will be fine. You’ll see.”

Caroline simply stood there
in a kind of shock as the crowd slowly dissipated. Most hesitated
and told her not to worry that Chase hadn’t meant what he said that
he was only angry. Everything would be fine, they assured Caroline.
She could only nod, anything else she might have done or said would
have released the deluge of tears mounting.

Sherry eventually walked
Caroline to her car. “Let me take you home, girl, you look out of
it.”

Caroline nodded once more.
She didn’t want to talk. She didn’t want to think. She only wanted
to go home and cry where no one would see just how much Chase
Garrett could still hurt her.

It wasn’t enough that you
screwed up our lives...Chase really
believed this was all her fault. A jolt of anger shook her. How
could he think that when he was the one who’d married someone else?
Of course, he only did that after she refused to say yes to his
proposal and then left him.

Caroline slumped into the
passenger seat of Sherry’s car. None of it mattered now. Caroline
knew she was not at fault for what Julie had decided to do...or not
to do as the case turned out. Julie would set him straight when she
came home. All Caroline had to do was make sure her grandmother’s
house looked its best for next Wednesday’s showing. Tristan’s car
would be ready on Saturday, one week from today. Then she could be
on her way. For good this time. She would never, ever set foot in
Lucy’s Branch again.

It was past time to get on
with her life once and for all.

 


~*~

 


“I just don’t understand,”
Rob fretted as he paced back and forth on the red carpet now matted
with crushed rose petals. “How could she do this to me?”

Chase looked to Zac who
merely shrugged. Something was definitely up with this guy. But
Rob’s was the more pressing issue at the moment. Chase had been so
angry that he’d had to take a walk to cool off, but he’d come back.
He knew Rob would need him.

“Maybe she just got cold
feet,” Chase offered. “Don’t forget that you were suffering a few
reservations yourself last night.”

Rob braced his hands on his
hips. His suit remained unwrinkled, his bow tie still snug around
his neck. Did the guy never relax?

“Having second thoughts is
one thing, but to leave me standing at the altar...” He pivoted and
paced a few feet in the other direction. “It’s unspeakable. How
will I ever face the people of this town again?”

Zac stood. He shoved his
hands deep into the pockets of his trousers. “Look, I’ve got to go.
I’ll talk to you guys later.”

“Take it easy, buddy,”
Chase called after him.

Rob continued to pace
without so much as a goodbye.

“Somehow Caroline did
this,” Rob suddenly announced. He whipped around and faced Chase.
“She blew off her own fiancé and poisoned my Julie’s mind against
me.”

“I don’t know if I would go
that far.” Chase didn’t understand his need to jump to Caroline’s
defense. He’d certainly been madder than hell at her just a few
minutes ago.

Rob waved his arms. “You
said the same thing yourself.”

The ugly words he’d hurled
at Caroline echoed in Chase’s ears. “I know what I said,” he
confessed. “And I shouldn’t have accused Caroline without knowing
all the facts.”

Rob glared at him. “Now
you’re on her side.”

Chase shook his head. “It’s
not about sides. We don’t know what Julie or Caroline said.” Rob
rolled his eyes. Chase tried to understand how he felt, but his
patience was wearing thin...as much with himself as with Rob.
“You’re acting like this is over, Rob. Maybe you want it to be
over. Maybe this was just the excuse you were looking for to get
out of this wedding yourself.”

“Don’t be absurd.” Rob
started pacing again. “If I’d wanted to delay the wedding I
would...simply have said so.”

Chase stood. “Let’s go have
a burger and a beer and think about something else for a
while.”

“I think I just want to go
home and forget this day ever happened.”

“Come on.” Chase slapped
him on the back. “I’ll drive you.”

“Good idea,” Rob mused. “My
car has wedding decorations all over it. I sure don’t want to drive
it home.”

“Zac and I’ll take care of
your car later.”

Rob shook his head as they
exited the wedding chapel. “I just don’t understand.”

Chase paused next to his
Jeep and stared back at the chapel. Neither did he. According to
local legend anyone who said their vows within those walls would be
together forever. How had he and Caroline fallen so very far apart?
Didn’t the promises they’d made on those steps all those years ago
mean anything?

He considered the way
Caroline had walked out on him, and then the life-altering events
that had followed. Events he’d had no control over. Then he thought
about the way he still cared about her...

But it was too late, wasn’t
it?

As if in answer to his
question a gust of wind sent the chapel doors flying inward.
Frowning, Chase strode back to the chapel and closed the doors. He
stood on the steps for a long moment and remembered the night he
and Caroline had pledged their love to each other...and then the
way they’d made love for the first time afterwards. His chest
tightened at the memories. But that’s all they
were...memories.

Maybe it wasn’t too late
for them to be friends. He didn’t want Caroline to leave feeling
like he’d made her feel today. This was her home. He wanted her to
feel welcome here. He wanted her to come back someday.

Hell...he wanted her to
stay.

 


~*~

 


Caroline tightened the sash on her
silk robe and padded to the kitchen. She was finally finished. A
sigh, half weariness, half satisfaction, whispered past her lips.
She’d worked like a maniac all afternoon and evening. Finally, as
dark settled around her, she’d taken a long, hot bubble bath using
some of the goodies she’d packed for her honeymoon.

She recited a few choice words in
regards to weddings and honeymoons, most especially where grooms
were concerned, to her reflection as she’d combed her hair. She was
sick to death of men and their attitudes. It was okay for them to
royally screw up but just let a woman make a mistake or hesitate
and she was pond scum.

Caroline poured herself a glass of
wine and headed for the parlor. The house was finished. All she had
to do now was sit back and relax until Tristan’s car was ready.
Maybe she could sweet talk Zac into working around the clock and
having it ready before Saturday. One thing was certain, she
intended to avoid Chase Garrett like the plague. No matter how
Henri insisted that he hadn’t meant the unkind things he said,
Caroline wasn’t forgiving him this time. She was through with
Chase.

After tuning the radio to an easy
listening station, she relaxed on the sofa and sipped her wine. She
studied the portraits on the wall and decided that she’d busy
herself with packing up the items she wanted to keep next week.
Sorting through everything would be a big enough task to occupy her
time. The week would be over before she knew it.

Caroline frowned as her thoughts
drifted to Julie. No one knew where she was at the moment. Caroline
wasn’t exactly worried since she knew Julie to be a responsible
person, but she was concerned that her friend might feel alone.
Caroline wished she could be there for her. Maybe Julie would
call.

A light knock on the front door
jolted Caroline from her disturbing thoughts. She set her glass on
the end table and hurried to the door. Maybe it was Julie. Without
considering her state of undress, Caroline jerked the door
open.

Chase Garrett loomed on the
porch.

Caroline felt too stunned at seeing
him to do anything but gawk.

“Can I come in?”

He was still wearing his black
dress pants and crisp white shirt. He’d lost the tie already, but
it didn’t lessen the effect at all. He looked gorgeous.

Caroline squared her shoulders and
pushed her physical attraction to the man aside. She didn’t care
how he looked, she had nothing to say to him.

“I don’t think so. I think you said
all that needs to be said today.”

He stared at the floor for a
moment. “I shouldn’t have said those things.”

Caroline folded her arms over her
chest. “I’m sorry, I don’t think I heard that.”

He leveled that intense blue gaze
on hers. “I was wrong. I shouldn’t have said those things to you. I
apologize.”

“Apology accepted.” She reached to
close the door.

He flatted one wide palm against it
and halted her effort. “Don’t be this way, Caroline. I don’t want
to leave it like this.”

“There isn’t any other way,” she
said flatly. What did he think he could do, charm his way out of
this one?

“We’ve known each other all our
lives. Why can’t we at least be friends?”

Fury surged through her.
“Goodnight, Chase.”

He pushed his way fully into the
house this time. “Talk to me, Caroline. Tell me what I have to do
to make this up to you.”

He looked so damned sincere.
Caroline didn’t want to trust him. She didn’t want to feel any of
this. “You were angry, you didn’t mean it. Let’s just move
on.”

He closed the door behind him and
stared down at her. She jumped at the solid thud.

“I don’t want to be enemies
anymore.”

“I don’t know what you want from
me,” she said in all honesty. He was looking at her now, really
looking—from head to toe. Heat flagged Caroline’s cheeks when she
realized just how she was dressed, wearing nothing but a thin black
silk robe, with even less on beneath. And, judging by his
expression, there was no question what he wanted.

“I just want—”

“You should go.” She wrapped her
arms over her chest once more, this time in a protective
manner.

He nodded, once. “I should.” His
gaze drifted back up to hers. “But I sure don’t want
to.”

She shook her head slowly from side
to side. “We can’t do this.” She understood with complete certainty
that he wanted her just as much as she wanted him. No matter how
she denied it...no matter how she pretended she didn’t care, she
did. She wanted him. She cared very much for him. Beneath all those
layers of anger and bitterness, absolutely nothing had
changed.

And they both knew it.

“All you have to do,” Chase
murmured as he moved closer to her, “is tell me to stop and I
will.” He cupped her face in the palms of his hands. “If you don’t
want this as much as I do,” he lowered his lips close to hers “just
say so.”

Fire roared inside her at the first
touch of his lips. His kiss remained gentle despite the fierce heat
simmering between them. Her body relaxed as her fingers found their
way to his chest and fisted in his shirt. He groaned at that simple
touch.

She shouldn’t do this. She knew she
should tell him to stop. But she couldn’t. She wanted him. She
wanted him so very much. With every fiber of her being she wanted
to know Chase Garrett once more. To touch him and have him touch
her as they had all those years ago.

He drew back, his uneven breath
fanning her just-kissed lips. “I want to make love to
you.”

Just this once. They could have
this one night, couldn’t they? Her own breath as raged as his, she
took him by the hand and led him up the stairs and to her room.
Just enough moonlight sifted in through the windows to light their
way as they slowly undressed each other.

One by one, Caroline released the
buttons of his shirt. He pulled the fabric from his slacks as she
pushed it off his shoulders and down his arms. The shirt billowed
around his feet like a white cloud. The belt was next. The hiss of
leather sliding from his trousers echoed in the room. He kicked off
his shoes, his hands working their own kind of magic along the
curve of her spine. Every touch, every taste of his mouth made her
yearn for more. She quickly unfastened the closure of his slacks
and pushed them downward. She knelt long enough to remove his
slacks and briefs. She breathed deeply of the musky, masculine
scent of him. God, how she wanted him.

“My turn,” he murmured, pulling her
to her feet.

His fingers efficiently untied the
sash to her robe. With one sweep of his palms beneath the ebony
silk and over her bare shoulders and the slinky material puddled
around her ankles. The look of awe on his face as he stared at her,
naked save for lacy black panties, made her shiver with
delight.

“You are so beautiful.” His voice
was thick and raspy with lust. He stood before her, gloriously
naked, and one hundred percent ready. He was the one who was so
very beautiful. He opened his mouth to say something else, but
hesitated.

“I don’t want to talk, Chase.” She
looped her arms around his neck and pressed her bare breasts to his
chest. “And I don’t want to think.”

His mouth captured hers and he
devoured her just the way she wanted him to, completely.

Chase lifted her into his arms and
laid her gently on the bed. The very bed she’d slept in as a young
girl who’d been totally in love with Chase Garrett. She’d planned
and dreamed of the life they would share together, the children
they would conceive during night after night of lovemaking. His
fingers skimmed her inner thigh as he dragged her wispy panties
down and off.

They might not have a future
together, the past was certainly gone forever, but they could have
this one night. They could forget just for a little while that one
or both of them had made a mistake that had cost them more than
either had been prepared to pay.

He kissed his way up her throat,
heat sizzling with each brush of his lips. He settled between her
thighs as his mouth descended upon hers once more. Slowly,
thoroughly he kissed her, his fingers tangling with hers. The nudge
of his heavy arousal was almost more than she could bear. She
needed to feel him inside her. Yearned to mate so fully with him
that nothing else mattered.

Drawing back, he peered deeply into
her eyes as he flexed his hips and inch by inch filled her
completely. Desire sang through her veins. She inhaled deeply of
his unique scent and savored the feeling of him deep inside her.
His gaze held her still when her body yearned to undulate beneath
his.

“I’ve missed you, Caroline.” The
strange mixture of emotions whirling in those blue eyes almost
undid her.

She wrapped her legs around his and
arched her hips more firmly into his, drawing her deeper. “Kiss me,
Chase,” she murmured, lifting her mouth to his. “Don’t make me wait
any longer.”

He kissed her, his body beginning
the rhythm that would usher them toward fulfillment, bringing
reality all too soon. But at that moment there was nothing
else...only the two of them. Feeling. Remembering.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Eight

 


 


By the following Wednesday Caroline
was ready to hide under a rock somewhere. She stared into her
refrigerator which overflowed with casseroles and a wide variety of
salads. It seemed the whole town had stopped by at one time or
another between Sunday morning and lunch today. Most just wanted to
say hello and to tell her how glad they were she was back. Not one
had shown up empty-handed, thus the filled-to-capacity fridge. And
when she tried to explain that she was only visiting, no one seemed
to listen. They all wanted to believe that she was back for
good.

A number of her visitors had wanted
medical advice on one ailment or another. She had to admit that she
was beginning to feel badly about the absence of medical care in
Lucy’s Branch. Doc Bishop had been there for as long as she could
remember. He had always taken care of everyone, including her.
Hopefully someone would be willing to take over the clinic soon.
According to the mayor, who’d presented a rash that was most likely
a reaction to his wife’s change in laundry detergent, they hadn’t
had the first bite in response to the numerous ads and invitations
he’d sent out.

But it wasn’t her problem, Caroline
told herself yet again. She was only here for a visit. In just
three days she would be on her way. There was no reason to
stay.

Memories of making love with Chase
immediately exploded in her mind. She hesitated, broccoli casserole
in hand, and allowed the remembered sensations to wash over her.
The feel of his skin, the taste of his lips, and the sound of his
voice. They’d made love twice that night. There had been no
talking, just feeling. She’d fallen asleep in his arms, only to
awaken alone the next morning. But he had left a note telling her
his pager had gone off at dawn. Accustomed to listening for her own
pager, Caroline couldn’t believe that she hadn’t heard his. But,
apparently, she hadn’t. Either that or he’d wanted an excuse for
his hasty departure.

Caroline sighed and walked to the
counter across the room. She scooped herself out a healthy portion
of the casserole and popped it into the microwave. Two minutes
later she dropped into a chair at the dining table with her ready
to eat lunch. She shouldn’t care why Chase left without waking her.
Yet she did. He’d called every day since, but had kept his distance
physically. Neither of them had mentioned the night they’d shared.
She supposed he was as afraid as she was of what might happen if
they came face to face with each other now. She shoved a forkful of
casserole into her mouth and forced herself to chew. For three days
now she had thought of nothing but Chase, past and
present.

It amazed her that she could still
feel so strongly for him. It was as if nothing had changed, but
everything had. She wanted him desperately. He wanted her just as
desperately. It was clear. She felt it in his every touch, heard it
in his voice. If he read her as easily, he knew exactly how she
felt, too. She could hope he wasn’t quite so perceptive.

This afternoon Felix Reems would
bring the prospective buyers to the house. Though emotion welled
each time she thought of selling the house, she knew it was for the
best. She had to move on. Too much water had gone under the bridge
for her to ever consider staying here. How could she ever look at
Shane and not see Chase’s infidelity?

Caroline pushed away from the table
and carried her plate to the sink. She had no appetite. She didn’t
know why she even bothered to attempt eating. As good as Mrs.
Henson’s casserole was, Caroline simply had no desire to eat. She
supposed she should call Zac and check on his progress. Tristan had
called twice already, but she had gotten rid of him quickly. She
certainly didn’t want to talk to him. She wondered briefly if she
should just shuck the whole man-woman relationship thing and become
a nun or something. At least that way she wouldn’t have to worry
about someone cheating on her.

The telephone rang and Caroline
cringed. Please don’t let it be Tristan, she prayed as she crossed
the room and picked up the receiver.

“Hello.”

“Caroline, girlfriend, have I got
some good news!”

It was Sherry. Maybe she had heard
from Julie. “Did you hear from Julie?” Caroline asked hopefully.
That was another thing she’d worried about for the past few days.
Julie hadn’t called anyone, not even her parents.

“No, sorry.” She took a deep, shaky
breath. “Sonny comes home tomorrow. I just got the
word.”

“Oh, Sherry, that’s wonderful! I
know you’re thrilled.”

“I’m not sure I could have held out
much longer. Anyway, the reason I’m calling is to let you know that
we’re getting married at four p.m. tomorrow evening.”

“That’s terrific. I’ll be there,”
Julie assured her.

“It won’t be anything elaborate,
there’s no time. His plane arrives at two. His father is picking
him up and bringing him straight from Memphis to the
chapel.”

The dreaded chapel. Was she going
to have to watch every single woman in town get married before she
left? Caroline scolded herself for thinking such a selfish thought.
It wasn’t Sherry’s fault that Caroline’s experience with men had
been so screwed up.

“You get as much bed rest as
possible,” Caroline suggested. “We don’t want you getting too
excited or over tired and going into labor.”

“Don’t worry,” Sherry told her.
“I’m making calls from the couch and my mother is taking care of
all the arrangements. All I have to do is show up at the chapel
with the dress on. Nina Jenkins made me a beautiful maternity gown.
And it’s white, too, baby.”

“I know you’re going to be
beautiful.” With Sherry’s dark skin and petite, though rounded,
figure, she would be gorgeous in a white lacy gown.

“See you at four!”

Caroline disconnected, feeling
oddly sad. She wasn’t dumb or immature. How did she always choose
the wrong man? The image of Chase and the feeling of rightness
immediately zoomed into focus. She shook her head. He’d already
proven that he wasn’t the right man for her. And even if he had
changed...even if he begged her to stay, things would never be the
way they were. She held out no hope that either of them could
overcome that monumental obstacle.

 


~*~

 


“Surely someone somewhere has seen
her,” Rob insisted. He stood before Chase’s desk, his hands braced
on the edge. “How can she have simply disappeared into thin
air?”

Chase shook his head and threw up
his hands. “I can’t answer that question. Julie is an adult. If she
doesn’t want to be found, chances are she won’t.”

Rob blew out a disgusted breath and
dropped into a chair. “This is insane. The whole town is looking at
me as if I’m the most pathetic creature on earth. How could she do
this to me?”

Chase wanted to shake him. They’d
had this same conversation every day this week. Each time, Chase
had told Rob the same thing. He’d done all he could. Legally, there
was nothing else to be done. Julie would show up when she chose to.
There was absolutely no reason to suspect foul play, and no one had
seen her.

“Well.” Rob stood, as he always
did, after only a few moments in the chair. “I’ll get back to the
bank. Let me know if you hear anything at all.”

“You know I will.”

Chase watched Rob trudge away. The
man was devastated. Chase had to wonder, though, how much of it was
heartache and how much was pride. He hated to think badly of Rob,
but somehow his concern seemed entirely too superficial. Chase
considered the conversation they’d shared the night before the
wedding fiasco. Rob hadn’t been as sure of himself as usual. That,
combined with Julie’s abrupt departure, made Chase uncertain of
what the future held for the two.

Not that Chase had any answers. God
knew his own circumstances were certainly crazy enough. He still
couldn’t believe that he and Caroline had made love. Not that he
regretted it, mind you, because he definitely didn’t. He had wanted
Caroline more than he’d wanted to take his next breath. But it
would only make it that much harder for him when she
left.

And she would leave. Staying was
the farthest thing from her mind. And even if for some reason she
did stay, the whole town sure wanted her to, there was no future
for the two of them. Caroline had walked out on him. And he had
married another woman. Even if he forgave her for leaving, she
would never forgive him for what he’d done. And then there was
Shane. Chase had to consider what was best for his son in all this
as well. No matter what he felt for Caroline...he had to think of
Shane.

“Brought you some
lunch.”

Chase looked up to find Henri
barging into his office, covered basket in hand. He dredged up a
smile. “Thanks, Henri. How did you know I was sitting here
contemplating dropping by the pool hall for a burger?”

Henri perched her load on the edge
of his desk. “Forget that place. Full of cholesterol. You need good
food that’ll stick to your ribs without clogging your
arteries.”

Chase grinned. “Where’s
Shane?”

She angled her head back toward the
door. “He’s in there showing your secretary how to properly hold a
frog.”

The image of Mary Lou screaming and
running out the door flitted through Chase’s mind. “That should
prove interesting.”

“Well, I don’t know how interesting
it’ll be, but I’ll bet we’ll all hear about it.”

Chase reached for the sandwich she
offered. “I give it three minutes tops.”

Henri settled into a chair and
unwrapped a sandwich. “She’s on the phone with Hattie Lockhart, so
I’ll give her five. But if she goes much longer than that, Shane’ll
plop the thing in her lap.”

Four minutes and one and a half
sandwiches later, Mary Lou let out a blood-curdling
scream.

“You owe me five bucks,” Henri said
as both she and Chase shot to their feet and hurried to the outer
office.

“I don’t remember betting five
bucks,” Chase argued, his gaze going immediately to the chunky
woman climbing atop her desk.

“Just make it ten then.”

Chase ignored Henri’s attempts at
fleecing him and reached to steady his swaying
secretary.

“Come on down, Mary Lou. It’s just
a frog,” Chase offered reassuringly.

The woman’s pale face and wide eyes
never left the floor behind her desk. She shook her head. “That’s
no frog,” she shrieked.

Chase skirted her desk and peered
down at the floor next to her chair. A small garter snake lay
coiled up and hissing. He swore. Mary Lou screamed. Henri just
shook her head.

Before his secretary fell and broke
something, Chase snatched up the little nonpoisonous snake and
hurried to the door with it. He pitched it outside and dusted his
hands off. When he turned back to the ladies, Henri was helping
Mary Lou down from her desk.

“Sorry about that,” Chase said
contritely. He was going to have to have a long talk with
Shane.

“I thought he had a frog in that
shoe box.” Henri nodded toward the box with the holes punched in
the top that lay on the floor.

Chase scanned the office then for
his son. Maybe that long talk would be accompanied by a good old
fashioned spanking. He frowned when Shane was nowhere to be found.
“Where he’d go?”

Still wide-eyed, Mary Lou shook her
head. “I was on the phone. I just looked down and saw the snake,
nothing else registered after that.”

Henri rushed into Chase’s office,
returning just as swiftly. “He’s not here,” she said, her face
going as pale as Mary Lou’s.

“He couldn’t have gotten far,” Mary
Lou wailed. “He was just here.”

Chase raced out the door, calling
his son’s name. A dozen horrifying scenarios involving everything
from cars to the nearby creek the town was named after whizzed
through his mind. He stood in the middle of the street and looked
first one way and then the other. Where could he be?

 


~*~

 


“Isn’t the detail of the trim work
just lovely?” Felix asked of the young couple following him through
Caroline’s house.

They’d already been through the
house, inside and out, once. They’d wanted to take another look
before they made a decision. Caroline had gone over the items she
intended to let go with the house, then she’d stepped back and let
Felix do his job.

“It’s beautiful,” the young woman
breathed, obviously already enamored.

“A fine old house with a big yard
for raising children,” Felix suggested.

The man grunted and nodded, clearly
restraining his own enthusiasm in hopes of cutting a better
deal.

Caroline had already made up her
mind. She wouldn’t budge on the asking price. It was more than
fair. They could take it or leave it as far as she was
concerned.

The tour stalled in the parlor.
Caroline watched the young man rub his chin as if in deep thought.
She could see the underlying tension in his posture. She was quite
sure Felix knew he had himself a deal already.

“I want it,” the wife shouted
abruptly.

“Honey,” her husband warned, his
face flushed.

“I mean it,” she insisted. “I want
this house. We’ll take it.”

Felix looked to the
husband.

The guy shrugged. “Well, I guess if
she wants it that much...”

“Excellent decision!” Felix pumped
the younger man’s hand and smiled from ear to ear. “You won’t
regret it.”

But would she? Caroline thought
morosely.

After the appropriate closing
remarks, Felix ushered the couple back to his office to sign
papers. Caroline dropped onto the porch steps and stared at nothing
at all. It was done. She’d sold her childhood home.

That’s what she wanted, wasn’t
it?

Caroline propped her chin in her
hand and exhaled heavily. Yes, it was what she wanted. The house
was sold, all she had to do was get Tristan’s car back and she was
out of here.

“Why you look so sad, Doc
Caroline?”

Startled, Caroline looked up to
find Shane Garrett strolling up her sidewalk. She looked beyond him
for Henri or Chase, but the kid appeared to be alone.

“Shane? What are you doing
here?”

He shrugged, his little thumbs
hitched in his belt. “I wanted to visit you.” He kicked a pebble.
“And I left a prize for Mis’ Mary Lou. I figur’d I better let her
find it all by herself.”

Mary Lou. Caroline wracked her
brain to place the name. Oh yeah, Chase’s secretary. Caroline
frowned. “You walked here from the sheriff’s office?”

Shane nodded. “It ain’t
far.”

Caroline knew it wasn’t far, but
that was beside the point. She patted the step, an invitation for
the boy to sit beside her. He obeyed. “Shane, did your father give
you permission to come to my house?”

The kid shrugged again. “Not
‘xakly.”

“What about Henri? Did she say you
could come?” Caroline knew that wasn’t likely, but she would ask
before she jumped to conclusions. Folks in Lucy’s Branch hadn’t
been touched by the evil that befell children on the streets in
larger cities.

“Nope.” He grinned up at Caroline.
“I ‘cided on my own.”

Caroline swore silently. Henri and
Chase were probably frantic. “Come on, buddy, let’s go call your
daddy and tell him you’re okay.”

Shane took her hand as she stood. A
protective feeling welled so hard and swift inside her that it took
Caroline’s breath. She blinked back the sudden burn of tears and
offered the boy a smile. God, he wasn’t supposed to have this kind
of effect on her. Then again, he was a Garrett. And Garrett men
were born with far too much charm.

The telephone line was busy at the
Sheriff’s office. Rather than keep trying to get through, Caroline
opted to drive to the office. It was only five minutes away. She
didn’t want to prolong Chase’s worry.

She loaded Shane into the truck and
fastened his seat belt. He smiled and her heart skipped another
beat. Shaking off the odd connection she felt to the child, she
quickly hurried around the hood and climbed behind the wheel. She
made the trip to the sheriff’s office in record time.

Mary Lou was on the telephone,
relaying the story of the missing child to someone. She gasped when
she saw him at Caroline’s side and immediately hung up the
receiver—without even saying goodbye.

“Good heavens, young man, where on
earth have you been?” Mary Lou raced around her desk and grasped
the boy by the shoulders as if reassuring herself that he was real.
“You scared us all to death.”

“Where’s Henri and Chase?” Caroline
inquired.

Mary Lou straightened, her hand
pressed to her ample bosom. “Henri’s going door to door and Chase
drove back to his house to see if the boy attempted to walk
home.”

Caroline could imagine what both
were going through. “You find Henri and I’ll drive out to the
Garrett place.”

“I wanna find Aunt Henri,” Shane
demanded from his position on his hands and knees.

Mary Lou scowled. “If you’re
looking for your little friend, your daddy took him
outside.”

Caroline didn’t bother to ask.
“Don’t let him out of your sight.”

“Don’t worry.” Mary Lou arched one
eyebrow a tad higher than the other. “I won’t. Come on, young man,
let’s find your Aunt Henri.”

Shane accepted her hand and grinned
up at Caroline. “Bye.”

Caroline followed them outside then
climbed into the truck. She watched in the rearview mirror for just
a minute to make sure Shane wasn’t going to give Mary Lou any
trouble. Caroline shook her head as she started the engine. Kids.
They sure could be a handful. The sense of longing that swamped her
made her want to weep. Would she ever know those
feelings?

Refusing to feel sorry for herself,
Caroline drove straight to Chase’s. She tried his cell twice but
got his voicemail. He was just coming out of the house when she
braked to a stop.

“Shane is all right. He’s with Mary
Lou,” Caroline announced as she slid out of the truck.

The look of utter relief that
claimed Chase’s features humbled her. He looked weak with
it...vulnerable. Caroline couldn’t remember ever seeing Chase that
vulnerable.

“Thank God,” he
breathed.

“He hadn’t gone very far, just down
to my house,” she explained for lack of anything else to
say.

“Thank you for seeing him back to
the office.” His eyes looked suspiciously bright.

Caroline resisted the urge to
frown. Why wouldn’t she see after him? He didn’t have to thank her
for that. “I only did what anyone else would have done,” she said a
little more pointedly than she’d intended.

Chase blinked, clearly surprised at
her tone. “I didn’t mean that you wouldn’t. It’s just that I know
how you feel about him and—”

“How I feel about him?” Anger crept
into her tone this time. “What’s that supposed to mean? He’s a
child, why would I hold your transgressions against
him?”

Chase tensed. She could see the
muscle jerking rhythmically in his jaw. “It’s just that I figured
you wouldn’t want anything to do with him. You kind of avoided him
when you were here last.”

Her anger mushroomed into fury. “I
didn’t avoid him. You kept him away from me,” she accused. “You
really are a piece of work, Garrett. You cheat on me, then try to
accuse me of being indifferent toward your child.” She pointed a
thumb at her chest. “I’m the victim, you know.”

“I’m really tired of taking this
rap,” he said, his voice low, lethal.

Caroline made a sound of disbelief.
“Well, when you dance the dance you have to pay the fiddler, pal.
That’s life.”

“I did not do anything wrong,” he said
hotly.

“How can you say that?”

“Because I did what I had to do,
not what I wanted to do.”

She flared her palms heavenward.
“Oh, excuse me, you got the lady
pregnant, so you had to marry her.”

He stepped intimidatingly nearer.
“I did not get her pregnant.”

“Come on, Chase, everyone knows
what you did.” She was shouting, but she couldn’t help herself.
“Why deny it now? Just because we made a mistake the other day
doesn’t mean anything has changed. Don’t worry, I’m on the
Pill.”

The look of hurt in his eyes shook
her. “Maybe it didn’t change anything for you, but it changed a
great deal for me. It’s time you knew the truth.”

She faltered. “What
truth?”

“I’ve never told another living
soul,” he began, his voice hard, determined. “Shane is Slade’s
son.”

Caroline reached for the truck to
steady herself. “How can that be?”

“He and Tiffany were...” He
shrugged. “She didn’t know she was pregnant until after Slade died.
It was bad enough that the whole town knew he’d gotten into drugs
and gotten himself killed, I wasn’t going to leave his son a
bastard, too.” Chase swallowed, hard. “I couldn’t. She threatened
if I didn’t marry her and claim the baby she would leave and we’d
never hear from her again. I did what I had to do for Slade’s
baby.”

“Oh, my, God.” Caroline leaned
fully against the truck now. Tears rolled unhampered down her
cheeks. “You should have told me.”

Chase nodded. “I wanted to tell you
the truth when it happened but you wouldn’t return my calls. You
just left and never came back.”

He was right. Jesus Christ, he was
right. She shook her head. “I didn’t know.”

“Of course, you didn’t know,” he
snapped. “You never gave me a chance to tell you. You just walked
out on me. You called the cops when I tried to explain in
person.”

A new blast of fury solidified her
wishy-washy emotions. “That’s just great. Blame it all on me. Like
it would have mattered if I’d listened to you.”

“I did what I had to
do.”

He had. She wouldn’t dispute that
assessment. “I loved Slade, too,” she said quietly. “But that
doesn’t change the fact that what you did changed our lives. And as
much as I loved your brother, I’d be lying if I didn’t say it hurts
that you chose him over me.”

Chase started to say something
else, but she cut him off with an uplifted hand. “Don’t. I would
have done the same thing if I’d been in your shoes.” She threw up
her hands in defeat. “It doesn’t matter now anyway. Goodbye,
Chase.”

Caroline jerked the truck door open
and climbed inside. She had to get out of here. She had to
think...to cry. All these years she’d believed that Chase had
cheated on her. She’d envied the woman who’d stolen him
away...resented the child they’d conceived. And all along, she’d
been wrong.

So very wrong.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Nine

 


 


Caroline supposed that it was good
that she’d packed a number of nice dresses for what should have
been her honeymoon. Who would have thought that within less than
two weeks of her own doomed wedding day she would be attending not
one but two weddings. Hopefully this one would end on a happier
note.

Sonny Vann looked very sharp in his
dress blues. There was no best man or maid of honor. There hadn’t
been time for that kind of planning. There was just the minister,
the groom—Caroline turned to look toward the entryway—and the
bride, but it wasn’t time for her appearance yet. Melba, poised at
the organ, waited for her cue from the father of the
bride.

“Caroline!”

She whipped back toward the rear of
the chapel at the sound of her name. Sherry’s father rushed up the
red-carpeted aisle, a look of abject fear on his face. Murmurs
undulated through the pews.

Caroline was standing before her
brain gave the order to do so. “What’s wrong?”

He seemed to suddenly realize the
spectacle he was making. He cleared his throat and murmured, “Could
you come to the bride’s chamber, please?” His voice cracked on the
last word.

“Certainly.” Caroline moved around
the end of the pew to follow Sherry’s father. She didn’t miss the
suspicious look Chase tossed in her direction. Caroline ignored
him. If Sherry didn’t make this wedding, it certainly had nothing
to do with her.

The moment Caroline entered the
small bride’s room she knew something was wrong. Sherry was hugging
her stomach and rocking back and forth.

“Are you having contractions?”
Caroline was at her side in two long strides.

“Oh, yeah, big time.” She groaned
as another wave of pain washed over her.

“How far apart?” Caroline could see
that the baby had dropped, even with Sherry sitting as she
was.

“Not too close. About every ten
minutes.” She bit her lower lip and blinked back the tears. “I have
to make it through this wedding,” she whispered.

Caroline took her hand and smiled.
“As long as your water hasn’t broken, we’re in good
shape.”

Sherry’s expression screwed into a
mixture of skepticism and worry. “Well, it kindda did this
morning.”

“When?” Caroline glanced at her
watch. It was four-fifteen now.”

“About ten. But I didn’t start
having pains until about an hour ago. At least if I did, I didn’t
know it.”

“I’m going to have to have a quick
look,” Caroline insisted.

“Whatever you think, Doc,” Sherry
said nervously.

Fortunately a small bathroom
adjoined the room. Caroline quickly washed her hands. She had
Sherry lie back on the sofa and Caroline did what she had to do.
Once she’d washed her hands again, she studied the determined young
woman before her.

“It’s going to be close, Sherry.
You’re dilated to about five centimeters.”

Tears welled in Sherry’s eyes. “I
need this wedding.”

Caroline took a big breath. “All
right. But if we’re going to do, let’s get it over with. No beating
around the bush.”

Five minutes later, Caroline was
back in her seat and Sherry was marching up the aisle. Caroline
watched Sherry’s expression closely for signs of pain or
discomfort. The minister, obviously prompted by the bride’s father,
barely took a breath between sentences.

“I now pronounce you husband and
wife,” the minister announced in his deep baritone. “You may kiss
your bride.”

Sonny pressed his lips to Sherry’s.
Her cheeks glistened with tears of joy. Caroline breathed a sigh of
relief. She said a quick, silent thanks to God for giving Sherry
her wish.

“Ohhhh!” Sherry doubled over
clutching her heavy abdomen.

Caroline rushed to the altar, Chase
hot on her heels.

“I think this baby’s coming,”
Sherry said.

“Sit her down,” Caroline
instructed.

Chase and Sonny quickly helped
Sherry to a sitting position on the slightly elevated area around
the altar.

“Should we call the paramedics?”
Chase asked quietly.

Sonny busied himself comforting his
new bride, who was panting short, swift breaths.

“Get some of the onlookers backed
up and I’ll have a look.”

Chase ushered the crowd back as
Caroline checked the situation.

“Damn,” she murmured. The baby had
crowned. No wonder Sherry thought it was coming.

Chase knelt next to Caroline for a
report.

“Call an ambulance,” she said
quietly. “This baby is coming now.”

Chase’s blue eyes widened.
“Done.”

He disappeared, but Caroline didn’t
have time to notice where he went. She had real work to do. “Okay,
Sherry, we’re going to have this baby now. Are you up to
it?”

Sherry nodded. She turned to her
new husband. “Hold my hand.”

With her father sitting on the
floor supporting her back and her husband at her side giving her
encouragement, Sherry Lands Vann pushed and panted as Caroline
instructed. A first-aid kit and a couple of clean hand towels
appeared at Caroline’s side.

“Okay, Sherry,” Caroline said in
her firmest doctor’s voice. “We’re almost there.” The baby’s head
was out and Caroline wiped the little face and cleaned out the tiny
nostrils as best she could with one of the hand towels. “Now, one
more big push.”

Sherry grunted with the effort.
“That’s good, keep going,” Caroline prompted.

Slowly at first, as the shoulders
exited the birth canal, then in one quick move, the new baby boy
entered this crazy world with a shrill cry.

“It’s a boy,” Caroline announced,
tears sliding down her cheeks.

From somewhere behind her, another
new mother handed Caroline a clean baby blanket from a diaper bag.
Caroline quickly wrapped the squirming infant in the blanket and
placed him on his mother’s chest. Caroline spread Sherry’s dress
back down over her legs as best she could. The distant sound of
sirens sent relief rushing through Caroline’s veins. She would feel
a lot better when these two were on their way to the
hospital.

“You did good,
Caroline.”

Caroline looked around to find
Chase crouched next to her. He passed her a clean, dampened hand
towel so she could wash her hands. He smiled so sweetly that
another surge of tears brimmed over her lashes.

“Thank you.”

He kissed her forehead. A gentle,
sweet kiss. “Let me take you home,” he murmured.

She nodded. Chase helped her to her
feet just as the paramedics burst through the door. Caroline waved
her goodbye to the new parents and followed the man she had never
stopped loving from the chapel.

 


~*~

 


Chase and Caroline sat in his Jeep
for long minutes after parking in her driveway. They didn’t speak,
they just sat there and allowed the silence to speak for them.
There was too much to be said, yet neither could find the right
words to begin. Chase didn’t have to utter the thoughts Caroline
knew he was experiencing—the exact same emotions she was
feeling.

Finally, when the tension grew to a
smothering level, Chase slid from behind the wheel and rounded the
hood to her side. He offered his hand and she accepted. The feel of
his palm against hers sent a tingle through her. He held her hand
as they moved toward the house. On the porch he paused long enough
to open the door and allow her to enter first. He closed the door
behind them and a new kind of silence settled over them.

Caroline lifted her gaze to his and
the need she saw there made her weak with want. She wasn’t supposed
to feel this way. She wasn’t supposed to still want him. She
definitely wasn’t supposed to still love him.

But she did.

He moved toward her and her body
swayed in his direction, every cell in her body anticipating his
touch. There was no way to make it work, no way to live happily
ever after as far as she could see.

Oh, but she so wanted to find a
way. To put the past behind them and make a future
together.

He slipped his arms around her
waist and pressed his forehead to hers. “You’re something else, did
you know that?”

She smiled, a little nervously. “I
was just doing my job.”

He inhaled a deep breath, a sound
of unmistakable male satisfaction. “You know how much I want
you?”

She nodded.

“We need you here,” he murmured,
his eyes relayed the sincerity of his words. “The town needs you
and I need you.”

Was he asking her to stay? She
closed her eyes and thought of all the times they’d shared, good
and bad. She thought of all she’d wanted in her life, the things
she’d grown to want after Chase. She just couldn’t make a decision
like this right now. She was too vulnerable. The birth of a new
life...the pledge of eternal love by two people fully committed to
each other. The recent sell of her childhood home. It was all too
much.

“I don’t know if I can stay.” She
saw the instant change in his eyes, saw his guard go up.

He backed away. “I shouldn’t
have...” He shook his head, already regretting his
words.

“No.” She reached for him,
entwining her fingers with his. “No matter what I decide, I
appreciate your telling me that I’m still wanted.”

“I never stopped wanting you, but
I—”

“Had to do what you had to do,” she
finished for him. “I know.” She moistened her lips. “I wish I could
say I don’t hold that decision against you, but a part of me does,”
she admitted.

He nodded. “I can understand
that.”

“Thank you.”

“I should be going, I guess.” He
released her and started toward the door.

“Chase.”

He looked back, one hand already on
the door preparing to open it. “Yeah.”

“Would you do me a
favor?”

“Name it.”

“I have to meet Tristan and
exchange cars on Saturday. Would you mind very much going with me?
I really don’t want to do this alone.”

He smiled. “I wouldn’t miss
it.”

“One more thing.” She halted his
departure once more.

His gaze shifted back to her.
“Yeah?”

She moistened her lips and moved
closer. “Would you just...kiss me?” She shrugged, uncertain how to
explain herself. He looked as uncertain as she felt. “I just want
to be sure that what happened Sunday was real.”

He cupped her face in his big hands
and pressed his lips to hers before she had a chance to blush at
her own forward request. A feeling of rightness, of completeness
enveloped her. His taste, his strength radiated through her,
heightening her desire, drawing her even nearer.

The feel of his warm, muscular body
beckoned to hers with a need that mounted with each passing second,
with each sweep of his sensual lips.

“If I don’t go now,” he murmured
against her lips. “I won’t be able to.”

She reached up and touched his
face, stroked the line of his jaw. The day she’d turned fourteen
she’d known she was in love with Chase. That silky black hair and
those amazing blue eyes were just too much temptation. But it was
the man behind the handsome face and awesome bod that had won her
heart. The knowledge that this man had never changed, that he had
not done the horrible thing she’d believed of him made her feel
faint with relief. But so much had happened since that time, they
were both different people now. Could they really be happy if they
tried to go back? Would she be satisfied running this small town
clinic?

Chase pressed one last kiss to her
cheek and left while he still could.

Caroline closed the door and
pressed her forehead to its painted surface. “What on earth are you
going to do now, Caroline?”

The telephone rang.

She straightened away from the
door. “Saved by the bell.” She crossed to the hall table and picked
it up. “Hello.”

“Caroline.”

Julie. “Are
you all right? Where are you?”

“I’m in Memphis at a
hotel.”

“Honey, you’ve got to come home.
Your parents are worried sick.”

“I called my mother.”

Caroline nodded. “Good.”

Silence.

“So, how are you?” The silence was
telling.

“I’m pregnant.”

Caroline hesitated, considering
what those two words meant besides the obvious. “That’s
great,...isn’t it?”

“It’s not the groom’s baby,” she
said, her voice strangely emotionless. “I told you we’d
never...”

If it wasn’t Rob’s baby,
then...“Who’s the father?”

“It’s the best man’s
baby.”

Zac. “You
and Zac?” Caroline was stunned. “How? I mean...” She certainly knew
how, but why? “When did that happen?”

“I didn’t mean for it to happen.”
She was crying now.

“Well, of course you didn’t. Just
tell me what happened.”

“It was about a month ago. I just,
well I just couldn’t take the uncertainties I was experiencing with
Rob. It was driving me crazy. And Zac has always been so nice to
meet. He knows Rob. I thought that maybe he could help me figure
out what to do. There had to be some reason I didn’t feel anything
sexual for Rob.”

“And things got out of control?”
Caroline suggested.

“Yes.” She sniffed. “And after that
I just couldn’t stop thinking about him. It only happened one other
time, but I knew I couldn’t marry Rob when I felt that way about
Zac. I didn’t know I was pregnant until this morning.”

Caroline rubbed her forehead. Boy,
this was one sticky situation. “I think you should come home. Your
parents want you home. You need them. You need your
friends.”

“What about Rob and
Zac?”

“Don’t worry,” Caroline assured
her. “We’ll figure it all out.”

“Okay. I’ll be home in the morning.
How am I going to break this to Rob?”

“Do you want me to talk to
Chase?”

“That would be good. I called Zac
and told him. He didn’t say much.”

Caroline could hear the
disappointment in her voice. “He was probably shocked, Jules. And
Rob is his best friend.”

“What a mess I’ve made.”

“Don’t worry,” Caroline promised.
“We’ll figure this all out. Everything will be fine.” Caroline
tried to remember the last time she’d promised the near
impossible.
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Chase stood in Caroline’s parlor,
his jaw slack at the news she’d just relayed. “She’s
sure?”

“She took a second test this
afternoon just to be sure. She’s pregnant, Chase.”

He scrubbed a hand over his face.
“This is going to cause a war, you know that, don’t
you?”

“That’s why I want you to
mediate.”

He stared at her in disbelief. “I
don’t think I want to get in the middle of this.”

“Chase, you have to. Both men are
your best friends.”

He crossed his arms over his chest.
“That’s exactly why I should keep my two cents out of
it.”

“Okay, then,” Caroline countered.
“Do it because you’re the sheriff and you want to prevent
bloodshed.”

She could be so logical at times.
Too logical. “All right,” he relented. “I’ll do what I can to keep
them from killing each other.”

One hour later Chase stood between
his two best friends as they threatened each other’s
lives.

“I can’t believe you did this,
you—”

“Rob.” Chase fended off the blow he
aimed at Zac. “We’ve been over this already. Zac and Julie didn’t
mean for it to happen.”

“I can’t help how I feel, man,” Zac
exclaimed, his face red with fury. “If you’d done right by her she
wouldn’t have had to turn to me.”

“You son of a—”

“Enough.” Chase pushed them apart
again. “Don’t make me haul you two in.”

Chase had selected the back room in
the pool hall, neutral territory. Maybe he would have been better
off to go down to the jail and lock them in separate
cells.

“This is unspeakable!” Rob shouted.
“A friend doesn’t take his friend’s woman.”

“Tell the truth,” Zac snarled. “You
were having second thoughts. You’ve been undecided for months. You
didn’t want her.”

“We were engaged!”

“Zac is right, Rob.” Chase risked
Rob’s rage further. “You said so yourself. You were having second
thoughts.”

“But I was going to marry her! What
are you going to do, you slime ball.” He shook his fist at Zac.
“She’s pregnant, what’re you going to do about it?”

Zac blinked, clearly uncertain of
what to say or do. “I...”

“He’s hopeless.” Rob threw up his
hands and turned his back on both of them.

Zac looked bewildered.

“Give him a break. He just found
out.”

Rob turned around and glared at
him. “No one gave me a break when I was standing all alone at that
altar?” He turned his glower to Zac then. “Haven’t you heard about
taking precautions? Condoms?”

“Well, if you’d taken care of
business, maybe she wouldn’t have been so desperate when she got to
me and we might have taken our time.”

Rob lunged at Zac again. Chase
hauled them apart again. “Dammit. I’m getting tired of this.” He
glared at each man in turn. “Zac, he asked a legitimate question.
What are you going to do about this?”

“I’m...” He glanced at Rob as if
fearing another attack. “I’m going to marry her.”

“How do you know she’ll have you,
lover boy?” Rob spat.

Zac shrugged. “I love her. I’ll
take my chances.”

Chase breathed a little easier
then. “All right. That’s a plan. You should go talk to her in
person and get this thing resolved before everyone in town starts
talking about it. Julie deserves better than that.”

“I will. I’ll talk to her tonight.
Right now.”

“It’s about time you did something
right,” Rob snapped, anger still radiating from his tall
frame.

Zac started toward the
door.

Chase wished there was something he
could say to mend this rift, but he wasn’t sure there was anything
anyone could say or do.

“Congratulations.”

Chase’s head went up. Zac turned
around to face the man who’d spoken.

Next to Chase, Rob rubbed his eyes
with his forefinger and thumb, then leveled his gaze on Zac. “It’s
not every day that a man finds out he’s going to be a
father.”

Zac smiled, just a ghost of a
gesture. “Thanks, buddy.” He swallowed. “I am sorry that it
happened this way.”

Rob nodded. “I can’t say that I’ve
forgiven you, but I will admit that it wasn’t all yours and Julie’s
fault. I had a hand in this.” He shrugged. “And I’ll deal with
it.”

Chase smiled at his two friends.
“Come on, Rob, let’s have a cold one while Zac takes care of
business.”

Rob straightened his rumpled suit
jacket. “As long as we talk about anything except
weddings.”

The next day a small service for
close friends and family was held in the wedding chapel. Chase,
Caroline, and even Rob watched Julie and Zac exchange their vows.
Chase glanced at Caroline and wished that straightening out their
relationship would be as easy. But there’d never been anything easy
about their situation. Chase shifted his focus back to the bride
and groom. Everyone was getting married.

Everyone but him.

And Caroline.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Ten

 


 


Saturday morning Caroline picked up
the Porsche from Zac. He was literally beaming. Caroline was so
happy for them. He and Julie would be good together. And she felt
certain that Rob would find someone more suited for him.

The Porsche looked as good as new.
If she were lucky Tristan wouldn’t notice a thing until he got back
to St. Louis, if ever. Now all she had to do was face him. She took
a deep breath as she pulled into Chase’s driveway. She’d pretty
much put Tristan out of her mind the past couple of weeks. But
today she had to face the music. He wanted to reconcile their
differences. But that wasn’t going to happen. If Caroline knew
nothing else for certain, she knew that she and Tristan weren’t
right for each other. They hadn’t been from the beginning. She’d
only been fooling herself. Trying to put the past behind
her.

She’d made a pretty clean break so
far. She’d left and never looked back. She’d just sold her
grandmother’s house. She should be able to head for Memphis and
start the rest of her life. But she couldn’t. Because no matter
where she went or what she did, Lucy’s Branch would always be home.
And Chase would be here.

Chase.

She watched him stride toward her,
lean muscle, to die for good looks. What woman wouldn’t want him?
She frowned at the thought. Why hadn’t he met and married someone
by now? Surely there had been other women. With a man that
good-looking, there had to be women. There had to be a reason he’d
never committed to anyone else.

“Morning,” he said as he lowered
his tall frame into the little sports car.

“Good morning.” She put the car in
gear and spewed gravel as she spun out onto the road. “Oops,
sorry,” she said, blushing. “Driving this thing is considerably
different from driving the truck.”

Chase only grinned. “I’ll stick
with the truck and the Jeep myself.”

Caroline agreed. She’d take a truck
man over a Porsche guy any time.

The three-hour road trip was over
far too soon for Caroline. The conversation had been light and
enjoyable between her and Chase. They’d avoided subjects that would
cause tension. Facing Tristan was about as far from what she wanted
to do as could be gotten. But there he was, Tristan and her old
Buick, at the designated location. Caroline moistened her lips and
took a deep, bolstering breath. She could do this. Five minutes and
it would be over.

“Are you okay?”

She met Chase’s gaze and felt that
warm, tingly feeling that zinged through her whenever she looked
into his eyes. “I’m okay.”

He glanced in Tristan’s direction.
“You want me to go with you?”

“Thanks. But I need to do this
myself.”

“All right. I’ll go in the truck
stop and get us a cup of coffee.”

“Sounds good.”

Caroline waited for Chase to go
inside before she got out of the car. Tristan waited patiently,
propped against the hood of her car. Taking her time, she emerged
from the Porsche, snagged up her purse and moved slowly in his
direction.

Five minutes, she told herself
again. Five minutes and it would be over.

Tristan smiled one of those
all-American, blond-haired, blue-eyed guy kinds of smiles.
“Caroline, you look wonderful. It’s so good to see you.” He reached
for her, kissing her cheek before she could dodge his
intention.

She stepped back from him quickly.
“Here are your keys.” She passed the ring to him. “I have a long
drive so I’d like to get started. Have a nice life.”

“Wait, Caroline.” He took her by
the arms and stayed her departure. “We need to talk. I have so much
to say.”

Chase watched from the diner.
Thankfully he’d had the presence of mind to set the two Styrofoam
cups of coffee aside, otherwise they would have crumpled when he
balled his hands into fists at the sight of Tristan touching
Caroline. Chase could only imagine the kind of promises the guy was
making her. He wanted her back, that was more than
clear.

All Chase wanted was one more
chance with her. One last opportunity to make their lives turn out
the way they should have all along. He loved her. He wanted her
more than anything else in this world. He wanted to have children
with her. A brother or sister for Shane.

He’d all but told her so already.
He doubted that small town life would ever be enough for Caroline
now. She’d always wanted to see the world. Lucy’s Branch didn’t
have anything more to offer now than it had eight years ago. Chase
let go a weary breath. Unlike Tristan, Chase had nothing
spectacular to offer Caroline. He wasn’t particularly well-to-do
financially; he didn’t have a fancy job or car. He was just a small
county sheriff.

Chase’s gaze moved back to the
slick guy trying to sway Caroline’s heart. “Come back to me,” he
murmured, hoping God was listening. “I need you. We all need
you.”

Caroline glared at Tristan.
“There’s nothing else to say. I appreciate your apology, but it
doesn’t matter. It’s over. I’m not going back.”

Fury glittered in Tristan’s eyes
now. “Is it him?” He nodded toward the diner. “You’re leaving me
for him? Some small-town hick sheriff?” He laughed. “I can’t
believe this.”

It was Caroline who experienced the
jolt of fury this time. “You don’t know anything about Chase
Garrett,” she said hotly. “He’s a better man than you’ll ever dream
of being. Now take your fancy car and slink back to St. Louis and
the lovely, dumb as a post, Heather.”

“I swear,” Tristan said, making one
last ditch effort. “It was simply a mistake. She seduced me. I’ll
never let anything like that happen again.”

Caroline shook her head. “You had
your chance, Tristan. You dropped the ball.” She snagged her keys
from his hand. “I’ll arrange for my things to be shipped.
Goodbye.”

She turned her back on him and
started toward the diner.

“You’ll wake up one of these days
and realize what a mistake you’ve made, Caroline.”

“Don’t hold your breath,” she
shouted without looking back.

“You’ll never be happy in Lucy’s
Branch,” he warned.

That remark made her falter for
half a second. Summoning her resolve, she kept on walking. Whatever
her future held, she was walking away from that part of her past
once and for all.

 


~*~

 


When Sunday morning came, Caroline
was not ready. She’d called Sherry and Julie and said her goodbyes.
Henri had made a special farewell dinner. Shane had drawn a picture
just for her. A couple dozen folks from around town had stopped by
to have their say—which in no way included goodbye. They still
insisted that she would take over the clinic and they would be so
happy to have her back where she belonged.

But she couldn’t stay.

There was no way to know if what
Chase felt for her would last. Her own feelings were a turmoil of
mixed emotions. She wanted to go. She wanted to stay. She’d spent
the last eight years avoiding risk when it came to her heart.
Tristan was better off without her. She’d never really loved him
anyway. And rat that he was, he deserved a life partner who truly
loved him.

Would she ever find happiness as
Sherry and Julie had? Who knew? But, right now, she had to
go.

“Well, looks like you’re all
set.”

Henri, Shane clinging to her legs,
met Caroline at the front door. Chase appeared from behind Caroline
and took her suitcases. Henri had insisted she spend her last night
with them.

“I guess I am,” Caroline managed in
spite of the lump welling in the back of her throat.

Henri hugged her fiercely. “Come
back to see us, child. Don’t stay away so long this
time.”

Tears spilled past Caroline’s
lashes despite her best attempts. “I will,” she
promised.

Shane tugged on her pants leg.
“Who’s gonna be our doct’r when you go?”

Caroline crouched down and gave him
a hug. “I’m sure someone really special will come
along.”

Shane pouted for a second. “My
daddy told me you was spec’hel.”

Caroline’s heart skipped another
beat. “Well, that’s only because we’ve been friends for a very long
time.”

Shane nodded. “Okay.”

Caroline mussed his hair and stood.
She forced a shaky smile. “Thanks, Henri.”

She hurried out the door, knowing
Chase followed with her luggage. But she had to go now or she
wouldn’t be able to. And she had to go. She just couldn’t stay and
take the risk.

Chase loaded the luggage into the
trunk and came around to the driver’s side door to stand directly
in front of her. Caroline suppressed the urge to jump into the car
and speed away.

“Drive safely.”

Caroline swiped her cheeks with the
backs of her hands. “Will do, Sheriff.”

He laughed a choked sound. She
managed a weak smile.

“Let us hear from you.”

She nodded and turned to open her
door.

Chase grabbed her and pulled her to
him. He kissed her hard. Need and desire swirled inside her,
mingling with the other already dizzying emotions tugging at her.
But most of all, regret welled inside her. Regret for what she
would never have.

When he at last drew his mouth
away, he held her against his chest a moment longer. “If you ever
change your mind, I’ll be waiting.” He released her and walked
away.

Caroline stood there, stunned, and
watched him go.

Driving away was the hardest thing
she’d ever done. She cried all the way to town. At Doc’s office,
she stopped and stared at the lonesome clinic. Surely they would
find someone who would take over the clinic. Someone who cared
about the people in this town. Someone who knew them.

Someone like her.

Caroline shook that thought away.
She couldn’t stay. How could she go backwards? Take that risk? What
if it was a mistake?

Gathering her courage, Caroline
drove out of town. Just when she thought she had her tears under
control, she saw the wedding chapel in the distance. She drove up
to the small building and parked. The minister’s car was there.
Cleaning up, she supposed. Or maybe preparing for another
wedding.

Weddings. She hiccupped a sob.
Everybody was happily married except her. She was a mess. She
didn’t know what she wanted. She was leaving the only man she’d
ever loved because she was too afraid to risk her heart.

If she gave her heart to this man,
to this town, and it didn’t work out...

Caroline shook her head. She and
Chase’d had their chance and now it was past.

She closed her eyes and reached for
calm. She would get over him eventually.

Yeah, right.

Maybe in the next
lifetime.

 


~*~

 


“I can’t believe you’re going to
just let her go,” Henri fussed. Her hands braced on her hips, she
paced back and forth in front of Chase.

Chase threw up his hands. “What do
you want me to do? I all but begged her to stay.”

“Did you tell her that you love
her?” Henri demanded.

She’d always been able to see
through him. “I didn’t come right out and say the words,” he
hedged. “But neither did she.”

“You’re a fool, Chase
Garrett.”

He frowned. His heart was breaking
here. He didn’t need this grief from Henri, too. “What is it you
think I can do?”

“Go after her,” Henri told him.
“Tell her you love her. If you leave now you can probably catch her
before she gets out of town.”

Chase started to argue, then he
thought of the way it felt to make love with Caroline. The way that
only she completed him, made him feel whole.

He was out the door and in his Jeep
in ten seconds flat.

Inside, Henri snagged up the phone.
“Chase is going after Caroline, pass the word. We need to show her
how much we want her to stay.” Henri hung up and dialed the next
number. She wasn’t going to sit back and let this happen all over
again.

 


~*~

 


Unable to help herself, Caroline
got out of her car and headed into the chapel. She had to see it
just one more time. Something deep inside her told her that this
was one thing she had to do before she left for good. She felt
compelled to go inside. It was the strangest thing. It was as if
she didn’t, something really bad would happen.

Caroline pushed open one of the
double doors. As she suspected, the minister was busily making some
sort of preparations. The chapel wasn’t decorated, but she supposed
there could be something planned. Just her luck, she couldn’t even
have this one final moment alone.

He looked up and smiled. “The
ceremony isn’t until noon,” he explained.

“I...I just wanted to look for a
moment.”

“Go right ahead.” He went back to
his work and Caroline stood there...just watching.

Finally, she shook her head and
chastised herself for feeling the need to stop here. She was being
ridiculous, she decided as she turned back to the door. Pushing out
into the daylight she held back the tears that wanted to brim once
more. Enough, Caroline, she ordered.

“I was hoping I would catch
you.”

She looked up to find Chase waiting
on the steps. She shivered with feelings she could no more control
that she could the turning of the earth. “I just stopped to stay
goodbye to...to the minister,” she improvised.

Chase nodded.

“Well.” Caroline forced a smile.
“Goodbye.”

“Don’t go.”

She halted on the second step, even
with him. Her gaze met his. “I have to go.”

“I love you, Caroline. I don’t want
to lose you again. I want to spend the rest of my life with you
making up for the past.”

God, she was going to cry
again.

“We can’t change the past,” she
murmured, her voice strained.

“You’re right. We can’t. But we can
make the future. And I want to make it with you.” He dropped to one
knee. “Stay. Be my wife.”

Caroline smiled, unable to hold
back the tears now spilling down her cheeks. “I love you so much,
Chase. But I’m afraid.”

He pulled her down to sit with him
on the steps. “I can’t guarantee you that we won’t have hard times,
Caroline. And maybe there’ll even be times when we’ll both be
convinced that we made a mistake. But I can guarantee you that I’ll
love you and you alone for the rest of my life.”

The sound of vehicles arriving drew
her attention to the long sloping drive that led from the highway
down to the meadow surrounding the chapel. Dozens of cars and
trucks rolled into the parking area.

People streamed out of the vehicles
and came toward them. Henri and Shane led the drove. Both Caroline
and Chase stared in complete surprise.

“Thank God for those pesky cell
phones or we might never have found you two,” Henri said as she and
Shane stopped a few feet away. She leveled a gaze on Caroline. “We
don’t want you to go, Caroline. We need you here,” she added, her
voice thick with emotion. “If you won’t stay for Chase, stay for
us.”

“That’s wight,” Shane put in,
nodding his head adamantly.

“Stay, Caroline,” another voice
added.

“We need you!” echoed through the
crowd.

Caroline looked back to Chase. He
smiled. “Looks like you’re outnumbered,” he offered
gently.

She nodded. “I guess I’ll have to
stay.”

“Is that a yes?”

Her smile trembled. “That’s a
yes.”

“Well, in that case,” the minister
said from the door. “Come on inside and we’ll make this
official.”

Caroline met Chase’s gaze. He
nodded. They rose together and followed the minister inside and
down the long red-carpeted aisle. The crowd moved in behind them,
filling the pews.

“Dearly beloved,” the minister
began.

The rest of his words were lost to
Caroline as she looked deeply into the eyes of the man she loved.
The man she had always loved. The man she’d waited her whole life
to marry. Right here in this very chapel. It wasn’t until her name
was mentioned that she turned to the minister once more. “I do,”
she said, pledging her heart and the rest of her life to Chase
Garrett.

“And do you, Chase Winston Garrett,
take Caroline for your wife. To have and to hold, to love and to
cherish until death do you part?”

“I do.” That Garrett smile cut
loose, full wattage, on her then. “I definitely do,” he
added.

“By the power vested in me by God
and the great state of Tennessee, I pronounce you husband and wife.
You may kiss the bride.”

Caroline closed her eyes as Chase’s
mouth covered hers.

In the deepest recesses of her soul
she knew that they would be together...forever.

 


 


 


 



Epilogue

 


 


“Julie.”

Julie looked up when Caroline
called her name. It was Friday and Julie was her last patient.
Thank God.

Julie pushed out of her chair with
difficulty. “I’m coming. I’m coming.”

Caroline had to smile. They’d found
out months ago that Julie was having twins. She definitely looked
it at this point.

“I swear, Jules, if you get any
bigger we’re going to have to buy special chairs.”

Julie patted Caroline’s growing
belly. “I wouldn’t be making wise cracks, my dear, you’re no slim
Jim yourself.”

Caroline pressed her hand to her
own belly. Chase had felt the baby move for the first time last
night. He was ecstatic. Shane couldn’t wait for his baby sister.
They were pretty sure at this point that the baby was a
girl.

“Okay, I’ll cut the fat jokes,”
Caroline agreed.

“Whew!” Julie huffed by the time
she’d made it to the exam room. “Just tell me these boys aren’t
coming until after tomorrow. I don’t want to miss Rob’s
wedding.”

Caroline arched a skeptical
eyebrow. “Sherry can tell you that I have no control over that
decision. They will come when they come, friend.” Caroline looked
forward to Rob’s wedding as well. She’d worried when Julie and Zac
first married that Rob might never find happiness. But the couple
who’d bought Caroline’s grandmother’s house had remedied that
problem. The lady of the house had a lovely, single sister who fell
in love with Rob on sight.

“Well, I tell you what, Jules, you
keep your feet up tonight and tomorrow morning and you might just
make it to that wedding.”

Julie smiled. “Good.”

“Oh,” Caroline said abruptly. “Did
you hear the other good news?”

“What news?”

“Marvin asked Henri to marry him
and they’ve set the date for late next month. A Valentine’s Day
wedding.” Caroline smiled, happiness blooming in her chest. “Looks
like we’ll be going to the chapel yet again.”

“I’m not complaining,” Julie put
in. “Going to the chapel is one of the best parts about living in
this town.”

Caroline nodded her agreement.
“It’s legendary.

In a secret place in her heart
Caroline knew that she and her friends would live happily ever
after, and the legend of the wedding chapel would live
on.

One day their children would be
going to that same chapel.
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