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      If anything ever happens to me, go to 445 Briar Lane, Wind Lake, Minnesota.

      Colin Luchetti read the cryptic note for perhaps the hundredth time. He would know the precise, anal retentive handwriting of his brother anywhere.

      Something had happened to Bobby, but no one was sure what. He was a captain in the U.S. Special Forces and the leader of a twelve-man A-team. Nevertheless, he had disappeared in Afghanistan about two months ago. Neither his superiors nor his men had any clue where he’d gone.

      The note would have been cause for celebration, indicating that Bobby was still alive, except the thing had been postmarked before Colin’s brother disappeared.

      But the date on the envelope raised another question. Had Bobby known he was in danger? If so, why hadn’t he written a better letter?

      Colin had called Bobby’s boss and informed him of the note, but the man had been unimpressed.

      “It’s not like ISIS could sneak into camp and make off with your brother, Mr. Luchetti.’’

      “No? From where I’m standing, ISIS seems to sneak around at will.”

      “Since you aren’t standing here, how would you know? When we have news of your brother, we’ll be in touch.”

      The call had been terminated. Colin wasn’t surprised. He rubbed authority figures the wrong way—always had.

      As a foreign correspondent for the Chicago Dispatch, Colin was living his dream. During a long, boring childhood in the heartland of Illinois, he’d imagined seeing the world and writing about it.

      The prospect of staying in Gainesville and being just one more Luchetti brother had been unappealing. He’d decided he wanted to be famous. After eight years of busting his hump in places very few people wanted to go, he was well on his way to getting what he wanted.

      But he’d had to turn down a plum assignment to Pakistan and take vacation time—something he had plenty of, since he rarely used it—to search for his brother. Why Bobby would send him to Godforsaken, Minnesota, Colin had no idea. But since it was the only clue available, here he was.

      He glanced through the windshield of his rented car toward the red brick house with 445 in large black numerals on the front. The sign just below the numbers read Chasing Rainbows Preschool. What was going on here?

      Colin would have understood if his brother was shacked up with some Nordic bimbo. He’d have kicked his ass, but he’d have understood.

      Except Bobby was not the type to go MIA in one place, then turn up somewhere else with a woman. He hadn’t become a Special Forces officer by being irresponsible. For Bobby, the army was his life, his career there as important as Colin’s was to him. Which only made his sudden disappearance all the more disturbing. Bobby Luchetti had not earned the family nickname GI Joe because he liked to play with dolls.

      Colin got out of the car and approached the preschool. The windows were decorated with handmade American flags and bright red-and-green apples.

      He understood the apples—this was a school, after all—and since it was near the end of August, the flags made a certain kind of sense. Labor Day was only two weeks away. What else did they have to look forward to around here?

      On the front door a sign said Welcome, Friends, so he turned the knob and stepped inside.

      The floor was covered with little bodies. For an instant his neck prickled, until he saw that they were sleeping.

      Weariness washed over Colin. He wanted to grab a mat and lie down, too. He’d gotten on a plane in Paris...yesterday? This morning? Tomorrow? His mind was too jet-lagged to do the math.

      Colin glanced around. Several walls had been removed to construct a single open area at the front of the house. A long hallway led toward the backyard. There was a single doorway on the opposite side of the room.

      He caught the sound of a voice and followed it, picking his way through the maze of children until he reached a door that was ajar. Colin pushed it open.

      A woman knelt on all fours, head and shoulders stuffed beneath a table, fanny up in the air. “Come out of there right now, you hear me? This is not funny.”

      Her blue jeans were worn thin at the seat, emphasizing a round, ample backside. A bit too ample to be considered trim, but Colin was getting mighty sick of the no-ass model types he’d dated. Just once he’d like to take a woman out to eat and actually see her eat.

      When had that started to bother him? Why did it bother him? He’d squired some of the most beautiful women in the world to places most people only read about. If they had no asses, who was he to complain?

      Suddenly the woman dived forward. He heard a thump, like a head hitting metal. “Ouch! You’re going to pay for that.”

      Was that any way to talk to a child? Colin cleared his throat.

      The woman jumped and banged her head again, then backed out from underneath the table. Glancing up, she rubbed what must be, by now, a good-size knot.

      She was very young, maybe eighteen or nineteen. Her blond hair fell in a soft straight wash past her shoulders. Her skin was pale and clear, full cheeks flushed with pain, embarrassment or heat, he wasn’t sure which.

      She wasn’t exactly pretty. In fact, she appeared to still have her baby fat, as his mom would say. Large-rimmed glasses—severely out of style and not at all flattering—framed light-blue eyes surrounded by thick lashes. His fingers itched to remove those glasses and get a better glimpse of those amazing eyes, but she scrambled to her feet and lunged for the phone.

      “Hey, relax,’’ he ordered.

      She hesitated, glancing toward the room of sleeping children, then back again. Her smooth skin creased into a frown that spread from her ample mouth all the way up to her forehead. “Who are you and what are you doing in my preschool?’’

      Colin lifted his hands in the universal gesture of surrender. “I’m looking for...a...”

      He wasn’t sure what to say. Bobby wasn’t here. He’d be a little hard to miss. Maybe Colin was in the wrong place.

      The girl tilted her head, and her hair slid across her T-shirt, drawing his attention to the purple dinosaur on her chest. It was an amazing chest.

      He forced his eyes back to hers. Lucky for him she was too young, too innocent or maybe too preoccupied to notice his faux pas. Why was he ogling the spectacular breasts of a woman who was not only too young but not anywhere near his type? Sure, he was sick of no-ass models, but he’d never had a taste for large-boned Viking women, either.

      She stared at him with her eyebrows lifted, though it was kind of hard to tell since they were so blond they were almost invisible. Women of his acquaintance would have felt the need to dye those eyebrows or pencil them in. That she hadn’t done so interested Colin more than it should have.

      “You’d better state your business or I’ll be calling Chief Moose.”

      The image of an actual moose wearing a policeman’s hat walked through Colin’s mind, but he shook it away.

      “If you’re so worried about intruders, maybe you should lock the front door.”

      “No one locks their doors in Wind Lake.”

      If Colin hadn’t lived the first eighteen years of his life in another land of the unlocked door, he might have been surprised.

      “Where is the lake?”

      “What lake?”

      “Wind Lake.”

      “There isn’t one.”

      “Isn’t Minnesota the land of ten thousand lakes?”

      Her lips twitched. “You’ve been reading license plates.”

      He hadn’t had much choice. The drive out of Minneapolis had been full of them.

      “The Indians named the place,” she said. “In the spring and summer, we’re tornado alley. In the winter, blizzard bay.”

      His confusion must have shown because she elaborated. “Hence the name Wind Lake—as in lake of wind. Or at least that’s what the Sioux called it in their language, which was too difficult for us white folks to pronounce, so we changed it.”

      “I see,” he said, though he didn’t.

      Her gaze darted to the ground. She let out a soft but intense, “Gotcha, you little son of a gun,” and fell to the floor behind the table. A scuffle ensued.

      “Um, should you really be treating him, or her, like that?”

      She climbed to her feet and blew her hair from her face with an upward puff of air from her lips. Her right hand was hidden from his view by the tabletop. “What?”

      “I know I’m not a teacher or anything, but you seem to be treating that kid a little rough.”

      “Kid?” She giggled and lifted her hand. Draped over her palm was a...

      “Ugh.” Colin shuddered. “That’s the biggest rat I’ve ever seen.”

      Her giggle erupted into laughter, the force of her mirth making her chest jiggle better than anything he’d ever seen on Cinemax. But the sound was so inviting, Colin found himself distracted from the view. When she laughed, he wanted to laugh with her, an uncommon occurrence for him.

      Colin rarely laughed. In his world there wasn’t much he found funny. Starvation, war, overpopulation—nothing to chuckle about there.

      He’d been a solemn child, and he’d become a sober man. Still, he might have laughed along with this woman—if he hadn’t been so grossed out by the rat-thing in her hand.

      “This is Houdini.” She stepped over to the counter and popped the animal into a cage. Twisting the lock, she shook her head. “The disappearing guinea pig. Blink and he’ll be out of there and under the furniture before you can say, ‘Eek!’’’ She contemplated him for a moment. “Where are you from that you don’t know a guinea pig from a rat?”

      Now that he got a good glimpse of the critter, safely confined, Colin could see it wasn’t a rat. It only looked like one.

      “We didn’t have many pets where I grew up.”

      His mom had always said there were enough animals in the house—referring to himself and his four brothers. The farm dogs had stayed outside, and they’d never been very petlike. The thought of Eleanor Luchetti allowing a guinea pig anywhere near her was ludicrous.

      The places he’d been living since he’d left the farm had rats the size of dogs, which might in some way explain his unreasonable aversion to large rodents. If there’d been any guinea pigs, they’d have been lunch—for the rats and the people.

      “Too bad,” she murmured. “Kids should have pets.”

      Colin wouldn’t know.

      “You really thought I was chasing a child around under there?” From her expression, she obviously couldn’t decide if she should be amused or insulted.

      “Sorry.”

      She waved her hand, dismissing his apology. “You were concerned. I wish more people would speak up if they feel uneasy about the things they see. We might have less abuse, fewer kidnappings.”

      She smiled, and Colin was left dazzled and wondering how he could ever have thought she wasn’t pretty. She had perfect teeth, white and straight. Her parents had obviously been able to afford braces. Unlike his own.

      “Now, who is it you were searching for?”

      “My brother.”

      “Brother?” Her smile faded. “I’m sorry, but I can’t let you take any of my kids without permission from their parents, even if you are his brother.”

      Colin’s tired brain didn’t catch her meaning for several seconds. “Oh! No. My brothers are all older than you are, Miss...?”

      “Anderson. Marlie Anderson.”

      The name fit her. Soft, sweet and Swedish. Or was it Norwegian?

      What difference did it make? Damn, he was tired.

      “Then I don’t understand why you think you’ll find your brother here. What’s his name?”

      “Bobby Luchetti.”

      From the way Miss Anderson’s beautiful blue eyes widened behind her great, big glasses, he had come to the right place.
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      Marlie had been uncomfortable from the moment she’d seen this man’s face, and she hadn’t been able to figure out why. It seemed as if she knew him. But she’d never seen him before.

      She sat on the edge of the table and his brow creased with concern. He took one step forward, hand outstretched as if he was going to touch her. She probably appeared as if she might faint.

      Not that crawling out from under a table to discover that a stranger had strolled through a room of sleeping children who were in her care shouldn’t upset her. Since intruders in Wind Lake were as scarce as a green Christmas, something like this had never happened before. However, his presence in her school no longer upset her; his identity did.

      “Which one are you?” she managed through a tight throat.

      “Colin.”

      Marlie ran through her knowledge of Bobby’s many brothers. Colin, the foreign correspondent.

      He resembled Bobby around the eyes; they had the same shade of brown hair, though Bobby’s was a lot shorter. And while Bobby had the muscular build of a lifetime soldier, his brother’s body was long and lean, as if he liked to run marathons, though Lord knew why.

      His perfectly coiffed hair, handsome face, piano-man fingers and smooth way of talking made her think he spent most of his time sipping martinis in rooms lit by chandeliers. She’d half expected him to introduce himself as “Luchetti, Colin Luchetti.”

      “How do you know Bobby?” he asked.

      She ignored the question. She had a few of her own that were much more important. “Why would he be in Wind Lake?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me. You haven’t seen him? Heard from him? When was the last time he was here?”

      “I’ve never met Bobby Luchetti in my life.”

      Colin rubbed his forehead. “Miss, I don’t mean to be rude, but I just flew here from Paris⁠—”

      “Well, la-di-da,” she muttered, then clapped her hand over her mouth.

      Marlie usually kept her sarcastic comments to herself. A lifetime living in Wind Lake had taught her that a smart-mouthed girl got into trouble, and a smart-mouthed preschool teacher ended up with very few students. As a result, all of Marlie’s perfect comebacks took place in her own head.

      But this time she’d actually spoken out loud. What was the matter with her?

      She was confused and a little afraid. There was no reason for Bobby’s brother to search for him here. Heck, if he was searching for him at all, that couldn’t be good.

      Colin didn’t even acknowledge her rudeness. Instead, his gaze flicked over her shoulder. His eyes widened. “Um, your...uh, that thing...”

      She spun around just in time to see Houdini escape from his cage and race away.

      She threw up her hands. “I give up. Let him hide all night. Let him never come back.” She lowered her arms to her sides in defeat. “But the kids will cry.”

      “Miss Anderson, I’ll help you look for your rat-thing⁠—”

      “Guinea pig,” she corrected.

      “Whatever.” His mouth twisted with distaste.

      He really seemed to dislike her “rat-thing.” Strange behavior for a man who’d been raised on a farm.

      “I’ll help you,” he repeated, “but first, can you tell me how you know my brother?”

      “We’re pen pals.”

      That stumped Mr. Not-a-Hair-Out-of-Place. “I don’t understand.”

      “We’ve exchanged letters. Frequently. Or at least we did until last spring.”

      Bobby had a busy life, an important job. She was surprised he’d written to her for as long as he had. But what had hurt was that he’d stopped writing after she’d sent him her picture. She knew she wasn’t pretty. In fact, she was downright plain, even dumpy.

      But Bobby hadn’t seemed interested in her in that way. He’d been lonely. He’d liked hearing about the children. When he’d asked for her picture, she’d sent him one. What difference did it make if she didn’t resemble Taylor Swift?

      “What’s happened?’’ she demanded.

      Marlie never demanded. She didn’t shout. She rarely swore. When folks in Wind Lake thought of Marlie Anderson, they thought of a sweet, sturdy, soon-to-be-old-maid schoolteacher. She was a comforting, sure presence in the lives of so many children, which was exactly what she wanted to be.

      If she’d dreamed a few foolish dreams in the privacy of her bedroom, so what? She was entitled. It wasn’t as if Bobby would ever know she’d fantasized about him. She’d never planned on meeting the man and certainly never thought she’d meet his brother.

      The urge to scream, shout, shake Colin Luchetti until he told her what was going on nearly overwhelmed her. Marlie clenched her fists. “Tell me.”

      “Bobby’s missing.”

      “In action?”

      “Not exactly. He went to bed one night and in the morning he was gone.”

      “And then?”

      “Then they waited and they searched and they never found him.”

      “Is the United States Army in the habit of misplacing their captains?”

      “You’d be surprised at what they misplace.”

      Marlie’s eyebrows shot up. She lived in a conservative hamlet that didn’t question the federal government—much. The idea that the army might not be as invincible as everyone liked to believe was not something Marlie wanted to dwell on.

      “Why did you come here?”

      Colin opened his mouth to answer just as a small voice said, “Miss Marlie? Ned had an accident again.”

      Marlie didn’t need to ask what Jake meant. The damp patch on the front of his sweatpants told the tale.

      “Accidents happen, Big Jake,” she said brightly.

      “How come they always happen to me and Ned?” Jake hung his head.

      Marlie wanted to scoop the child up and cuddle him close, but she needed to get him changed first. “Let’s find your spare clothes, kiddo. That’s what they’re here for.”

      “Ned, too?”

      “Ned, too,” she agreed, even though Ned had no extra clothes, because there wasn’t any Ned.

      “Ahem.” Colin stared at his feet with an expression she could only describe as horrified.

      “Houdini!” Jake shouted, and lunged.

      The furry body shot off Colin’s shoe and disappeared behind the filing cabinet.

      Marlie took Jake’s hand.

      “You’re not going to just leave him back there, are you?” Colin asked, inching closer to the door.

      “I can’t chase Houdini and locate Jake’s spare clothes. Unless you’d like to volunteer.”

      “Sure.”

      Expecting Colin to pursue the guinea pig, Marlie was left openmouthed when he took Jake’s hand and let the boy lead him out of the room.
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      Jake led Colin through the maze of still-sleeping children and down the long hallway to a set of wooden cubbyholes outside the bathroom.

      Colin was still pondering the information that Marlie was Bobby’s pen pal. Though Bobby had decent handwriting, he very rarely used it. Excluding the cryptic note delivered to his office, Colin could count on one hand the other letters he’d received from his brother.

      Not that Bobby was lazy. Far from it. But there were so many other ways to communicate in this day and age, writing letters was nearly a forgotten art. The question remained—how had Bobby “met” Marlie?

      Jake tapped his thumb to his lips as if he was thinking of sucking it but knew better.

      Colin wasn’t sure how old the boy was. Younger than five to be in preschool and older than diapers—Colin caught a whiff of ammonia on the air—but not by much.

      “Hey, kid, where’s your pal, Ned?” Colin glanced around expecting to find another soggy, perhaps tearful, child trailing behind them, but the hallway was empty.

      “He’s right here.” Jake lifted his hand and crooked his wrist, as if resting his arm along the back of invisible shoulders.

      Invisible. Great.

      Jake lifted his arm and pointed to a bag labeled JAKE high atop the other cubbies. “Help?”

      Colin retrieved the sack and handed it to the boy.

      “Thanks.” The kid removed a pair of sweatpants identical to the ones he wore, except these were red instead of blue, then disappeared into the bathroom.

      He returned almost immediately. “Help?” he repeated.

      “Sorry, I don’t see any clothes for Ned.”

      Jake rolled his eyes. “Ned don’t wear no clothes.”

      Colin, still jet-lagged and a little slow, stared at Jake until the light dawned. A naked invisible friend. Even better. In Colin’s imagination his friends were always naked, too. Of course, those were girlfriends.

      He put that thought right out of his head. Now was not the time and here was definitely not the place.

      “You need help changing?” Colin swung his gaze to the office door.

      Marlie’s shadow flitted back and forth beneath the overhead light. She must be chasing Houdini from one end of the room to the other and back again.

      “I been dressin’ myself since I was two, mister.”

      “Then, what do you need help with?”

      Jake lifted his shoe. The laces were tangled into one huge knot. “My dad tied ’em triple ’cause I’m untied-shoe boy.”

      “Well—” Colin lowered himself to his knees “—I should be able to fix that.”

      He began to pick at the laces. It wasn’t easy with short fingernails, but he managed—in about ten minutes. By the time Colin was done, there was a line for the bathroom. Boys and girls, large and small, blond, brunette and even one redhead, stared at him with sleepy, curious eyes.

      “Who you?” asked a very small, extremely pretty, raven-haired young lady.

      She appeared dressed for a tea party in a frothy pink skirt and a silky white shirt. Her shoes matched the skirt and had open toes and tiny heels; her socks were trimmed with lace. He half expected her to pull pink lipstick out of the handbag hung over one wrist.

      Now that he took a moment to observe, all the little girls were dressed like miniature models, while the boys wore jeans or sweatpants. What was up with that?

      “Who you?” the girl repeated.

      “Oh, I’m Colin Luchetti.”

      Every mouth fell open.

      One young man stepped from the line and his grubby hand crept toward Colin’s slacks.

      Colin stepped back so quickly he slammed into the wall.

      “Cappin?” the kid whispered, and touched Colin’s knee.

      “What? Oh, no. I’m not the captain. I’m his brother.”

      “Crap.” The little boy yanked his hand away as if Colin had a disease, leaving behind the imprint of his five stubby fingers.

      Colin wanted to echo the expletive. However, all hell broke loose before he could.

      The kid tried to get back into the line exactly where he’d left it.

      The girl behind him said, “No come backsies, Victor. You left the line.”

      “Did not, Ka-tri-na!”

      “Did, too.”

      Before Colin knew what was happening, they were shoving each other; a second later they were rolling across the floor.

      Jake barreled out of the bathroom, and the next kid in line barreled right in.

      The rest of them gathered around and shouted encouragement—girls for Katrina, boys for Victor.

      Katrina was rough, despite the silvery white dress that bespoke a fairy princess. She was also bigger than Victor and somewhat mean. To make matters worse, there didn’t appear to be any rules.

      Guerrilla preschool. Whaddaya know?

      Within a minute Katrina was sitting on Victor. When he struggled, she gave him a wet willy. The girl had to have brothers.

      “What is going on here?”

      The kids scrambled into line, backs against the wall. Katrina and Victor did, too, though the two of them continued to elbow each other viciously whenever Marlie’s gaze shifted to someone else. Right now it had shifted to Colin.

      “Uh, there was a disagreement about the rules of the bathroom line.”

      “There always is. And what were you doing, Mr. Luchetti?”

      He’d been gaping like an idiot, but he wasn’t going to admit it. “Supervising?”

      Marlie folded her arms over her chest. Colin had to concentrate hard not to let his eyes follow the path of those arms.

      “I don’t know how things are done in Illinois, but in Minnesota, we do not allow children to brawl.”

      In Illinois, more specifically, in the Luchetti household, brawling was the most fun they ever had.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he murmured.

      The kids giggled and Marlie shot them a glare. “Victor, Katrina. To the end of the line.”

      The two did as they were told without argument.

      Colin stared at Marlie with dawning respect. She’d been so gentle with Jake, so soft-spoken and calm, he’d wondered if she would have any control over the children at all. Now he knew. The no-nonsense side of her was unexpected and...interesting.

      She reminded him of his mother, who had run their house with an iron fist. She’d had little choice. With five boys, each a year apart, and a single girl a year after the boys, she had been forced to take charge or be obliterated.

      Once, Colin had believed his mother was the bossiest, most annoying woman on the planet. Now he understood she was merely amazing. Twelve years away from home did wonders.

      “Miss Marlie, he’s your captain’s brother.’’ Katrina’s voice was filled with awe.

      Her captain?

      Marlie’s cheeks flood with color. Was there more to her relationship with Bobby than a mere exchange of letters?

      Funny, Colin didn’t like that thought one bit.

      “We need to talk,” he said.

      “I know.”

      Colin headed for the office, pausing at the door to allow Marlie to precede him, except she wasn’t there. Instead, she still stood at the other end of the hall.

      “I didn’t mean now,” she said.

      “I did.”

      She gave him a glare that made Colin feel smaller than the smallest child. “Mr. Luchetti, preschool kids are like cuddly new puppies. Sweet, cute, fun, but don’t ever turn your back on them for more than a minute.”

      Now that she mentioned it, they did look as if they might bite.

      “When?” he asked.

      “I close at six. I’ll meet you at my house.”

      “Which is where?”

      Every child pointed toward the front of the preschool.

      Colin raised an eyebrow. “Across the street?”

      She nodded. “Mine’s the only house in the neighborhood that’s a Colonial and not a ranch. It’s the oldest one in Wind Lake. An Anderson founded this town.”

      Colin had often wondered where or when the first Luchetti had landed on these shores, but no one seemed to know. In his family, no one had cared.

      “I’ll see you around six.”

      As Colin walked away, something small and furry shot out of the office and ran over his shoes.

      His yelp was very undignified.
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      Marlie was smiling as the door closed behind Colin Luchetti. If it wasn’t for his unreasonable fear of Houdini, she didn’t think she’d care for him at all. His expensive tan slacks, lightweight chocolate-brown sweater and shiny leather shoes were as out of place in Wind Lake as the man himself.

      When he stared at her, she felt like a specimen beneath a microscope. As if he were trying to see inside her brain and discover what made her tick.

      He was a writer. Perhaps he stared at everyone that way. If so, he was no doubt lonelier than she was. Though with that face and body, she doubted it.

      Marlie had no right to feel sorry for herself. She had friends. Plenty of them and good ones. She’d been born here. She’d no doubt die here, and that was fine with her.

      In Wind Lake there were two kinds of people. Those who couldn’t wait to get out and did so as quickly as possible, and those who loved the place and were devoted to it, never leaving, never wanting to.

      This made the town a tight-knit, friendly community. Everyone knew everyone else and helped one another. Wind Lake had understood for decades that it took a village to raise a child.

      Life was slower here, safer; nothing ever changed. Marlie still had the same best friend she’d had in kindergarten.

      As if the thought had conjured him up from thin air, Garth Lundquist stepped into the preschool. Six-foot-four and built like an oak tree, Garth was gorgeous and mellow as a spring breeze, unless someone he loved was in danger.

      On their first day of school, Garth had shoved the bully who was tormenting Marlie into the mud. They’d been pals ever since. Even his marriage to Annika Kristofferson had not dimmed the friendship. Garth had loved Nika with all of his heart, and when she’d died from a burst aneurysm at twenty-two, part of that heart had gone with her.

      “Daddy!” Jake launched himself into Garth’s arms.

      A flicker of pain crossed his face as it did every time he saw his son. Jake was a little-boy version of Nika.

      The pain turned to guilt at the sight of Jake’s pants—a different pair than those he’d had on when Garth had dropped his son off that morning.

      Jake had just turned five, and while he could have entered kindergarten in the fall, Garth had chosen—based on Marlie’s advice and his own concern—to keep him back a year.

      Jake was a bed wetter, and Garth experienced no small amount of anxiety because of it. Marlie tried to tell him that some kids found it harder to stay dry than others, boys especially, but he refused to believe that the loss of Jake’s mother hadn’t damaged him. Maybe he was right.

      Garth set Jake on his feet and patted the boy on the butt. “Get your stuff and round up Ned while I talk to Miss Marlie, hmm?”

      Interestingly enough, while Garth agonized over Jake’s inability to stay completely dry at all times, he’d taken Ned in stride.

      Jake ran off to fetch the plastic sack full of wet clothes.

      “It’s not your fault,” Marlie said.

      “No?” He turned his intense gaze on her.

      Garth was one of the few residents with dark eyes. Blue was the dominant eye color in Wind Lake, because if your ancestors weren’t Swedish or Norwegian, you were from out of town. No one knew where Garth’s nearly black eyes had come from. Some said the mailman, although never in Garth’s hearing.

      “If it isn’t my fault,” he continued, “how come I feel like it is?”

      “Because you’re a good dad. Guilt is part of the territory.”

      “Thanks. I hear you had a visit from you captain’s brother today.”

      Gossip in Wind Lake traveled like lightning to a golf club, but this was fast even for here.

      Garth laughed, the sound rich and deep. Though his eyes seemed permanently sad, his laughter was still the most beautiful sound Marlie had ever known.

      “You shouldn’t be so surprised, Peanut,” he said, using the nickname he’d given her back when they were five.

      She’d been more peanutlike then, as in small. Now she resembled a peanut only in body shape. But it did no good to complain to Garth about her nickname. To him she always had been, always would be, a peanut.

      Of course when standing next to Garth, an offensive lineman would appear small—one of the reasons Marlie liked standing real close.

      “A stranger in town is the most excitement we get, ya know.”

      “And how did you hear about this stranger?”

      “He came into the cafe.”

      Garth ran the Wind Lake Cafe, a fancy name for the diner that had been Nika’s. Until Jake turned three, Garth had kept him close while he cooked eggs in the morning, hamburgers in the afternoon and pork chops for dinner.

      Then he’d discovered all the other Wind Lake kids went to preschool if they could, and nothing would do but that Jake went, too, even though he missed his son something terrible all day.

      “Poor guy was on an airplane.” Garth shook his head, sympathy in every line of his face. “The food on them is pitiful these days, but I fixed him right up.”

      “Does everyone know he’s in town?”

      “Pretty much. But why is he in town?”

      “You didn’t get that out of him?”

      “Nope. And not for lack of trying, either. He was on his cell phone, then he pulled out a computer and clattered away a while. Hated to bug him when he was working. What kind of work does he do?”

      “He writes.”

      “Children’s books?”

      “Does he look like a children’s book writer to you?”

      “I don’t know. What does one look like?”

      “Never mind. He’s a foreign correspondent.”

      “He writes letters to foreigners?” Garth teased. “I guess someone has to.”

      Marlie rubbed her forehead. It had been a long day. But then, they all were. “He writes for a newspaper—in Chicago, I think—about foreign things.”

      “Who cares about foreign things?” Garth asked with the typical tunnel vision of a lifelong Northerner. “Why is he here?”

      “Bobby’s missing.”

      Garth’s eyes widened. “How?”

      “I’m not sure. Colin’s coming over tonight.”

      “Colin, hmm?” Garth waggled his eyebrows.

      “Yeah, right.” As if anyone who resembled a super-spy would be interested in her.

      Garth kissed Marlie’s forehead. “Peanut, if he has any taste at all, he’ll snap you up before his brother does.”

      She hugged him and he hugged her back. Garth could raise her spirits nearly as high as the children did. She wished she could do the same for him, but some spirits could not be lifted.

      He gave her one final squeeze, then got right down on the floor to read the kids a book. They climbed all over him and settled in close. Every child at Chasing Rainbows loved Garth. What wasn’t to love?

      When the story was done, he tucked Jake beneath his arm like a football and rushed back to the diner. Shortly thereafter, parents began to arrive and chaos ensued.

      Though Chasing Rainbows was billed as a preschool, it was also a day care. Before school and after, Marlie watched kids so their parents could work.

      At five after six she still hadn’t found Houdini, and there were two kids who hadn’t been picked up—Jeffrey and Janice Hoffsteader.

      “Grab your things,” she told the twins. “You’re going home with me.”

      It wasn’t the first time, and it wouldn’t be the last. Their mother would know where to find them.

      Marlie didn’t like to leave the guinea pig on the loose, but it wasn’t as if he’d stay in the cage. Most mornings her first order of business was a Houdini hunt followed by pellet patrol.

      Ah, the glamour of her life. She didn’t know how she could stand it.

      The thought disturbed her, and as she and the children crossed the street, Marlie had a short talk with herself. Her life was exactly as she wanted it.

      Well, almost.

      She’d dreamed of having children—a lot of them—and she did. Only they weren’t hers.

      She’d dreamed of a home and a family. Marlie paused on the sidewalk in front of her house. This was her home, her family, her mother. Things could be worse.

      No one ever had to know she was a virgin.
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      Colin arrived at the Anderson residence early. He didn’t have anywhere else to go.

      He’d had lunch at a rustic but clean diner, which appeared to be the only restaurant in town. After deflecting the questions and ignoring the curious stares, he’d checked his messages—both voice and e-mail—then made a few calls about Bobby.

      Still there was nothing.

      He phoned home. No one answered, so he left a message asking his mom to call when she got in.

      His parents were understandably upset. When they’d received word from the army informing them that Bobby had disappeared, they’d tried to reach Colin. Unfortunately he’d been on his way from Uzbekistan to Belfast.

      By the time he’d gotten in touch with his mother, she’d been hysterical—not only because Bobby had disappeared, but because Colin had managed to miss his brother Aaron’s wedding to the ex-stripper who’d had his baby thirteen years ago.

      Although life in Illinois had always bored Colin to tears, it appeared things had become far more interesting lately.

      Colin parked his rental car in front of Marlie’s house. He would have sat there until she arrived, but a woman stepped onto the porch and motioned for him to come inside. When he shook his head, she waved what appeared to be a wooden spoon at him, then retreated, leaving the door wide open. Colin shrugged and followed.

      The house wasn’t as large as the one he’d grown up in, but he’d lived on a dairy farm amid a family of six children. Their three-story farmhouse had been huge, yet still not big enough.

      The Anderson home consisted of two bedrooms on the ground door, a kitchen, full bath and living area. He had no idea what the second floor held. Although he was curious, an occupational hazard, he wasn’t rude enough to go upstairs and look around as he had downstairs.

      He found the woman, whom he assumed to be Marlie’s mom, bustling in the kitchen. From the number of pots and pans on the stove, she was expecting company. From the heavenly smell wafting through the house, he hoped it was him.
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