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Chapter One


He’d never particularly liked cats.


His problem, however, was that the woman lying beside him purred like one. Deep satisfaction vibrated through her from her throat to her belly. She had narrow, tilted eyes and moved with sinuous, fluid motion. She didn’t walk, she stalked. Her foreplay had been a choreographed program of stretching and rubbing herself against him like a tabby in heat, and when she climaxed, she had screamed and clawed his shoulders.


Cats seemed sneaky and sly and, to his way of thinking, untrustworthy. He’d always been slightly uncomfortable turning his back to one.


“How was I?” Her voice was as sultry as the night beyond the pleated window shades.


“You don’t hear me complaining, do you?”


Key Tackett also had an aversion to postcoital evaluation. If it was good, chatter was superfluous. If it wasn’t, well, the less said the better.


She mistook his droll response as a compliment and slithered off the wide bed. Naked, she crossed the room to her cluttered dressing table and lit a cigarette with a jeweled lighter. “Want one?”


“No, thanks.”


“Drink?”


“If it’s handy. A quick one.” Bored now, he gazed at the crystal chandelier in the center of the ceiling. The fixture was gaudy and distinctly ugly. It was too large for the bedroom even with the light bulbs behind the glass teardrops dimmed to a mere glimmer.


The shocking pink carpet was equally garish, and the portable brass bar was filled with ornate crystal decanters. She poured him a shot of bourbon. “You don’t have to rush off,” she told him with a smile. “My husband’s out of town, and my daughter’s spending the night at a friend’s house.”


“Male or female?”


“Female. For chrissake, she’s only sixteen.”


It would be unchivalrous of him to mention that she had acquired her reputation for being an easy lay long before reaching the age of sixteen. He remained silent, mostly from indifference.


“My point is, we’ve got till morning.” Handing Key the drink, she sat down beside him, nudging his hip with hers.


He raised his head from the silk-encased pillow and sipped the straight bourbon. “I gotta get home. Here I’ve been back in town for…” he checked his wristwatch, “three and a half hours, and have yet to darken the door of the family homestead.”


“You said they weren’t expecting you tonight.”


“No, but I promised to get home as soon as I could manage it.”


She twined a strand of his dark hair around her finger. “But you didn’t count on running into me at The Palm the minute you hit town, did you?”


He drained his drink and thrust the empty tumbler at her. “Wonder why they call it The Palm. There isn’t a palm tree within three hundred miles of here. You go there often?”


“Often enough.”


Key returned her wicked grin. “Whenever your old man’s out of town?”


“And whenever the boredom of this wide place in the road gets unbearable, which, God knows, is practically every day. I can usually find some interesting company at The Palm.”


He glanced at her abundant breasts. “Yeah, I bet you can. Bet you enjoy getting every man in the place all worked up and sporting a hard-on.”


“You know me so well.” Laughing huskily, she bent down to brush her damp lips across his.


He turned his head away. “I don’t know you at all.”


“Why that’s not true, Key Tackett.” She sat back, looking affronted. “We went through school together.”


“I went through school with a lot of kids. Doesn’t mean I knew all of them beyond saying hello.”


“But you kissed me.”


“Liar.” Chivalry aside, he added, “I didn’t like standing in line, so I never even asked you out.”


Her feline eyes squinted with malice that vanished in an instant. As quickly as she extended her claws, they were retracted. “We never actually went on a date, no,” she purred. “But one Friday night after a victory against Gladewater, you and the rest of the football team came strutting off the field. My friends and me—with just about everybody else in Eden Pass—lined up along the sideline to cheer as you went past on your way to the field house.


“You,” she emphasized, digging her fingernail into his bare chest, “were the outstanding stud among all the studs. You were the sweatiest, and your jersey was the dirtiest, and of course all the girls thought you were the handsomest. You thought so too, I think.”


She paused for him to comment, but Key regarded her impassively. He was remembering dozens of Friday nights like the one she had just described. Pregame jitters and post-win exhilaration. The glare of the stadium lights. The cadence of the marching band. The smell of fresh popcorn. The pep squad. The cheering crowds.


And Jody, cheering louder than anybody. Cheering for him. That had been a long time ago.


“When you went past me,” she continued, “you grabbed me around the waist, lifted me clean off the ground, hauled me up against you, and kissed me smack on the mouth. Hard. Kinda barbariclike.”


“Hmm. You sure?”


“Sure I’m sure. I creamed my panties.” She leaned over him, pressing her nipples against his chest. “I waited a long time to have you finish what you started then.”


“Well, I’m glad to have been of service.” He swatted her fanny and sat up. “Scoot.” Reaching around her, he retrieved his jeans.


“You really are leaving?” she asked, surprised.


“Yep.”


Frowning, she ground out her cigarette in a nightstand ashtray. “Son of a bitch,” she muttered. Then, taking a different tack, she came off the bed and swept aside his jeans before he could step into them. She bumped against his middle seductively.


“It’s late, Key. Everybody out at your mama’s house will be sound asleep. You’d just as well stay with me tonight.” She reached between his strong thighs and fondled him, with audacity and know-how, boldly looking into his face as her fingers coaxed a response. “You haven’t lived until you’ve partaken of one of my breakfast specialties.”


Key’s lips twitched with amusement. “Served in bed?”


“Damn straight. With all the trimmings. I even—” She broke off suddenly, her hands reflexively clenching hard enough to cause him to grimace.


“Hey, watch out. Them’s the family jewels.”


“Shh!” Releasing him, she ran on tiptoe toward the open bedroom door. As she reached it, a male voice called out. “Sugar pie, I’m home.”


“Shit!” No longer languid and seductive, she turned toward Key. “You’ve got to get out of here,” she hissed. “Now!”


Key had already stepped into his jeans and was bending down to search for his boots. “How do you suggest I do that?” he whispered.


“Sugar? You upstairs?” Key heard footsteps on the marble tiles of the entry below, then on the carpet of the stairs. “I got away early and decided to come on home tonight instead of waiting for morning.”


She frantically motioned Key toward the French doors on the far side of the room. Scooping up his boots and shirt, he pulled open the doors and slipped through them. He was outside on the balcony before he remembered that the master bedroom was on the second floor of the house. Peering over the wrought-iron railing, he saw no easy way down.


Swearing beneath his breath, he quickly reviewed his options. What the hell? He’d faced worse situations. Typhoons, bullets, an earthquake or two, acts of God, and man-made mayhem. A husband coming home unexpectedly wasn’t a new experience for him, either. He’d just have to bluff his way through and hope for the best.


He stepped back into the bedroom but pulled up short on the threshold of the French doors. The nightstand drawer was open. His lover was now reclining in bed clutching the satin sheet to her chin with one hand. With the other, she was aiming a pistol straight at him.


“What the hell are you doing?”


Her piercing scream stunned him. A second later, a blast from her pistol shattered his eardrums. It was a few pounding heartbeats later before he realized that he’d been hit. He gazed down at the searing wound in his left side, then raised his incredulous eyes back to her.


The running footsteps had now reached the hallway. “Sugar pie!”


Again she screamed, a bloodcurdling sound. Again she aimed the gun.


Galvanized, Key spun around just as she fired. He thought she missed but couldn’t afford the time to check. He tossed his boots and shirt over the railing, threw his left leg over, then his right, and balanced on an inch of support before leaping through the darkness to the ground below.


He landed hard on his right ankle. Pain shimmied up through his shin, thigh, and groin before slamming into his gut. Blinking hard, he gasped for breath, prayed he wouldn’t vomit, and strove to remain conscious as he swept up his boots and shirt and ran like hell.




Lara jumped at the sound of hard knocking on her back door.


She’d been absorbed in a syrupy Bette Davis classic. Muting the television with the remote control, she listened. The knocking came again, harder and more urgent. Throwing off the afghan covering her legs, she left the comfort of her living room sofa and hurried down the hallway, switching on lights as she went.


When she reached the back room of the clinic, she saw the silhouette of a man against the partially open miniblinds on the door. Cautiously she crept forward and peered through a crack in the blinds.


Beneath the harsh glare of the porch light his face looked waxy and set. The lower half of it was shadowed by a day-old beard. Sweat had plastered several strands of unruly dark hair to his forehead. Beneath dense, dark eyebrows, he squinted through the blinds.


“Doc?” He raised his fist and pounded on the door again. “Hey, Doc, open up! I’m making a hell of a mess on your back steps.” He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, and Lara saw blood.


Putting aside her caution, she disengaged the alarm system and unlocked the door. As soon as the latch gave way, he shouldered his way through and stumbled, barefoot, into the room.


“You took long enough,” he mumbled. “But all’s forgiven if you still keep a bottle of Jack Daniel’s stashed in here.” He moved straight to a white enamel cabinet and bent down to open the bottom drawer.


“There’s no Jack Daniel’s in there.”


At the sound of her voice, he spun around. He gaped at her for several seconds. Lara gaped back. He had an animalistic quality that both attracted and repelled her, and although she was inured to the smell of fresh blood, she could smell his.


Instinctively she wanted to recoil, but not from fear. Her impulse was a feminine one of self-defense. She held her ground, however, subjecting herself to his disbelieving and disapproving stare.


“Who the hell are you? Where’s Doc?” He was scowling darkly and holding the bloodied tail of his unbuttoned shirt against his side.


“You’d better sit down. You’re hurt.”


“No shit, lady. Where’s Doc?”


“Probably asleep in his bed at his fishing cabin on the lake. He retired and moved out there several months ago.”


He glared at her. Finally, in disgust, he said, “Great. That’s just fuckin’ great.” He muttered curses as he shoved his fingers through his hair. Then he took a few lurching steps toward the door and careened into the examination table.


Reflexively Lara reached for him. He staved her off but remained leaning against the padded table. Breathing heavily and wincing in pain, he said, “Can I have some whiskey?”


“What happened to you?”


“What’s it to you?”


“I didn’t just move into Dr. Patton’s house. I took over his medical practice.”


His sapphire eyes snapped up to meet hers. “You’re a doctor?”


She nodded and spread her arms to indicate the examination room.


“Well I’ll be damned.” His eyes moved over her. “You must be a real hit at the hospital wearing that getup,” he said, lifting his chin to indicate her attire. “Is that the latest thing in lady doctor outfits?”


She had on a long white shirt over a pair of leggings that ended at her knees. Despite her bare feet and legs, she assumed an authoritarian tone. “I don’t generally wear my lady doctor outfits past midnight. It’s after hours, but I’m still licensed to practice medicine, so why don’t you forget how I’m dressed and let me look at your wound. What happened?”


“A little accident.”


As she slipped his shirt from his shoulders, she noticed that his belt was unbuckled and only half the buttons of his fly were fastened. She prized his bloody hand away from the wound on his left side, about waist level.


“That’s a gunshot!”


“Naw. Like I told you, I had a little accident.”


Clearly, he was lying, something he seemed accustomed to doing frequently and without repentance. “What kind of ‘accident’?”


“I fell on a pitchfork.” He motioned down at the wound. “Just clean it out, put a Band-Aid on it, and tomorrow I’ll be fine.”


She straightened up and unsmilingly met his grinning face. “Cut the crap, all right? I know a bullet wound when I see one,” she said. “I can’t take care of this here. You belong in the county hospital.”


Turning her back on him, she moved to the phone and began punching out numbers. “I’ll make you as comfortable as I can until the ambulance arrives. Please lie down. As soon as I’ve completed the call, I’ll do what I can to stop the bleeding. Yes, hello,” she said into the receiver when her call was answered. “This is Dr. Mallory in Eden Pass. I have an emer—”


His hand came from behind her and broke the connection. Alarmed, she looked at him over her shoulder.


“I’m not going to any damn hospital,” he said succinctly. “No ambulance. This is nothing. Nothing, understand? Just stop the bleeding and slap a bandage on it. Easy as pie. Have you got any whiskey?” he asked for the third time.


Stubbornly, Lara began redialing. Before she completed the sequence of numbers, he plucked the receiver from her hand and angrily yanked it out of the phone, leaving the cord dangling from his fist.


She turned and confronted him, but, for the first time since opening the door, she was afraid. Even in this small East Texas town, drug abuse was a problem. Shortly after moving into the clinic, she had installed a burglar alarm system to prevent thefts of prescription drugs and narcotic painkillers.


He must have sensed her apprehension. With a clatter, he dropped the telephone receiver onto a cabinet and smiled grimly. “Look, Doc, if I’d come here to hurt you, I’d have already done it and gotten the hell out. I just don’t want to involve a bunch of people in this. No hospital, okay? Take care of me here, and I’ll be on my merry way.” Even as he spoke, his lips became taut and colorless. He drew an audible breath through clenched teeth.


“Are you about to pass out?”


“Not if I can help it.”


“You’re in a lot of pain.”


“Yeah,” he conceded, slowly nodding his head. “It hurts like a son of a bitch. Are you going to let me bleed to death while we argue about it?”


She studied his resolute face for a moment longer and reached the conclusion that she either had to do it his way or he’d leave. The former was preferable to the latter, in which case she would be risking the patient’s health and possibly his life. She ordered him to lie down and lower his jeans.


“I’ve used that same line a dozen times myself,” he drawled as he eased himself onto the table.


“That doesn’t surprise me.” Unimpressed by his boast, she moved to a basin and washed her hands with disinfectant soap. “If you know Doc Patton well enough to know where he stashed his Jack Daniel’s, you must live here.”


“Born and raised.”


“Then why didn’t you know he’d retired?”


“I’ve been away for a while.”


“Were you a regular patient of his?”


“All my life. He got me through chicken pox, tonsillitis, two broken ribs, a broken collarbone, a broken arm, and an altercation with a rusty tin can that was serving as second base. Still got the scar on my thigh where I landed when I slid in.”


“Were you called out?”


“Hell no,” he replied, as though that were beyond the realm of possibility. “More than once I’ve come through that back door in the middle of the night, needing Doc to patch me up for one reason or another. He wasn’t as stingy with the medicinal whiskey as you are. What’s that you’re fixing there?”


“A sedative.” She calmly depressed the plunger of a syringe and sent a spurt of medication into the air.


She then set it down and swabbed his upper arm with a cotton ball soaked in alcohol. Before she knew what he was about to do, he picked up the syringe, pushed the plunger with his thumb and squirted the fluid onto the floor.


“Do you think I’m stupid, or what?”


“Mr.—”


“If you want me anesthetized, get me a glass of whiskey. You’re not pumping anything into my bloodstream that’ll knock me out and give you an opportunity to call the hospital.”


“And the sheriff. I’m required by law to report a gunshot wound to the authorities.”


He struggled to sit up and when he did, the open wound gushed bright red blood. He groaned. Lara hastily slipped on a pair of surgical gloves and began stanching the flow with gauze pads so that she could determine how serious the wound was.


“Afraid I’ll give you AIDS?” he asked, nodding at her gloved hands.


“Professional precaution.”


“No worry,” he said with a slow grin. “I’ve been real careful all my life.”


“You weren’t so careful tonight. Were you caught cheating at poker? Flirting with the wrong woman? Or were you cleaning your pistol when it accidentally went off?”


“I told you, it was a—”


“Yes. A pitchfork. Which would have punctured instead of tearing off a chunk of tissue.” She worked quickly and effectively. “Look, I’ve got to trim off the rough edges of the wound and put in some deep sutures. It’s going to be painful. I must anesthetize you.”


“Forget it.” He hitched his hip over the side of the table as though to leave.


Lara stopped him by placing the heels of her hands on his shoulders. The fingers of her gloves were bloody. “Lidocaine? Local anesthetic,” she explained. She took a vial from her cabinet and let him read the label. “Okay?”


He nodded tersely and watched as she prepared another syringe. She injected him near the wound. When the surrounding tissue was deadened, she clipped the debris from around the wound, irrigated it with a saline solution, sutured the interior, and put in a drain.


“What the hell is that?” he asked. He was pale and sweating profusely, but he had watched every swift and economic movement of her hands.


“It’s called a penrose drain. It drains off blood and fluid and helps prevent infection. I’ll remove it in a few days.” She closed the wound with sutures and placed a sterile bandage over it.


After dropping the bloody gloves into a marked metal trash can that designated contaminated materials, Lara returned to the sink to wash her hands. She then asked him to sit up while she wrapped an Ace bandage around his trunk to keep the dressing in place.


She stepped away from him and looked critically at her handiwork. “You’re lucky he wasn’t a better marksman. A few inches to the right and the bullet could have penetrated several vital organs.”


“Or a few inches lower, and I couldn’t have penetrated anything ever again.”


Lara gave him a retiring look. “How lucky for you.”


She had remained professionally detached, although each time her arms had encircled him while bandaging his wound, her cheek had come close to his wide chest. He had a lean, sunbaked, hair-spattered torso. The Ace bandage bisected his hard, flat belly. She’d worked the emergency rooms of major city hospitals; she’d stitched up shady characters before—but none quite this glib, amusing, and handsome.


“Believe it, Doc. I’ve got the luck of the devil.”


“Oh, I believe it. You appear to be a man who lives on the edge and survives by his wits. When did you last have a tetanus shot?”


“Last year.” She looked at him skeptically. He raised his right hand as though taking an oath. “Swear to God.”


He eased himself over the side of the examination table and stood with his hip propped against it while he rebuttoned his jeans. He left his belt unbuckled. “What do I owe you?”


“Fifty dollars for the after-hours office call, fifty for the sutures and dressing, twelve each for the injections, including the one you wasted, and forty for the medication.”


“Medication?”


She removed two plastic bottles from a locked cabinet and handed them to him. “An antibiotic and a pain pill. Once the lidocaine wears off, it’ll hurt.”


He withdrew a money clip from the front pocket of his snug jeans. “Let’s see, fifty plus fifty, plus twenty-four, plus forty comes to—”


“One sixty-four.”


He cocked an eyebrow, seeming amused by her prompt tabulation. “Right. One hundred and sixty-four.” He extracted the necessary bills and laid them on the examination table. “Keep the change,” he said when he put down a five-dollar bill instead of four ones.


Lara was surprised that he had that much cash on him. Even after paying her, he still had a wad of currency in high denominations. “Thank you. Take two of the antibiotic capsules tonight, then four a day until you’ve taken all of them.”


He read the labels, opened the bottle of pain pills and shook out one. He tossed it back and swallowed it dry. “It’d go down better with a shot of whiskey.” His voice rose on a hopeful, inquiring note.


She shook her head. “Take one every four hours. Two if absolutely necessary. Take them with water,” she emphasized, seriously doubting that he’d stick to those instructions. “Tomorrow afternoon around four-thirty, come in and I’ll change your dressing.”


“For another fifty bucks, I guess.”


“No, that’s included.”


“Much obliged.”


“Don’t be. As soon as you leave, I’m calling Sheriff Baxter.”


Crossing his arms over his bare chest, he regarded her indulgently. “And get him out of bed at this time of night?” He shook his head remorsefully. “I’ve known poor old Elmo Baxter all my life. He and my daddy were buddies. They were youngsters during the oil boom, see? It was kinda like going through a war together, they said.


“They used to hang out around the drilling sites, came to be like mascots to the roughnecks and wildcatters. Ran errands for them to buy hamburgers, cigarettes, moonshine, whatever they wanted. He and my daddy probably procured some things that old Elmo would rather not recall,” he said with a wink.


“Anyway, go ahead and call him. But once he gets here, he’ll be nothing but glad to see me. He’ll slap me on the back and say something like, ‘Long time no see,’ and ask what the hell I’ve been up to lately.” He paused to gauge Lara’s reaction. Her stony stare didn’t faze him.


“Elmo’s overworked and underpaid. Calling him out this late over this piddling accident of mine will get him all out of sorts, and he’s already cantankerous by nature. If you ever have a real emergency, like some crazy dopehead breaking in here looking for something to stop the little green monsters from crawling out of his eye sockets, the sheriff’ll think twice before rushing to your rescue.


“Besides,” he added, lowering his voice, “folks won’t take kindly to you when they hear that you can’t be trusted with their secrets. People in a small town like Eden Pass put a lot of stock in privileged information.”


“I doubt that many even know the definition of privileged information,” Lara refuted dryly. “And contrary to what you say, in the time I’ve been here, I’ve learned just how far-reaching and accurate the grapevine is. A secret has a short life span in this town.


“But your message to me about Sheriff Baxter came through loud and clear. What you’re telling me is that he enforces a good ol’ boy form of justice and that even if I reported your bullet wound, that would be the end of it.”


“More’n likely,” he replied honestly. “Around here, if the sheriff investigated every shooting, he’d be plumb worn out in a month.”


Realizing that he probably was right, Lara sighed. “Were you shot while committing a crime?”


“A few sins, maybe,” he said, giving her a slow, lazy smile. His blue eyes squinted mischievously. “But I don’t think they’re illegal.”


She finally relinquished her professional posture and laughed. He didn’t appear to be a criminal, although he was almost certainly a sinner. She doubted that he was dangerous, except perhaps to a susceptible woman.


“Hey, the lady doctor’s not so stuffy after all. She can smile. Got a real nice smile, too.” Narrowing his eyes, he asked softly, “What else have you got that’s real nice?”


Now it was her turn to fold her arms across her chest. “Do these come-on lines usually work for you?”


“I’ve always thought that where boys and girls are concerned, talk is practically unnecessary.”


“Really?”


“Saves time and energy. Energy better spent on doing other things.”


“I don’t dare ask ‘Like what?’ ”


“Go ahead, ask. I don’t embarrass easily. Do you?”


It had been a long time since a man had flirted with her. Even longer since she had flirted back. It felt good. But only for a few seconds. Then she remembered why she couldn’t afford to flirt, no matter how harmlessly. Her smile faltered, then faded. She drew herself up and resumed her professional demeanor. “Don’t forget your shirt,” she said curtly.


“You can throw it away.” He took a step away from the table, but fell back against it, his face contorted in pain. “Shitfire!”


“What?”


“My goddamn ankle. I twisted it when I… Hell of a sprain, I think.”


She knelt down and as gently as possible worked up the right leg of his jeans. “Good Lord! Why didn’t you show me this sooner?” The ankle was swollen and discolored.


“Because I was bleeding like a stuck hog. First things first. It’ll be all right.” He bent over, pushed aside her probing hands, and pulled down his pants leg.


“You should have it X-rayed. It could be broken.”


“It isn’t.”


“You’re not qualified to give a medical opinion.”


“No, but I’ve had enough broken bones to know when one’s broken, and this one isn’t.”


“I can’t take responsibility if—”


“Relax, will you? I’m not going to hold you responsible for anything.” Shirtless, shoeless, he hopped toward the door through which he’d entered.


“Would you like to wash your hands before you go?” she offered.


He looked down at the bloodstains and shook his head. “They’ve been dirtier.”


Lara felt derelict in her duties as a physician treating him this way. But he was an adult, accountable for his own actions. She’d done as much as he had permitted.


“Don’t forget to take your antibiotics,” she cautioned as she slipped under his right arm and fit her left shoulder into his armpit. She placed her left arm around him for additional support as he hopped through the door, his right arm across her shoulders. A pickup truck was parked a few yards from the back steps. Its front tires had narrowly missed her bed of struggling petunias.


“Do you have some crutches?”


“I’ll find some if I need them.”


“You’ll need them. Don’t put any weight on your ankle for several days. When you get home, put an ice pack on it and keep it elevated whenever possible. And remember to come in at—”


“Four-thirty tomorrow. I wouldn’t miss it.”


She looked up at him. He tilted his head down to look at her. Their gazes came together and held. Lara felt the heat emanating from his body. He was muscular and fit, and she was certain that his vital body would heal quickly. He was a physical specimen, which she had tried, not entirely successfully, to regard through purely professional eyes.


His eyes scanned her, looking intently at her face, her hair, her mouth. In a low, rough voice he said, “You sure as hell don’t look like any doctor I’ve ever seen.” His hand slid from her shoulder to her hip. “You don’t feel like one either.”


“What is a doctor supposed to feel like?”


“Not like this,” he rasped, gently squeezing her.


He kissed her then. Abruptly and impertinently, he stamped her lips with his.


Gasping in surprise, Lara disengaged herself. Her heart was knocking and she felt hot all over. A thousand options on how to react flashed through her mind, but she considered that the best one was to pretend the kiss hadn’t happened. Taking issue with it would only give it importance. She would be forced to acknowledge it, discuss it with him, and that, she hastily reasoned, should be avoided.


So she assumed a cool, haughty tone as she asked, “Would you like me to drive you somewhere?”


He was grinning from ear to ear, as though he saw straight through her attempt to conceal her discomposure. “No, thanks,” he replied cockily. “This truck’s got automatic transmission. I’ll manage with my left foot.”


She nodded brusquely. “If I hear of any crimes that occurred tonight, I’ll have to report this incident to Sheriff Baxter.”


Laughing even as he grimaced in pain, he climbed into the cab of the pickup. “Don’t worry. You’re not obstructing justice.” He drew an imaginary X over his left breast. “Cross my heart and hope to die, stick a cross-tie in my eye.” The engine sputtered to life. He dropped the gear shift into reverse. “Bye-bye, Doc.”


“Be careful, Mr.—”


“Tackett,” he told her through the open window. “But call me Key.”


Everything inside Lara went very still. It seemed her heart, which had been racing only moments earlier, ceased to beat at all. Blood drained from her head, making her dizzy. She must have gone drastically pale, but it was too dark for him to notice as he backed the pickup to the end of the driveway. He tapped his horn twice and saluted her with the tips of his fingers as the truck rumbled away into the darkness.


Lara plopped down onto the cool concrete steps, which were speckled with drying drops of blood. She covered her face with damp, trembling hands. The night was seasonably warm and balmy, but she shivered inside her loose white shirt. Goose bumps broke out along her legs. Her mouth had gone dry.


Key Tackett. Clark’s younger brother. He’d finally come home. This was the day she’d been anticipating. He was essential to the daring plan she’d spent the past year developing and cultivating. Now, he was here. Somehow, some way, she must enlist his help. But how?


Dr. Lara Mallory was the last person Key Tackett wanted to know.




Chapter Two


As she did every morning of her life, Janellen Tackett left her solitary bed the instant the alarm went off. The bathtub faucets squeaked, and the hot-water pipes knocked loudly within the walls of the house, but these sounds were so commonplace she didn’t even notice them.


Janellen had spent all of her thirty-three years in this house and couldn’t imagine living anyplace else, or even wanting to. Her daddy had built it for his bride over forty years ago, and although it had been redecorated and modernized with the passing decades, the indelible marks Janellen and her brothers had left on its walls and the scarred hardwood floors remained. These flaws added to its character, like laugh lines in a woman’s face.


Clark and Key had regarded the house as merely a dwelling. But Janellen considered it an integral member of the family, as essential to her heritage as were her parents. With a lover’s attention to detail, she had explored it so many times she intimately knew it from attic to cellar. It was as familiar to her as her own body. Maybe even more so. She never focused her thoughts on her body, never contemplated her own being, never stopped to consider her life and wonder whether she was happy. She simply accepted things as they were.


Following her shower, she dressed for work in a khaki skirt and a simple cotton blouse. Her hosiery had no tint; her brown leather shoes had been designed for comfort, not fashion. She pulled her dark hair into a practical ponytail. Her only article of jewelry was a plain wristwatch. She applied very little makeup. One quick whisk of powder blusher across her cheeks, a little mascara on the tips of her eyelashes, a dab of pink lip gloss, and she was ready to greet the day.


The sun was rising as she made her way down the dim staircase, through the first-story hallway, and into the kitchen, where she switched on the overhead light fixtures, filling every nook and cranny with the blue-white light of an operating room. Janellen despised the invasive cold glare because it kept the otherwise traditional kitchen from being cozy.


But Jody liked it that way.


Mechanically, she started the coffee. She had religiously kept to this morning routine since the last live-in housekeeper had been dismissed. When Janellen was fifteen, she had declared that she no longer needed a baby-sitter, that she was capable of getting herself off to school and of cooking her mother’s breakfast in the process.


Maydale, their current housekeeper, worked only five hours a day. She did the heavy cleaning and the laundry and got dinner started. But for all practical purposes, along with her responsibilities at Tackett Oil and Gas Company, Janellen managed the household.


She checked the refrigerator to make sure there was a pitcher of orange juice ready and poured half-and-half into the cream pitcher. Jody wasn’t supposed to be drinking half-and-half in her coffee because of the fat content, but she insisted on it anyway. Jody always got her way.


While the coffeemaker gurgled and hissed, Janellen filled a watering can with distilled water and went out onto the screened back porch to sprinkle her ferns and begonias.


That’s when she saw the pickup truck. She didn’t recognize it, but it was parked as though it belonged in that particular spot near the back door. It was parked right where Key had always—


She did an about-face, almost spilling the contents of the watering can before returning it to the counter. She raced from the kitchen and down the hallway, grabbed the newel post and executed a childlike spiral around it, then charged up the stairs. Reaching the second floor, she dashed to the last bedroom on the right and, without pausing to knock, barged in.


“Key!”


“What?”


Running his fingers through his dark, tousled hair, he lifted his head off the pillow. He blinked her into focus. Then he moaned, clutched his side, and flopped back down. “Jesus! Don’t sneak up on me like that. Had a bedouin do that to me once, and I almost gutted him before realizing he was one of the few friendly to us.”


Heedless of his reprimand, Janellen quickly threw herself across her brother’s chest. “Key! You’re home. When did you get here? Why’d you sneak in without waking us? Oh, you’re home. Thank you, thank you, thank you for coming.” She hugged his neck hard and pecked several kisses on his forehead and cheeks.


“Okay, okay, I get it. You’re glad to see me.” He grumbled and staved off her kisses, but as he struggled to a sitting position, he was smiling. “Hiya, sis.” Through bloodshot eyes, he looked her over. “Let’s see. No gray hairs. You’ve still got most of your teeth. Haven’t put on more’n five or six pounds. Overall, I’d say you look no worse for wear.”


“I haven’t put on a single ounce, I’ll have you know. And I look just like I always have. Unfortunately.” Without coyness, she added, “You and Clark were the pretty ones of the family, remember? I’m the plain Jane. Or in this case, Janellen.”


“Now why would you want to piss me off first thing?” he asked. “Why go and say something like that?”


“Because it’s true.” She gave a slight shrug as though it was of little or no consequence. “Let’s don’t waste breath talking about me. I want to know about you. Where’d you come from and when did you get in?”


“Your message was channeled to me through that London phone number I gave you,” he told her around a huge yawn. “It caught up with me in Saudi. Been traveling for three, maybe four days. Hard to keep track when you’re crossing that many time zones. Came through Houston yesterday and dropped off the company plane. Got into Eden Pass last night sometime.”


“Why didn’t you wake us up? Who’s truck is that? How long can you stay?”


He raked back his hair and winced as though each follicle were bruised. “One question at a time, please. I didn’t wake you up because it was late and there was no point. I borrowed the truck from a buddy in Houston who has to deliver a plane to Longview in a couple of days. He’ll pick it up then and drive it back. And… what was the last one?”


“How long can you stay?” She folded her hands beneath her chin, looking like a little girl about to say her bedtime prayers. “Don’t say ‘just a few days.’ Don’t say ‘a week.’ Say you’re staying for a long time.”


He reached for her folded hands and clasped them. “The contract I had with that oil outfit in Saudi was almost up anyway. Right now I haven’t got anything cooking. I’ll leave my departure date open. We’ll wait and see how it goes, okay?”


“Okay. Thank you, Key.” Tears glistened in her fine blue eyes. When it came to that family trait, she hadn’t been passed over. “I hated to bother you with the situation here, but—”


“It was no bother.”


“Well it felt like a bother. I wouldn’t have contacted you if I didn’t think that having you here might somehow make things… better.”


“What’s going on, Janellen?”


“It’s Mama. She’s sick, Key.”


“Is her blood pressure kicking up again?”


“It’s worse than that.” Janellen twisted her hands. “She’s started having memory blackouts. They don’t last long. At first I didn’t even notice them. Then Maydale mentioned several instances when Mama lost things and accused her of moving them. She introduces topics into conversations that we’ve already talked about.”


“She’s getting up there in years, Janellen. These are probably nothing more than early signs of senility.”


“Maybe, but I don’t believe so. I’m afraid it’s more serious than just aging because there are days when I can tell she doesn’t feel well, much as she tries to cover up.”


“What does the doctor say?”


“She won’t see one,” she exclaimed with frustration. “Dr. Patton prescribed medication to control her blood pressure, but that was over a year ago. She browbeats the pharmacist into refilling the prescription and says that’s sufficient. She won’t listen when I urge her to see another doctor for a checkup.”


He smiled wryly. “That sounds like Jody all right. Knows better than anybody about everything.”


“Please, Key, don’t be critical of her. Help her. Help me.”


He cuffed her chin gently and said, “You’ve carried the responsibility alone for too long. It’s time I gave you some relief.” His lips narrowed. “If I can.”


“You can. This time it’ll be different between you and Mama.”


Grunting with skepticism, he threw off the sheet and swung his feet to the floor. “Hand me my jeans, please.”


Janellen was about to turn and reach for the jeans bunched up on the seat of the easy chair when she noticed the bandage around his middle. “What happened to you?” she exclaimed. “And look at your ankle!”


He nonchalantly examined his swollen ankle. “It was kind of a rowdy homecoming.”


“How’d you get hurt? Is it serious?”


“No. The jeans, please.”


Still sitting on the edge of the bed, he extended his hand. Janellen recognized the stubborn set of her brother’s scruffy jaw and handed him his pants, then knelt to help guide his bare feet through the legs.


“Your ankle’s swollen twice its size,” she muttered with concern. “Can you stand on it?”


“My doctor advised me not to,” he answered dryly. “Give me a hand.”


She helped support him as he put all his weight on his left foot and eased the jeans up his legs and over his hips. As he buttoned his fly, he gave her the naughty smile that had wreaked havoc on a legion of virtuous reputations.


Janellen couldn’t began to guess how many women her brothers had worked their magic on, especially Key. She’d always entertained a fantasy of spoiling a mixed blend of nieces and nephews, but it remained an unfulfilled dream. Key liked women, a wide assortment of them. She saw no indication that he’d soon settle down into marriage.


“You’re pretty good at helping a man into his pants,” he remarked teasingly. “Been helping one out of his lately? I hope,” he added.


“Hush!”


“Well?”


“No!” She could feel herself blushing. Key had always been able to make her blush.


“Why not?”


“I’m not interested, that’s why,” she replied loftily. “Besides, no one’s been swept off his feet by my dazzling face and form.”


“There’s nothing wrong with either,” he said staunchly.


“But they’re hardly dazzling.”


“No, because you’ve got it into your stubborn head that you’re plain Jane, so you dress the part. You’re so…” disdainfully, he gestured at her prim blouse, “buttoned up.”


“Buttoned up?”


“Yeah. What you need to do is unbutton. Unhook. Unstrap. Get loose, sis.”


She pretended to be aghast. “As an old maid, I take exception to such trashy talk.”


“Old maid! Who the hell…? You listen to me, Janellen.” He pointed his index finger at the tip of her nose. “You’re not old.”


“I’m not exactly an ingenue either.”


“You’re two years younger than me. That makes you thirty-four.”


“Not quite.”


“Okay, thirty-three. Far from over the hill. Hell, broads these days wait until they’re forty to start having kids.”


“Those who do wouldn’t appreciate your referring to them as ‘broads.’ ”


“You get my drift,” he insisted. “You haven’t even reached your sexual peak yet.”


“Key, please.”


“And the only reason you’re still a ‘maid,’ if you are—”


“I am.”


“More’s the pity… is because you clam up and shy away from any guy who even thinks about getting into your pants.”


Janellen, stricken by his crudeness, stared at him speechlessly. She worked around men eight hours a day, five days a week, and occasionally on weekends. As a rule, their language was colorful and to the point, but they monitored it when Miss Janellen was within hearing. When her employees addressed her, they cleaned up their act.


Of course Jody would shoot on sight any man using vulgarities in either her or her daughter’s presence. Paradoxically, Jody herself had an extensive vocabulary of obscenities and blasphemies, an irony that seemed to escape her.


The fact that Janellen emanated an invisible repellent against casual and unguarded behavior didn’t please her. In fact, she considered this characteristic a liability. It set her apart and proved that she didn’t attract men in any way, on any level including friendship. She couldn’t even be one of the boys, although she’d grown up having to contend with two older brothers.


She wasn’t so much affronted by Key’s salty language as she was stunned. In a way she took it as a compliment. Key, however, couldn’t guess that.


“Oh, hell,” he muttered remorsefully and stroked her cheek. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that. It’s just that you’re too hard on yourself. Lighten up, for chrissake. Have some fun. Take off a year and go to Europe. Raise hell. Create a ruckus. Scare up a scandal. Broaden your scope. Life’s too short to be taken so seriously. It’s passing you by.”


She smiled, clasped his hand, and kissed the back of it. “Apology accepted. I know you didn’t mean to hurt my feelings or insult me. But you’re wrong, Key. Life isn’t passing me by. My life is here, and I’m content with it. I’m so busy, I don’t know how I’d fit in another interest, romantic or otherwise.


“Granted, my life isn’t as exciting as yours, but I don’t want it to be. You’re the globe-trotter. I’m a homebody, not at all suited to hell-raising and ruckuses and scandals.”


She laid her hand on his forearm. “I don’t want to argue with you on your first day home since Clark’s…” She couldn’t bring herself to complete the sentence. She dropped her hand from his arm. “Let’s go downstairs. The coffee should be ready by now.”


“Good. I could use a cup or two before facing the old lady. What time does she usually get up?”


“The old lady is up.”


In the doorway stood their mother, Jody Tackett.




Bowie Cato came awake when he was nudged hard in the ribs with the toe of a boot. “Hey, you, get up.”


Bowie opened his eyes and rolled onto his back. It took him several seconds to remember he was sleeping in the storeroom of The Palm, the loudest, raunchiest, and seediest tavern in a row of loud, raunchy, and seedy taverns lining both sides of the two-lane highway on the outskirts of Eden Pass.


As the recently hired janitor, Bowie did most of his work after 2:00 A.M., when the tavern closed, and that was on a slow night. In addition to the piddling salary he earned, the owner had granted him permission to sleep on the storeroom floor in a sleeping bag.


“What’s goin’ on?” he asked groggily. It seemed he hadn’t slept for more than a few hours.


“Get up.” He got the boot in the ribs again, more like a bona fide kick this time. His first impulse was to grab the offending foot and sling it aside, throwing its owner off balance and landing him flat on his ass.


But Bowie had spent the last three years in the state pen for giving vent to a violent impulse and he wasn’t keen on the idea of serving another three.


Without comment or argument, he sat up and shook his muzzy head. Squinting through the sunlight coming from the window, he saw the silhouettes of two men standing over him.


“I’m sorry, Bowie.” Speaking now was Hap Hollister, owner of The Palm. “I told Gus that you’d been here all night, didn’t leave the premises once since seven o’clock last evenin’, but he said he had to check you out anyway on account of you being an ex-con. He and the sheriff asked around last night and, best as they can tell, at the present, you’re the only suspicious character in town.”


“I seriously doubt that,” Bowie mumbled as he slowly came to his feet. “It’s all right, Hap.” He gave his new employer a grim smile, then faced a bald, bloated, burly sheriff’s deputy. “What’s up?”


“What’s up,” the deputy repeated nastily, “is that Ms. Darcy Winston nearly got herself raped and murdered in her own bed last night. That’s what’s up.” He gave them the details of the attempted break-in.


“I’m awful sorry to hear that.” Bowie divided his gaze between the uniformed deputy and Hap, but they continued to stare back at him wordlessly. He raised and lowered his shoulders in a quick, quizzical motion. “Who’s Ms. Darcy Winston?”


“Like you don’t know,” the deputy sneered.


“I don’t know.”


“You, uh, were talking to her last night, Bowie,” Hap said regretfully. “She was here while you were on duty. Redheaded, big tits, had on those purple, skinny-legged britches. Lots of jewelry.”


“Oh.” He didn’t recall the jewelry, but those tits were memorable all right, and he figured that Ms. Darcy Winston knew it better than anybody. She’d been guzzling margaritas like they were lime-flavored soda pop and giving encouragement to every man in the place, including him, the lowly sweep-up boy.


“I talked to her,” he told the deputy, “but we didn’t get around to swapping names.”


“She was talking to everybody, Gus,” Hap interjected.


“But only this ’un has a prison record. Only this ’un is out on parole.”


Bowie shifted his weight and ordered his tensing muscles to relax. Dammit, he knew instinctively that trouble was just around the corner, barreling full steam ahead, ready to knock him down. He hoped to hell he could get out of its path, but the odds didn’t look good.


This two-hundred-fifty pound sheriff’s deputy was a bully. Bowie had tangled with too many in his lifetime not to recognize one on sight. He’d seen them large and muscular; he’d seen them small and wiry. A man’s size and strength had nothing to do with it. The common denominator was a meanness-for-meanness’ sake that shone in their eyes.


Bowie had first encountered it in his stepfather soon after his desperate, widowed mother had married the drunken son of a bitch who got off by slapping him around. Later, he’d recognized it in the junior high school boys’ gym teacher who daily, deliberately, humiliated the kids who weren’t natural athletes.


Standing up to his abusive stepfather and defending those pitiful kids against the gym teacher had been the start of the troubles that had eventually landed Bowie in county jail as a juvenile offender. Slow to learn, years later he’d graduated to state prison.


But this wasn’t his fight. He didn’t know Darcy Winston and couldn’t care less about the attack on her. He told himself that if he just stayed cool it would be all right. “I was here at The Palm all night, just like Hap told you.”


The deputy surveyed him up one side and down the other. “Take off your clothes.”


“Excuse me?”


“What, are you deaf? Take off your clothes. Strip.”


“Gus,” Hap said apprehensively. “You sure that’s necessary? The boy here—”


“Back off, Hap,” the deputy snapped. “Let me do my job, will ya? Ms. Winston shot at the intruder. We know she hit him ’cause there was blood on her balcony railing and on the pool deck. He left a trail of it as he ran off through the bushes.” He hitched up his gun holster, which fit in the deep crevice beneath his overlapping beer belly. “Let’s see if you’ve got a bullet wound anywhere. Take off your clothes, jailbird.”


Bowie’s temper snapped. “Go fuck yourself.”


The deputy’s face turned as red as a billiard ball. His piggish eyes were almost buried in narrowing folds of florid fat.


Now there’d be hell to pay.


Making an animalistic grunt, the officer lunged for Bowie. Bowie dodged him. The deputy took a wild swing, which Bowie also deflected. Hap Hollister shouldered his way between them. “Hey, you two! I don’t want any trouble here. I’m sure y’all don’t either.”


“I’m gonna break every bone in that little cocksucker’s body.”


“No, you ain’t, Gus.” Gus struggled against Hollister’s restraining arms, but Hap had tussled with angry drunks many times and was no small man himself. He could handle the deputy. “Sheriff Baxter would have your ass if you harassed a suspect.”


“I’m not a suspect!” Bowie shouted.


Still restraining Gus, Hap glared at Bowie over the deputy’s meaty shoulder. “Don’t go shooting off your mouth like that, kid. It’s stupid. Now, apologize.”


“Like hell!”


“Apologize!” Hap roared. “Don’t make me sorry I stood up for you.”


While the deputy seethed, Hap and Bowie exchanged challenging stares. Bowie reconsidered. If he didn’t keep a job, his parole officer would be after him. It was a lousy, goin’-nowhere job, but it was gainful employment that demonstrated his desire to reintegrate into society.


He for sure as hell wouldn’t go back to Huntsville. Even if he had to kiss the ass of every thick-necked meathead with a badge pinned to his shirt, he wouldn’t go back to prison.


“I take it back.” For good measure, he unbuttoned his shirt and showed his chest and back to the deputy. “No bullet holes. I was here all night.”


“And there’s probably three dozen or so witnesses who can testify to that, Gus,” Hap said. “Somebody else tried to break into Ms. Darcy Winston’s bedroom last night. It wasn’t Bowie.”


Gus wasn’t ready to concede, although it was obvious that he had the wrong man. “Funny that as soon as this parolee hits town, we get the first report of a serious crime in as long as I can remember.”


“Coincidence,” Hap said.


“I reckon,” the deputy grumbled, although he continued to glare suspiciously at Bowie.


Hap diverted him with a piece of local gossip. “By the way, guess who else blew into town last night. Key Tackett.”


“No shit?”


Hap’s maneuver worked. The deputy relaxed his official stance and propped his elbow on a shelf, for the time being forgetting Bowie and the purpose of his visit to the honky-tonk. Bowie just wanted to return to the sleeping bag and get some rest. He yawned.


The deputy asked, “What’d old Key look like? Gone to fat yet?” Laughing, he slapped his belly affectionately.


“Hell, no. Hasn’t changed a smidgen since his senior year when he led the varsity team all the way to the state playoffs. Tall, dark, and handsome as the devil hisself. Those blue eyes of his still spear into everything they land on. Still the smartass he always was, too. First time he’s been back to town since they buried his brother.”


Bowie’s ears perked up. He remembered the man they were talking about. Tackett was the kind of man who made a distinct impression on folks—male and female alike. Men wanted to be like him. Women wanted to be with him. He’d no more than sat down on a barstool when Ms. What’s-her-name with the red hair and big tits had grafted herself to him. They’d been real friendly, too, for more than half an hour. Tackett had left within minutes of her slinking exit.


Interesting coincidence? Mentally Bowie scoffed. He didn’t believe in coincidence. But they could cut out his tongue and feed it to a coyote before he’d tell the deputy what he’d seen.


“Clark’s passing—that was a tough time for ol’ Jody,” Gus was saying.


“Yeah.”


“She ain’t been the same since that boy died.”


“And on top of that, that woman doctor moved into town and got the gossips all stirred up again.”


The deputy stared into near space for a moment, sorrowfully shaking his head. “What possessed her to come to Eden Pass after what happened between her and Clark Tackett? I tell you, Hap, folks nowadays ain’t worth shit. Don’t care nothin’ about nobody’s feelings but their own.”


“You’re right, Gus.” Hap sighed and slapped the deputy on the shoulder. “Say, when you get off duty, come have a beer on the house.” Bowie was impressed by Hap’s diplomacy as he steered the deputy out of the storeroom and through the empty bar, expounding as he went on the sad state of the world.


Bowie lay back down on the sleeping bag, stacked his hands behind his head, and stared up at the ceiling. Cobwebs formed an intricate canopy across the bare beams. As Bowie watched, an industrious spider added to it.


Momentarily Hap returned. Taking a seat on a case of Beefeater’s, he lit a cigarette, then offered one to Bowie, who accepted and tipped his head forward as Hap lit it for him. They smoked in companionable silence. Finally Hap said, “Might ought to think about looking for another job.”


Bowie propped himself up on one elbow. He wasn’t surprised, but he wasn’t going to take the news lying down—literally. “You firing me, Hap?”


“Not outright, no.”


“I had nothing to do with that bitch.”


“I know.”


“Then why am I catching the flap? Who is she anyway? You’d think by the way y’all talked about her that she’s the Queen of Sheba.”


Hap chuckled. “To her husband she is. Fergus Winston is superintendent of our school system. Owns a motel on the other end of town and does pretty good with it. He’s ’bout twenty years older than Darcy. Ugly as a mud fence and not too bright. Folks figure she married him for his money. Who knows?” He shrugged philosophically.


“All I know is, anytime Darcy can shake Fergus, she’s out here looking for action. Hot little piece,” he added without rancor. “Had her myself a time or two. Years back when we were just kids.” He pointed the lighted end of his cigarette toward Bowie. “If a thief did break into her bedroom last night, she might have shot him for not raping her.”


Bowie shared a laugh with him, but the humor was short-lived. “Why are you letting me go, Hap?”


“For your own good.”


“As long as I don’t personally serve liquor, my parole officer said—”


“It’s not that. You do the work I hired you for.” He regarded Bowie through world-weary eyes. “I run a fairly clean place, but lots of lowlifes come through the door every night. Anything can happen and sometimes does. Take my advice and find a place to work where you ain’t so likely to run into trouble. Understand?”


Bowie understood. It was the story of his life. He just seemed to attract trouble no matter what he did or didn’t do; and an honest, hardworking sort like Hap Hollister didn’t need a natural-born troublemaker working in his bar. Resignedly he said, “Employers ain’t exactly lining up to offer jobs to ex-cons. Can you give me a few days?”


Hap nodded. “Until you find something else you can bunk here. Use my pickup to get around if you need to.” Hap anchored his cigarette in the corner of his lips as he stood. “Well, I got a stack of bills to pay. Don’t be in a hurry to get up. You had a short night.”


Left alone, Bowie lay down again but knew he wouldn’t go back to sleep. From the start he’d known that there was little future in working at The Palm, but the job had also provided lodging. He had thought—hoped—that it would be a temporary respite, like a halfway house between prison and life on the outside. But no. Thanks to a broad he didn’t even know, and to some son of a bitch committing a B and E, he was back to square zero.


Where he’d been stuck all his life.




Chapter Three


Jody Tackett and her son gazed at each other across the distance that separated them. It was a gulf that hadn’t been spanned in thirty-six years, and Key doubted it ever would be.


He forced a smile. “Hi, Jody.” He’d stopped using any derivative of Mother years ago.


“Key.” She turned a baleful gaze on Janellen. “I guess this is your doing.”


Key placed his arm across his sister’s shoulders. “Don’t blame Janellen. Surprising y’all was my idea.”


Jody Tackett harrumphed, her way of letting Key know that she knew he was lying. “Did I hear you say the coffee was ready?”


“Yes, Mama,” Janellen replied eagerly. “I’ll cook you and Key a big breakfast to celebrate his homecoming.”


“I’m not so sure his homecoming is cause for celebration.” Having said that, Jody turned and walked away.


Key let out a deep sigh. He hadn’t expected a warm embrace, not even an obligatory hug. He and his mother had never shared that kind of affection. For as far back as he could remember, Jody had been unapproachable and inaccessible to him, and he’d taken his cues from her.


For years they had coexisted under an undeclared truce. When they were together, he was polite and expected the same courtesy to be extended to him. Sometimes it was, sometimes it wasn’t. This morning she had been flagrantly hostile, even though he was her only living son.


Maybe that was why.


“Be patient with her, Key,” Janellen pleaded. “She doesn’t feel well.”


“I see what you mean,” he remarked thoughtfully. “When did she start looking so old?”


“It’s been over a year, but she still hasn’t fully recovered from… you know.”


“Yeah.” He paused. “I’ll try not to upset her while I’m here.” He looked at his sister and smiled wryly. “Is there a pair of crutches in the house?”


“Right where you left them after your car wreck.” She went to the closet and retrieved a pair of aluminum crutches from the rear corner.


“While you’re at it, get me a shirt, too,” he told her. “Mine didn’t make it home last night.”


He ignored her inquisitive glance and pointed at the shirts hanging in the closet. She brought him a plain white cotton one that smelled faintly of mothballs. He put it on but left it unbuttoned. Securing the padded braces of the crutches in his armpits, he indicated the door with a motion of his head. “Let’s go.”


“You look pale. Are you feeling up to this?”


“No. But I sure as hell don’t want to hold up Jody’s breakfast.”


She was already seated at the kitchen table sipping coffee and smoking a cigarette when Key hobbled in. Janellen went unnoticed as she began preparing the meal. Key sat across from his mother and propped his crutches against the edge of the table. He was keenly aware of his bearded face and mussed hair.


As always, Jody was perfectly neat, although she wasn’t an attractive woman. The Texas sun had left her complexion spotted and lined. Having no tolerance for vanity, her only concession to softening her appearance was a light dusting of dime store face powder. For all her adult life she had kept a standing weekly appointment at the beauty parlor to have her hair washed and set, but only because she couldn’t be bothered to do it herself. It took twenty minutes for her short, gray hair to dry under the hood dryer. During that twenty minutes a manicurist clipped and buffed her short, square nails. She never had them polished.


She wore dresses only for church on Sundays and when a social occasion absolutely demanded it. This morning she was wearing a plaid cotton shirt and a pair of slacks, both crisply starched and ironed.


As she ground out her cigarette, she addressed Key in a tone as intimidating as her stare. “What’d you do this time?”


Her words were accusatory, clearly implying that Key was responsible for his misfortune. He was, but it wouldn’t have mattered if he had been a victim of whimsical fate. Accidents had always been his fault.


When he’d fallen from the branches of the pecan tree that he and Clark had been climbing together, Jody had said that a broken collarbone was no better than he deserved for doing such a damn fool thing. When a Little League batter hit him in the temple with a bat, giving him a concussion, he’d been lectured for not keeping his mind on the game. When a gelding stepped on his foot, Jody had accused him of spooking the horse. When a firecracker exploded in his hand and busted open his thumb on the Fourth of July, he’d been punished. Clark had gotten off scot-free, although he’d been shooting off firecrackers alongside his brother.


But there was one time when Jody’s wrath had been justified. If Key hadn’t been so drunk, if he hadn’t been driving ninety-five on that dark country road, he might have made that curve, missed that tree, and gone on to fulfill his mother’s ambitions for him to be the starting quarterback on an NFL team. She would never forgive him for messing up her plans for his life.


Based on past experience, Key knew better than to expect maternal sympathy. But her judgmental tone of voice set his teeth on edge.


His reply was succinct. “I twisted my ankle.”


“What about that?” she asked, raising her coffee cup toward the wide Ace bandage swathing his middle.


“Shark bite.” He threw his sister a wink and a grin.


“Don’t smart-mouth me!” Jody’s voice cracked like a whip.


Here we go, Key thought dismally. Hell, he didn’t want this. “It’s nothing, Jody. Nothing.” Janellen sat a cup of steaming coffee in front of him. “Thanks, sis. This is all for me.”


“Don’t you want anything to eat?”


“No, thanks. I’m not hungry.”


She masked her disappointment behind a tentative smile that wrenched his heart. Poor Janellen. She had to put up with the old lady’s crap every day. Jody had an uncanny talent for making every inquiry an inquisition, every observation a criticism, every glance a condemnation. How did Janellen endure her intolerance day in, day out? Why did she? Why didn’t she find herself a respectable fellow and get married? So what if she wasn’t madly in love with him? Nobody could be as difficult to live with as Jody.


Then again, Jody wasn’t as critical of Janellen as she was of him. She hadn’t been that way with Clark either. He seemed to be cursed with a talent for inciting his mother’s anger. He figured it was because he was the spitting image of his father, and God knows Clark Junior had provoked Jody till the day he died. She hadn’t shed a single tear at his funeral.


Key had. He had never cried before, or since, but he’d bawled like a baby at Clark Junior’s grave, and not because his daddy had always been an attentive parent. Most of Key’s recollections of him centered around farewells that had always left him feeling bereft. But whatever rare, happy memories of childhood Key had revolved around his daddy, who was boisterous and fun, who laughed and told jokes, who always drew a crowd of admirers with his glib charm.


Key was only nine years old when his father was killed, but with the inexplicable wisdom of a child, he’d realized that his best chance to be loved was being buried in that grave.


As though reading his mind, Jody suddenly asked, “Did you come home to watch me die?” Key looked at her sharply. “Because if you did,” she added, “you’re in for a big disappointment. I’m not going to die anytime soon.”


Her expression was combative, but Key chose to treat the riling question as a joke. “Glad to hear that, Jody, ’cause my dark suit is at the cleaners. Actually, I came home to see how y’all are getting along.”


“You’ve never given a damn how we were getting along before. Why now?”


The last thing Key felt like doing was tangling with his mother. He wasn’t exactly in top physical form this morning, and Jody always disturbed his mental state. She was lethal to a sense of humor and an optimistic outlook. He’d wanted to make this reunion easy, if for no other reason than to please his long-suffering sister. Jody, however, seemed determined to make it difficult.


“I was born here,” Key said evenly. “This is my home. Or it used to be. Aren’t I welcome here anymore?”


“Of course you’re welcome, Key,” Janellen said urgently. “Mama, do you want bacon or sausage?”


“Whatever.” Jody gestured irritably, as though brushing off a housefly. As she lit another cigarette, she asked Key, “Where’ve you been all this time?”


“Most recently Saudi Arabia.” He sipped his coffee, recounting for Jody what he’d told Janellen earlier, omitting that it had been Janellen’s request that had brought him home.


“I was flying wild well-control crews to and from a burning well. Hauled supplies every now and then, had a few medical emergencies. But they were finishing up there, and I didn’t have another contract pending, so I thought I’d hang around here for a spell. You might find this hard to believe, but I started missing Eden Pass. I haven’t been home in more than a year, not since Clark’s funeral.”


He sipped his coffee again. Several seconds passed before he realized that Janellen was staring at him like a nocturnal animal caught in a pair of headlights and that Jody was scowling.


Slowly he returned his coffee cup to the saucer. “What’s the matter?”


“Nothing,” Janellen said hastily. “Do you need a refill on coffee?”


“Yeah, but I’ll get it. I think the bacon’s burning.” Smoke was rising from the frying pan.


Key hopped to the counter and poured himself a coffee refill. He needed another pain pill, but he’d left them upstairs in his bathroom. In spite of the doctor’s orders, he’d washed down two of the tablets with a tumbler of whiskey before going to bed. That had gotten him through the night.


Now, the pain was back. He wished he had the gumption to take the bottle of brandy that Janellen used for baking from the pantry and lace his coffee with it. But that would only give Jody another reason to harp on him. For the time being, he’d have to live with the throbbing pain in his side and the heavy discomfort in his right ankle.


As cavalier as he’d been about his injuries, he winced involuntarily as he hopped back to his seat. “Are you going to tell us how you got so banged up?” Jody asked.


“No.”


“I don’t like being kept in the dark.”


“Believe me, you don’t want to know.”


“I have little doubt of that,” she remarked sourly. “It’s just that I don’t want to hear the sordid facts from somebody else.”


“Don’t worry about it. It’s not your concern.”


“It’ll be my concern once it gets around town that on your first night home you wound up in the hospital.”


“I didn’t go to the hospital. I went to Doc Patton’s place and found a lady doctor there who’s pretty as a picture,” he said with a wide grin. “She treated me.”


Janellen dropped a metal spatula, which clattered onto the top of the cooking range. At first Key thought that hot bacon grease had popped out of the skillet and burned her hand. Then he noticed the hard, implacable expression on Jody’s face and recognized it as fury. He’d seen it often enough to know it well.


“What’s going on? How come y’all are looking at me like I just pissed on a grave?”


“You have.” There was a low, wrathful hum behind Jody’s words. “You’ve just pissed on your brother’s grave.”


“What the hell are you talking about?”


“Key—”


“The doctor,” Jody said, angrily interrupting Janellen and banging her fist on the table. “Didn’t you notice her name?”


Key thought back. He hadn’t been so badly hurt that certain attributes had gone unnoticed—things like her expressive hazel eyes, her attractively disheveled hair, and her long, shapely legs. He’d even made a mental note of the color of her toenail polish and the fragrance she wore. He recalled these intimate details, but he didn’t know her name. What could it matter to Jody and Janellen? Unless they were prejudiced against all women in the medical profession because of one.


As he considered that thought, he began to experience a sick gnawing in his gut. Jesus, it couldn’t be. “What’s her name?”


Jody only glared at him. He looked to Janellen for an answer. She was nervously wringing out a dry dish towel, misery etched on each feature of her face. “Lara Mallory is the name she goes by professionally,” she whispered. “Her married name is—”


“Lara Porter,” Key finished in a low, lifeless voice. Janellen nodded.


“Christ.” He raised his fists to his eyes and mentally pictured the woman he’d met the night before. She didn’t match the bimbo featured in all the tabloid photographs. None of her deft mannerisms or candid expressions corresponded with the mental images he’d painted of Lara Porter, the woman who’d been his brother’s downfall, the woman who some political analysts hypothesized had changed the course of American history.


Finally Key lowered his hands and gave a helpless, apologetic shrug. “I had no way of knowing. She never gave me her name, and I didn’t ask. I didn’t recognize her from the pictures I’d seen. That all happened… what?—five, six years ago?”


He hated himself for babbling excuses, knowing full well that the damage had been done and that Jody wasn’t going to forgive him no matter what he said now. So he took another tack and asked, “What the hell is Lara Porter doing in Eden Pass?”


“Does it matter?” Jody asked brusquely. “She’s here. And you’re to have nothing to do with her, understand? By the time I get finished with her, she’ll tuck tail and slink out of town the same way she slunk in.


“Until that time, the Tacketts and anybody who wants to stay on speaking terms with us are to treat her with nothing except the contempt she deserves. That includes you. That especially includes you.”


She jabbed her cigarette toward him to make her point. “Have all the sluts you want, Key, as I’m sure you will. But stay away from her.”


Key immediately went on the defensive and raised his voice to match his mother’s. “What are you yelling at me for? I wasn’t caught humping her, Clark was.”


Jody rose slowly to her feet and leaned on the table, bearing down on her younger son over bottles of catsup and Tabasco sauce. “How dare you speak that way about him. Don’t you have an ounce of decency, a smidgen of respect for your brother?”


“Clark,” Key shouted, rising and squaring off against Jody across the table. “His name was Clark, and what kind of respect do you pay him by not even speaking his name out loud?”


“It hurts to talk about him, Key.”


“Why?” He rounded on Janellen, who’d timidly made the comment.


“Well, because… because his death was so untimely. So tragic.”


“Yes, it was. But it shouldn’t cancel out his life.” He turned back to Jody. “Before he died, Daddy saw to it that Clark and I shared some good times. He wanted us to be close in spite of you, and we were. God knows Clark and I were poles apart in everything, but he was my brother. I loved him. I mourned him when he died. But I refuse to pretend that he didn’t exist just to spare your feelings.”


“You aren’t fit to speak your brother’s name.”


It hurt. Even now it cut him to the quick when she said things like that. She left him no recourse except to lash back. “If he was so bloody perfect, we wouldn’t be having this conversation, Jody. There would never have been a Lara Porter in our lives. No bad press. No scandal. No shame. Clark would have remained the Golden Boy of Capitol Hill.”


“Shut up!”


“Gladly.” He shoved the crutches under his arms and headed for the back door.


“Key, where are you going?” Janellen asked in a panicked voice.


“I’ve got a doctor’s appointment.”


Defiantly he glared at Jody, then let the door slam behind him.




Lara had spent a restless night. Even under the best of circumstances she wasn’t a sound sleeper. Frequently her sleep was interrupted by bad dreams and long intervals of wakefulness. She listened for cries that she would never hear again. Sorrow was the basis of her habitual insomnia.


Last night, meeting Key Tackett had made sleep particularly elusive. She had awakened with a dull headache. Encircling her eyes were dark rings, which cosmetics had helped to camouflage but hadn’t eliminated. Two cups of strong black coffee had relieved the headache, but she couldn’t cast off the disturbing thoughts about her late-night caller.


She hadn’t believed it was possible for any other man to be as attractive as Clark Tackett, but Key was. The brothers were different types, certainly. Clark had had the spit-and-polish veneer of a Marine recruit. There was never a strand of his blond hair out of place. His impeccably tailored clothes were always well pressed; his shoes shone like mirrors. He had epitomized the clean-cut guy next door, the all-American boy whom any mother would love her daughter to bring home.


Key was the type from whom mothers hid their daughters. Although just as handsome as Clark, he was as dissimilar to his brother as a street thug to an Eagle Scout.


Key was a professional pilot. According to Clark, he flew a plane by instinct and put more faith in his own judgment and motor skills than he did in aeronautical instruments. He relied on technology only when given no other choice. Clark had boasted that there wasn’t an aircraft made that his brother couldn’t fly, but Key had opted to freelance rather than work for a commercial airline.


“Too many rules and regulations for him,” Clark had said, smiling with indulgent affection for his younger brother. “Key likes answering to no one but himself.”


Having met him and experienced firsthand the compelling allure of his mischievous smile, Lara couldn’t imagine Key Tackett dressed in a spiffy captain’s uniform, speaking to his passengers in a melodious voice about the weather conditions in their destination city.


Sitting in cockpits a great deal of the time had left him with attractive squint lines radiating from his eyes—eyes as blue as Clark’s. But Clark had been blond and fair. Key’s eyes were surrounded with thick, blunt, black eyelashes. He was definitely the black sheep of the family, even in physical terms. His hair was thick and dark and as undisciplined as he. Clark had never sported a five o’clock shadow. Key hadn’t shaved for days. Oddly, the stubble had contributed to, not detracted from, his appeal.


The brothers were fine specimens of the human animal. Clark had been a domesticated pet. Key was still untamed. When angered—or aroused—Lara imagined he would growl.


“Good morning.”


She jumped as though she’d been caught doing something she should feel guilty for. “Oh, good morning, Nancy. I didn’t hear you come in.”


“I’ll say. You were a million miles away.” The nurse/receptionist placed her handbag in the file case and put on a pastel lab coat. “What happened to the telephone in the examination room?” She had come in through the back door before joining Lara in a small alcove where they kept supplies, beverages, and snacks. The kitchen of the attached house remained for Lara’s personal use.


“It was flimsy, so I decided to replace it.”


Because she hadn’t yet sorted out her feelings about Key Tackett’s visit to the clinic, she wasn’t ready to discuss it with Nancy. “Coffee?” She held up the carafe.


“Absolutely.” The nurse added two teaspoons of sugar to the steaming mug Lara handed her. “Are there any doughnuts left?”


“In the cabinet. I thought you were dieting.”


Nancy Baker found the doughnuts and demolished half of one with a single bite, then licked the sugar glaze off her fingers. “I gave up dieting,” she said unapologetically. “I’m too busy to count calories. And if I dieted from now till doomsday, I’d never be a centerfold. Besides, Clem likes me this way. Says there’s more to love.”


Smiling, Lara asked, “How was your day off?”


“Well,” Nancy replied, smacking her lips, “all things considered, it was okay. The dog’s in heat, and Little Clem found a pair of his sister’s tap shoes, put them on, and wore them all day long on the wrong feet. When we tried to take them off, he screamed bloody murder, so it was easier just to let him wear them and look goofy. Tapping feet I can live with, screaming I can’t.”


Nancy’s stories about her chaotic household never failed to be entertaining. She complained good-naturedly about her hectic routine, which revolved around three active children, all of whom were going through a “stage,” but Lara knew her nurse loved her husband and her children and wouldn’t have traded places with anyone.


Nancy had responded to an ad Lara had placed in the local newspaper, and Lara had hired her after their first interview, partially because Nancy was her sole applicant. Nancy was well qualified, although she’d taken time off from nursing to have Little Clem two years ago.


“Now that it’s time to potty train him,” she’d told Lara, “I’d rather go back to work and let Granny Baker do the honors.”


Lara had liked her instantly and was even a little jealous of her. She’d had chaos in her life, too, but it hadn’t been the crazy, happy kind that Nancy experienced daily. It had been the life-altering kind, the kind that wounded and left deep scars. Her calamities had been irrevocable.


“If it weren’t for Clem,” Nancy was saying as she finished her second doughnut, “I’d have killed the dog, possibly the kids, too, and then pulled my hair out. But when he came home from work, he insisted we drop the kids at his mother’s house and go to dinner by ourselves. We pigged out on Beltbusters and onion rings at the Dairy Queen. It was great.


“After Little Clem went to sleep, I hid the tap shoes in the top of the closet so he wouldn’t be reminded of them today. This morning Big Clem dropped the dog off at the vet, where she’ll either get laid or spayed. By the way, if they’ve got a willing sire available, do you want dibs on a puppy?”


“No, thanks,” Lara said, laughing.


“Don’t blame you. I’ll probably be stuck with the whole damn litter.” She washed her hands in the sink. “I’d better go check the appointment book to see who’s coming in today.”


Both knew that the appointment book wasn’t filled. There were far more empty time slots than confirmed appointments. She had been in Eden Pass for six months but was still struggling to increase her practice. If she hadn’t had a savings account to fall back on, she would have had to close the clinic long before now.


Greater than the financial considerations were the professional ones. She was a good doctor. She wanted to practice medicine… although she wouldn’t necessarily have chosen to do so in Eden Pass.


Eden Pass had been chosen for her.


This practice had been a gift handed to her when she least expected it, though it facilitated a plan she’d been formulating for some time. She had needed a viable excuse to approach Key Tackett. When the opportunity to place herself in his path had presented itself, she had seized it. But not without acknowledging that being the only GP in a small town would be a difficult transition for her.


She had also known it would be an even greater adjustment for the townsfolk who were accustomed to Doc Patton and his small cluttered office in the clinic. She had earned the diplomas now adorning the walls. The medical books on the shelves belonged to her. But the office still bore the former occupant’s masculine imprint. As soon as it was economically feasible, she intended to paint the dark paneling and replace the leather maroon furniture with something brighter and more contemporary.


These planned changes would be only cosmetic. Changing the minds of people would take much more time and effort. Before his retirement, Dr. Stewart Patton had been a general practitioner in Eden Pass for more than forty years and in that time he had never made a single enemy. Since taking over his practice, Lara was frequently asked, “Where’s Doc?” with the same suspicious inflection as Key Tackett had used when he posed the question to her last night, as though she had displaced the elderly doctor for self-gain.


Dr. Lara Mallory had a long way to go before earning the same level of confidence as Doc Patton had held with the people of Eden Pass. She knew she could never cultivate the affection of her patients that Doc Patton had enjoyed, because she was, after all, the scarlet woman who’d been involved with Clark Tackett. Everyone in his hometown knew her as such. That’s why her arrival had taken them by surprise. Lara had wishfully reasoned that once they recovered from the initial shock and realized that she was a qualified physician, they would forget the scandal.


Unfortunately, she had underestimated Jody Tackett’s staggering influence over the community. Although they’d never met face to face, Clark’s mother was crippling her attempts to succeed.


One afternoon when she was feeling particularly despondent, she’d brought it up with Nancy. “I guess it’s no mystery why people in Eden Pass are willing to drive twenty miles to the next town to see a doctor.”


“Course not,” Nancy said. “Jody Tackett has put out the word that anybody who comes near this office, no matter how sick, will be on her shit list.”


“Because of Clark?”


“Hmm. Everyone in town knows the scintillating details of y’all’s affair. It had almost been laid to rest when Clark died. Then you showed up a few months afterward. Jody got pissed and set her mind to making you an outcast.”


“Then why are you willing to work for me?”


Nancy took a deep breath. “My daddy was a pumper for Tackett Oil and Gas for twenty-five years. This was years ago, when Clark Senior was still head honcho.” She paused. “You know that Clark—your Clark—was a third-generation Clark Tackett, don’t you? His granddaddy was Clark Senior and his daddy Clark Junior.”


“Yes. He told me.”


“Okay, so anyway,” Nancy resumed, “there was an accident at one of the wells and my daddy was killed.”


“Did the Tacketts admit culpability?”


“They did what they had to do to cover themselves legally. Mama got all the insurance money she was entitled to. But none of them came to the funeral. Nobody called. They had the flower shop deliver a big spray of chrysanthemums to the church, but none of them saw fit to visit my mama.


“I was just a kid at the time, but I thought then, and still think, that it was rotten of them to be so standoffish. True, Daddy’s death didn’t make a ripple in one barrel of their filthy oil, but he was a loyal, hardworking employee. Since then I’ve had a low opinion of all the Tacketts, but particularly of Jody.”


“Why particularly of Jody?”


“Because she only married Clark Junior to get her greedy hands on Tackett Oil.” Nancy inched forward in her chair. “See, Clark Senior was a wildcatter at the height of the boom. He struck oil the first time he drilled and made a shitload of money virtually overnight, then kept right on making it. Clark Junior came along. His main ambition in life was to have a good time and spend as much of his daddy’s money as he could, mostly on gambling, whiskey, and women.”


She sighed reminiscently. “He was the best-looking man I ever laid eyes on. Women from all over mourned his passing. But Jody sure as hell didn’t. When he died she got what she’d wanted all along.”


“Tackett Oil?”


“Total control. The old man was already dead. When Clark Junior slid off that icy mountain—in the Himalayas, I think it was—and broke his neck, Jody rolled up her shirtsleeves and went to work.”


Nancy needed no encouragement to talk.


“She’s tough as boot leather. Came from a poor farming family. Their house got blown down by a tornado. They all got killed except her. A widow lady took her in and finished raising her.


“Jody was as smart as they come and got a scholarship to Texas Tech. Straight out of college she went to work for Clark Senior. He was a land man and acquired some of his best leases even after everybody thought all the oil in East Texas was spoken for. The old man liked her. Jody was everything that Clark Junior wasn’t—responsible, ambitious, driven. I think Clark Senior was the one behind the marriage.”
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