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Chapter 1




Friday, October 30, 2015

Southwestern Kansas






Slow pop-rock music filled the gymnasium as Dana and Alan Richards entered. Muted lighting added to a romantic atmosphere without darkening the room too much. Tables lined the outside walls, leaving the center for dancing. Men and women, dressed in semi-formal attire, were scattered throughout. Couples, small groups, or larger clusters. A few danced while others stood around chatting, viewed posters on the walls, or sat and talked.

One song transitioned into another.

Dana stopped a few feet inside the doorway, drawing her husband to a halt by their linked hands. “Is that Bryan Adams?”

Alan frowned. “I don’t believe I know him.” He peered sideways at her. “Did you memorize my yearbooks?”

She chuckled. “I mean the music.”

“Oh.” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t know. I didn’t listen to much popular music in high school.”

She raised a brow. “You really deprived yourself, didn’t you?”

“Let’s not go into that again. You weren’t exactly a party girl yourself.” He sighed and pointed to a table. “Want to sit down?”

“Not right now. I’d like to dance.”

“Do we have to?” Alan grimaced.

“I didn’t attend school dances much, but I like this song.” The few functions she’d attended had been with friends, and almost exclusively for the socializing. Dana tightened her grip on his hand. “Come on. Dance with your wife.”

He groaned.

“As I recall, you told me right after we were married that you’d give me anything I wanted.”

“You’re bringing that up now?” He shook his head and started toward the dance floor. “Don’t complain if I step all over your toes.”

Dana laughed and smoothed a hand over the dress draping her bulging form. “You can’t get close enough.”

He glanced down and chuckled. “You’re probably right.” A frown erased amusement. “Are you sure this is a good idea? Maybe you should rest.”

“It’s a slow-dance, not the jig. Unless you intend to throw me over your shoulder, it’ll be fine.” She grinned, thinking about the one and only time he’d actually done it. The week they’d officially met after years spent watching each other across a courtroom. They’d been married soon after. Hard to believe three-and-a-half years have passed since our wedding.

Alan drew her into his arms, his posture stiff. He cupped one of her hands to his chest and rested his other at her waist.

Dana laid her free hand on his shoulder, finding it rigid. Though she knew the dance had little to do with it, she chose to act as though it was the culprit. “Relax. There’s no technique to a slow dance. Just shuffle your feet. It’s easy. No reason to stress. I won’t bite if you stumble or something.” She hiked a brow mischievously. “At least, not in front of so many witnesses.”

“Behave.” His posture remained erect, but some of the tension fled the muscles under her hand. “I still can’t believe I let you talk me into this.”

“It’s your twentieth high school reunion. How could you even think about not attending?” Dana shook her head.

“Um, the fact I haven’t missed a single one of these people would be a good place to start.” He scanned the room, his wary expression suggesting he expected to be jumped at any time. “Why did you want so badly for us to come?”

She moved as close as her belly allowed. “Because I want to show off what a handsome, incredible, talented man I married. They should see how you turned out.”

“Do you really think they care?”

“It doesn’t matter.” She cupped his nape. “That said, though, did you notice the look on the gal’s face when we checked in?”

“No. I was too busy trying to ignore her after I saw her nametag.” He scowled. “Kelly Grace was one of my worst tormentors.”

“She almost fell off her chair when you told her your name.” Dana grinned. “Too funny.” She could imagine the thoughts that must’ve gone through the woman’s mind. By his own admission, Alan had been just shy of six-feet tall and thin when he graduated high school. He’d told her he’d experienced a couple of growth spurts during college, having shot up almost six inches and adding muscle. As an avid swimmer, a hobby the two of them shared, he was in good physical condition. Not the boy Kelly would’ve remembered, if she’d thought of him at all.

Movement inside the double doors caught her eye. The woman in question stood there talking to two men. She scanned the room then motioned in Alan and Dana’s direction. Her gesture moved on to others, so she clearly hadn’t singled them out.

As one slow song drifted into another, Alan relaxed further. Finally, his gaze met hers, and his face softened into a warm smile.

Dana grinned. “See? Not so bad.”

“Tolerable.” He freed her hand to pull her fully into his arms, his hands locked behind her waist. “Good thing I have long arms.”

“Ha ha, very funny.” She slipped both hands behind his neck. “How have we managed not to dance together before?”

Alan shrugged. “No opportunity.”

“We should try it again when I’m not as big as a house.”

“I’m okay with that.”

“Which? Trying it again? Or me being as big as a house?”

“Both.” Chuckling, he bent and kissed her gently.

Music changed, speeding up.

Alan stilled and met Dana’s gaze. “Ready to find seats?”

She nodded.

“We can head back to the house anytime, you know.” He led her to a table along the wall. “Say the word. We can spend the evening visiting my parents instead of people who never liked me.”

Dana grinned. “You’re not getting out of it that easy.”

“JR will wonder where we are.” He peeked at his watch. “It’ll be his bedtime soon.”

“He’s perfectly fine.” Their two-and-a-half-year-old son had made the two-day drive with them from Arizona to Kansas. He adored Alan’s parents, Al and Edith Richards.

“You know how stubborn he can be about going to bed.” Alan arched a brow knowingly. “He’s like his mother that way.” He pulled out a chair for her.

She settled into the chair then cast him a mischievous smirk as he sat next to her. “When was the last time you had trouble getting me into bed?”

He laughed and covered his mouth with a hand. Shaking his head, he lowered his hand to grasp hers. “You’re killing me here.”

“Let’s hope not!” Dana widened her eyes in mock-terror. “I’m too young to be a widow.”

Uttering a sound that might’ve been a groan or a growl, she wasn’t sure which, he leaned close. “You’re married to a superior court judge. Shouldn’t you be more dignified, especially in public.”

“Hey, you knew what you were getting into when you married me.” She raised a brow in faux-disdain. “Dignified has never existed in this journalist’s vocabulary. Ask my boss.” Eric Matheson wasn’t only her boss. He was one of her best friends. “Besides, no one’s close enough to hear me.”

Alan straightened and cleared his throat, his attention beyond Dana.

“Alan Richards, is that really you?”

Dana glanced over her shoulder at the woman.

“It is.” He nodded, his expression guarded, bordering on the detached, cool facade he maintained in the courtroom.

“I doubt you’d remember me.” She stepped to the table and fingered her nametag. “I’m Angela Fairbanks. My maiden name was Nash.”

“Angela Nash.” His eyes narrowed in thought, then he nodded. “We had chemistry and US government together our senior year, right?”

Her smile widened. “That was me. I looked for you at our tenth reunion, but no one seemed to know where you were.”

“I don’t know if my parents provided my address or phone numbers to the planning committee. If anyone thought to contact them, that is.” Alan shrugged. “I wouldn’t be here this time, if not for my lovely wife. Angela, this is Dana.”

Smooth. He hadn’t let on that he’d actively avoided the tenth or would’ve avoided the twentieth if not for Dana’s special brand of persuasion, or coercion, depending on one’s point of view.

Angela’s focus shifted to Dana. “Nice to meet you.” Her gaze dropped to the expansive belly apparent behind the table. “When are you due?”

“Three more weeks.”

The woman grinned. “Feels like an eternity, doesn’t it?”

“At the moment, yes.” Dana smiled. “You have children?”

“Three precious angels. Two girls and a boy. Eighteen, fifteen, and thirteen.” Angela slid into the chair next to Dana. “Is this your first?”

“No. We have a two-and-a-half-year-old son.”

“They grow so fast.” Wistfulness softened her smile. “Enjoy your little guy. He’ll be grown and headed out to make his mark in the world before you know it.”

Dana considered it, and her throat tightened. Hormones. She’d been nothing but weepy the entire pregnancy. She hadn’t been like that while carrying JR. The doctor assured her it was normal for some women during pregnancy. She could’ve done without it. Alan had teased her about it being an indicator the baby was a girl.
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