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      HE BATTLED HIS WAY through the bands of fog that tried to drag him back into the darkness. He wanted to wake up, wanted to move, but his body was uncooperative.

      Pain registered in varying degrees. His leg, his shoulder. His head. God help him, his head. It pounded in sync with his heartbeat, every throb a stab into his retinas. He managed to drag the arm that didn’t hurt up to grasp and pull at the thing covering his face.

      The oxygen mask snapped back when he lost his grip and the bump against his lower lip sent new pain through him. This woke him more fully, gave him the push needed to open his eyes.

      He blinked, focused. Saw dingy walls, more gray than white, and a mud-colored water stain the size of a fist on the ceiling tile. Someone had tried painting over it, but the stain had seeped through.

      Next came the steady beep of a machine somewhere above his head, another ticking noise behind him on his right. Two seconds later he heard a click, and the band around his upper arm tightened just shy of squeezing it in two.

      A hospital. But why?

      He heard a nasally, rumbling noise and turned his head to find the source. An older man sat in a chair beside the bed, slumped forward on the blanket covering him and snoring loud enough to wake the dead.

      He grimaced at the effort it took to slide his hand down to where the man lay, but before he reached the guy’s arm, his fingers encountered something. Head throbbing, he grasped the item and dragged it up until he could see what it was. A picture?

      The two men in the photo smiled. They had similar looks despite the differences in age. Both held hunting rifles and wore camouflage. Written across their chests in loopy, feminine handwriting was “Barry & Beau, Thanksgiving 2002.”

      Blinking, he took in the room again, noticing a mirror attached to the door closest to the bed. He stared at himself a long moment, then looked back at the photograph. Same face. A little older, a lot rougher in appearance with all the stitches and swelling and bandages, but definitely the same.

      The man in the chair snuffled out a loud, throat-blasting snore. The guy choked, coughed and woke. He raised his head and rubbed his eyes and—mid-yawn—glanced up and froze. Eyes flaring, he shot to his feet, the chair hitting the wall. “You’re awake. You’re awake!”

      Was he? He wasn’t so sure. Everything felt…off. Dreamlike. His mind was stuffed with cotton and his face unfamiliar except for the fact it was on the photograph he still held.

      What was going on?

      “Don’t move,” the man ordered, grinning as he hurried toward the door. “Don’t move,” he repeated over his shoulder before yanking the door open to yell, “Doc? Doc! He’s awake, come quick!”

      Running footsteps thundered toward the room, growing louder as they grew close. A man in a white lab coat burst into the room.

      “Glad to see you’re back, soldier. My name is Major Abrams, and I’m your doctor. Let me check you over and then we’ll get down to business.”

      Before he could find his voice, the physician pulled a mini-light from his pocket and blinded him with it, ordering him to keep his eyes open despite the daggers of pain stabbing his brain. A couple of torturous seconds later, the doc straightened and made some notes.

      “What happened?” He sounded like a frog after a dry spell.

      “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      He searched for an answer, but didn’t find one.

      “It’s okay, take your time and wake up a bit. Are you seeing double?”

      “No.”

      “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      “Three. Where am I?”

      “You’re in Landshuhl Army Hospital.” The doctor pointed to a whiteboard across the room. “What’s written on the board over there?”

      The pain in his head and the brightness of the lights left him squinting. “Your nurse today is Lt. Pauley.”

      “Very good.” The doctor pulled out a stethoscope and pressed it to his chest. “What’s my name again?”

      He frowned. “Major Abrams.”

      “Good. And your lungs are clear, which is excellent. Now, back to the original question. Can you tell us what happened?”

      He frowned, struggling, his thoughts too fast to catch, a speeding blur he couldn’t focus on or stop. “I’m not sure.”

      “That’s fine,” the doctor murmured, continuing his exam. “After a head injury like yours, it’s perfectly normal to be a little confused. Don’t be alarmed. It would be unusual if you did remember details. That’s why I’m grilling you with these questions.”

      “Do you know what happened?” He hated having to ask. Hated the nothingness where the answers should’ve been.

      He stared at the older man who’d been sleeping beside his bed, then did his best to ignore the expression on the guy’s face, the one that said whatever had landed him in the hospital hadn’t been good.

      “Son—”

      “The details can wait,” the doctor stated firmly, his gaze brooking no argument from the other man. “After we get some tests out of the way.”

      His heart rate increased, the beeps on the machine behind him sounding closer together. Awareness slid into his consciousness in place of his memories. Something was wrong, something big.

      “Tell me what’s going on.” His gaze locked on the older man and refused to let him look away. “Who are you?”

      The guy paled, becoming the same gray as the walls.

      Abrams cleared his throat. “Let’s take this one step at a time, soldier.”

      Terror gathered inside him, a rolling, building wave growing higher and wider with every second that passed. “I want to know now. Tell me what’s going on.” The doctor murmured something about tests again and he cursed. “Tell me.”

      The older man staggered to the other side of the small room. The man shook, and that sight had his hand tightening into a fist. The plastic picture frame bent, the edge sharp against his skin.

      He’d remember everything in a minute. It was the pressure. Had to be. He’d just woken up. It was—The picture. “He’s Barry.”

      The man turned, his expression hopeful, a relieved smile forming on his lips.

      The right answer, but why didn’t the name mean anything? Barry. Barry? The knowledge, the memory, wasn’t there. And he could tell by the way the doctor watched him that he knew it. He wasn’t fooling anyone.

      He tried to swallow the lump in his throat. “I’m Beau.” He held on to the picture so tightly he heard his knuckle pop. “I’m Beau.” The monitor behind him filled the room with ever increasing bleeps.

      “You’re Beau,” Major Abrams agreed with a slow nod. “But?”

      He fought back humiliating tears as the roar of waves crashed over him, dragging him under. From a distance, he heard someone shouting.

      Dizzy, sick, he raised his hand to his head, tried to ease the ache. He hit his face instead, the plastic frame scratching him. The harder he tried to remember, the worse the pain became, slicing through his skull until it was impossible to think, to concentrate.

      “Why can’t I remember?” He dropped the picture and grabbed the man by his lab coat, needing something to anchor him, to hold him together. “Why can’t I remember?”

      The doctor’s mouth moved, but he couldn’t understand the words. Cold wetness touched him and a needle pricked his arm. Seconds later a peacefulness settled over him.

      Everything began to blur. Fog crept in again until he was surrounded by darkness, lost and floating. Adrift.

      
        
         

      

      

      AMNESIA?” SIX HOURS LATER, Barry Buchanan paced Major Abrams’s office floor, his inhaler clutched in his hand. He’d had to puff on the thing off and on all day to combat the wheezing and stress.

      After watching his son lose it in full-blown panic, he shook like a compacting machine. Six hours and he still couldn’t get the sound of Beau’s hoarse shouts out of his head. He’d felt every ounce of his son’s gut-clenching fear, and couldn’t imagine how terrifying it would be to wake up and not know his own name. Now Beau was worn-out and much too quiet.

      “How can this happen? This is…this is something off a soap opera.” Barry stalked to the window and kept his back to the doc, afraid the Major might see how close he was to losing it himself.

      Four days ago he’d gotten the call that Beau had been injured and was being transported from Iraq to Germany. He’d dropped everything, hopped a flight with nothing more than a couple changes of clothes in a backpack and hadn’t had more than a few hours of sleep since. He’d waited by Beau’s bedside, praying. Begging God for Beau to wake up, to be okay. But now that he had—“How can he not remember anything?”

      “I know this is a shocking turn of events, but it’s not uncommon to experience memory loss after the kind of head trauma your son sustained. With time he’ll be able to adjust and most of his memories should return.”

      “How can you or anyone else expect that boy to adjust to not remembering who he is?”

      The doctor ran a hand over his hair, the high-and-tight military cut leaving him nearly bald. “The road ahead will be difficult, but he will. The technical term for his condition is retrograde amnesia. Depending on the trauma sustained by the patient, the length of the memory loss may vary. In your son’s case, it’s severe. At least in regard to certain things.”

      “Certain things? He doesn’t remember half his life! He doesn’t remember his own father!”

      “No, he doesn’t,” the doctor agreed calmly. “But Beau has retained his education. He knows how to read, count. His short-term memory is unaffected, his vision is fine and there are no signs of hemorrhages in his skull. All of which add up to a very good prognosis.”

      “When will he get his memory back?”

      “That’s something I can’t answer. Patients recover at their own rate, Mr. Buchanan. Your son’s memory could return before we go back to his room to talk to him—or it could be weeks or even months. The worst-case scenario is that he never regains his memories, but that is the worst case. Given time, the odds are well in his favor that he’ll regain his memory of everything except the time around which the actual injury occurred, and that is perfectly normal. We need to focus on the positives right now, and not the aspects out of our control.”

      “What’s the longest anyone’s ever gone before their memory returned?”

      The doc looked distinctly uncomfortable. “There have been case studies lasting as long as twenty-four months.”

      “Two years?” How did someone function for two years without their memories?

      “That’s not the norm,” Major Abrams stressed. “But there are no hard-and-fast rules where the brain is concerned.” He shifted in his chair. “Mr. Buchanan, I’ll arrange to have one of our mental-health professionals talk to you as soon as possible about what you can do to help your son, but the fact is it’s all a waiting game. Pushing or rushing your son to remember before he’s ready will not help him and could actually cause more damage. Regaining his memories or talking to him about them is a process. A slow one that needs to be performed by a professional.”

      Barry paced, too frustrated to sit down and have the discussion in a calm, straightforward manner.

      “The good news here is that your son not only survived, he’s young and healthy and the shrapnel injuries are healing quickly. There’s no reason why he shouldn’t make a full recovery. It’s just going to take some time and patience.”

      Barry rubbed his gritty eyes and exhaled roughly. “But we still have to go back into that room and tell him he’s not going to remember any time soon.”

      The doctor’s gaze slipped down to the inhaler Barry held in his hand, then back up to his face. “I can do that myself if you’d rather not be present.”

      He shook his head, knowing no matter how tired or worn-out he was, he couldn’t let his son face this alone. “No. Beau might not remember me, but I’m still his father. I’ll stay by his side…no matter what. That poor boy who died, Beau’s buddy—His father turned his back on him when he needed him most. I won’t do that to my son. I won’t do that to Beau.”
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      MARLEY ENTERED her parents’ house and listened intently. How could anyone be that quiet?

      “Mama, you home?” She walked through the foyer and into the kitchen, carrying the miniature sunflower she’d bought at the nursery.

      It had been a successful trip, not as expensive as she’d thought it would be, so she hummed as she searched the cabinets for a plastic plate to go underneath the pot. She found what she needed in her mother’s old entertaining stash gathering dust in the pantry. At the sink, a quick flip of the tap watered the dry soil.

      Marley smiled down at the bright flower, amazed how something so simple could cheer her up on just about any given day. There was something about growing things, nurturing them from seeds and watching them blossom into something beautiful.

      Please let her like it.

      “What are you doing?”

      Marley froze at the edge she heard in the softly spoken query, then pasted a smile back on her lips before turning to face her mother. She was still in her housecoat, the burgundy and black colors fading her already pale complexion to ghostlike extremes. At forty-five, Donna Pierce appeared older, the lines and grooves around her mouth and eyes telling a traumatic story.

      “I, um, dropped by to bring you this.” She forced into her tone a cheeriness she didn’t feel. “Isn’t it beautiful? I thought you’d like the reds and oranges, and the pot matches the kitchen. Can’t beat that, right?”

      Her mother didn’t move, much less look at the pot. “It’s very nice, Marley, but you shouldn’t have bothered.”

      “Oh, it was no bother. I thought you’d like it so I—”

      “You know how forgetful I am these days. It won’t get watered properly and then you’ll have wasted your money.”

      So much for being appreciative. Strained, Marley glanced around the immaculate kitchen and noted that the housekeeper had come recently to clean. “Um…Have you eaten lunch? I thought we could—”

      “Roberta is dropping by soon,” her mother said with a glance at her watch. “I need to get dressed and…She said we have a lot to talk about.”

      “Oh. Well, maybe I could get lunch and bring it back for u—” She broke off when she spied the look of utter panic flickering across her mother’s face. “I guess not.” Marley wet her dry lips. “Mama, are you ever going to feel comfortable having me around your friends again?”

      Her mother wrung her hands. “I don’t know what you mean. If you want to stay, Marley, stay.”

      Now, that was a warm invitation. Marley shook her head, an attempt to fend off the hurt threatening her. Dwelling on it only made it worse. “You know what, forget it. I’ve got a lot of work to do today and you don’t see your friends that often. Just forget I asked.”

      Her mother padded over to the cabinet and after retrieving a glass, she poured herself some water. Her hands trembled as she pulled a small, brown bottle from her pocket and shook out a tiny white pill.

      Marley stepped closer, watching her. “Are you sick?”

      “No. It’s just—it’s just something Dr. Bourke gave me to calm my nerves when…when I get upset.”

      Like when I’m around? Marley fisted her hands and refused to give in to the tears stinging her eyes. She had to stop reading things into her mother’s comments, but how could she not after “the incident”? “Dr. Myners was your doctor for years. Why did you switch?”

      Casual conversation was good. They needed to stick with it. Build a bridge over the past since they couldn’t seem to wade through it no matter how hard she tried to make up for embarrassing her mother with a teenage pregnancy.

      “I still see him.” Her mother placed the pill on her tongue with the delicateness of a Duchess at tea and swallowed, taking a drink before setting the cup aside.

      Desperate, Marley stepped forward and wrapped her arms around her mom, but the moment she did she felt the tension, the awkwardness, and her hopes fell as they always did. Five years and counting and her mother still hadn’t forgiven her. “I love you, Ma.”

      A brisk pat on her back was her answer. “I love you, too.”

      Perfunctory. Her mother’s response was perfunctory, the response one made when someone said those three words and a comment was warranted. Maybe her mother did love her still, but if that were the case, it was conditional love, and Marley’s appalling fall from grace had made it that. The wild child too much for her mother’s ultra-conservative ways. That they were such total polar opposites didn’t seem possible, but it was true.

      “I’m glad you’re okay,” she murmured, her voice thicker than she wanted. “I—I’m going to go now.”

      “Do you need something before you leave? A drink to take with you? Perhaps you’d like to take the plant? I don’t mind.”

      Marley retreated the way she always did, too afraid to risk upsetting her mother’s fragile mental state. Terrified of being the cause of another breakdown. “No, Ma, nothing. Thanks. And you keep the plant. I—if you forget to water it, it’s okay. Enjoy it while it lasts.”

      “Well, if you’re sure.” An awkward silence stretched between them, broken only by the sound of the grandfather clock chiming in the hall. “Your father says you’re staying busy. You go back to work and have a good day.”

      Smiling weakly, Marley put her feet into motion. “I am…I will. I’ll just…go.”

      Her mother sighed in obvious relief, seeming old despite having the bone structure and figure of a much younger woman.

      “That’s probably best. I’m feeling a bit tired now. I think I’ll call Roberta and tell her to come another day.”

      “But you have lots to talk about, you said so.” Surely she wasn’t such a chore to be around that her mother would cancel her plans after five minutes?

      Marley paused. Did her mother look a bit dazed? She’d only just taken the medicine and no pill worked that quickly. Had she taken something earlier?

      “I know what I said, Marley, but I’m not up to company now.”

      “Would you like me to—”

      “No. I’ll be fine. You just go do what you have to do. I like the quiet of the house. It soothes me.”

      Hurt even though she knew she should be used to getting the brush-off from her mother, Marley left the kitchen via the back door because it was the closest. She stomped her way down the steps. “So much for hoping the flower would cheer her up. She likes the quiet. Do I talk too much? Get on her nerves?” The image of her mother popping that pill came to mind, and she shook her head again. There was her answer.

      The walk around the large brick house should have been a beautiful one, but the once-immaculate flower beds were filled with overgrown weeds, the award-winning herb garden long gone. The fruit trees needed trimming and her childhood playhouse turned potting shed needed a new coat of paint.

      At one time she and her mother would’ve done all of those things together, spending too many hours to count side by side on their knees in the dirt. But not now. Maybe never again since her mother treated her like one of those family members—the kind who wasn’t discussed in front of friends.

      Five years was a long time to hold a grudge. And yet her mother did.

      Marley followed the stone path to the garden gate and left, every step she took angrier than the last because her mom wouldn’t return her hug and had barely acknowledged the sunflower she’d paid way too much for.

      Why had she bothered? She couldn’t change the past or the hurt she’d caused, and sometimes she was sick of trying when her mother never gave an inch. She relied on others for her self-worth. How could anyone fight that?

      Yanking open the door to her truck, Marley climbed in and sat in the September sun before starting the engine.

      Time to trudge on and pretend she didn’t care.

      
        
         

      

      

      TWO WEEKS AFTER waking up in the hospital, Beau Buchanan squinted against the noonday sun scorching the housing development going up outside South Ridge, Kentucky, and eyed the woman talking to the development’s manager.

      The woman’s hands lifted and lowered in expressive gestures, a frown deeply etched on her face. The sun made her red hair shine all red and gold and molten at once. The thick mass was scraped into a ponytail two inches thick, which hung down her back in corkscrew spirals that bounced and danced with every gesture she made. He smiled, dumbstruck by her glorious hair. Would it feel as soft as it looked?

      Whoa, boy, you’re not up for that yet.

      Maybe not, but the thought brought a curiosity all its own. Beau shook his head and limped over to the truck like a three-legged dog. It would be a long time before he was ready for a date. Some things took priority and getting his memory back was top of the list. Besides, no woman in her right mind would want to deal with his in the state it was in.

      He glanced over at the woman again, noticing the heat and humidity had her red curls fighting for freedom around her face. It looked as though they were winning the battle, too. She kept raising a hand to brush away the strands sticking to her forehead and temples in straggly ringlets, attempting to tuck them into the confining band. Doing so only seemed to free more.

      He smothered a laugh when he spied the dark smudges left by her grimy hands. She was filthy. And adorable. About five-and-a-half feet and a pretty sight, dirt and all. She wore faded jeans that cradled her slim hips to perfection, and a hot pink T-shirt with a big tree on the front.

      “Not bad, huh?”

      The rank smell of unwashed teenager reached him seconds before the boy. The kid was young, raw, and his shirt had the same logo as the woman’s, which he now saw said, Marley’s Treehouse, Landscaping & Garden Center. Instead of pink, however, the kid’s once-blue shirt was now a sweat-and-grime-smeared brown.

      Beau nodded in the woman’s direction. “Not bad at all. She your boss?”

      “Yeah. But you might as well stop staring. The only thing she’s interested in is getting the first two houses planted before the fall and Christmas rush hits.”

      “It’s a long time till Christmas.”

      “Not when you’ve got other contracts to get done, and people are screwing up here. No offense, you’re part of the electrical team, right?”

      Beau nodded. “What happened?”

      The kid flicked a glob of mud off his chest. “The painters tossed their crap outside to pick up later.”

      “But they didn’t do it,” he murmured, having watched the woman and kid cleaning up the debris for the last hour or so.

      “Nope. And it’s put us behind. She’s ticked about it because it’s the second time it’s happened. Said she was going to talk to the site manager to make sure it’s not held against her.”

      It shouldn’t be. Some of the subcontractors were worse than others about cleanup, and he could certainly see where she’d be upset since she couldn’t work until the area was clear. “She the only female sub here?”

      The kid smirked. “Yeah. Some of the guys are pissed, too, because the developer chose her over one of the big dogs in town. I think they’re hoping she’ll quit.”

      Beau winced. She was in a tight spot. If she let any of them get by with leaving their trash, she’d be cleaning it up the entire length of the contract, but if she complained too much, she could come across as incompetent and a witch.

      “Hey, think I could have a bottle of water?” The kid indicated the cooler with a grubby hand.

      Beau opened the lid, willing to part with the precious commodity in exchange for information on the first thing to take his mind off his amnesia since he woke up in the hospital. “Sure…enjoy.”

      “Thanks. Hey, I’m Eli.”

      “Beau.”

      “Hey,” the kid said again, lifting the bottle in greeting. “So what happened to you?”

      Beau glanced down at the sling on his right arm and the thick bandage wrapped around his left thigh above the knee. “Shrapnel.”

      “No kidding? You were shot?”

      He shrugged. “Something like that.”

      “Cool. You a cop or something?”

      “Ex-Marine,” he murmured, really wanting a change of subject. Cool?

      The boy took a long draw from the bottle then wiped his mouth, leaving a muddy streak behind. He focused on what was taking place across the street, and Beau followed the kid’s gaze. The man she’d been talking to now nodded in agreement to whatever she was saying.

      “Gotta give it to her, man, she’s good. She gets her way every time.”

      “He gets his way every time just because he’s smaller!”
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      THE WORDS SLAMMED into Beau’s brain accompanied by a jagged pain and an image. A bedroom, a cluttered desk, a model airplane lying broken on the floor.

      It was no more than a quick flash, but his already aching head felt as if it would explode as a result.

      He braced his hand on the truck for balance, unable to believe that after his visits to the shrink in Germany and then the introductory one here with no success, he’d finally remembered something and all because of what the kid had said.

      “Hey, dude, you okay?”

      He nodded carefully, searching his mind to try to identify the voice. Was it his? Someone else’s? It had belonged to someone young, boyish.

      “Maybe you should drink some water.”

      “No, I’m okay. I’m good.”

      The teen snorted. “If you say so. Look, take it easy. I’ve gotta get back to work ’cause I’m only here half a day, but yell if you need help, okay?”

      “Yeah. See you later.” Beau lifted his hand in a weak wave as the kid walked away with a confident strut.

      Maybe Pop was right. Maybe it was too soon to come to work, but the walls had been closing in on him at the rental house Pop had found for them. The job site was a good hundred fifty miles from their Cincinnati home, and Pop hadn’t wanted to leave him behind to recover with him working so far away.

      Shaking his head, Beau turned his attention to the wire he’d come to retrieve from the rear of the truck. He leaned his weight against the frame and pretended the gravel beneath his feet wasn’t moving. Ignoring the sensation as best he could, he lifted the large roll with his uninjured arm and tensed when the few remaining stitches pulled. The sling would be off by the end of the week, but Pop would throw a fit if he saw him carrying anything heavier than a gallon of milk.

      Back under the shaded eave, he squinted over his shoulder to see the woman back at work in the yard opposite the house where Buchanan & Son Specialty Electric worked. She was on her knees, digging in the dirt beneath the window of the first home listed for sale by the housing developer.

      Straightening, she put her hands at the base of her back and pressed as though to stretch out a kink. Once again an image flashed through his mind, that of another woman kneeling over something. Laughter and paper and red. Lots of red…paint?

      “Come on, sweetheart. We’ve got to get these signs painted before the Pee Wee game starts. You don’t want to be late, do you?”

      “You okay, son?”

      Pop’s question jerked him out of his daze and the image skittered away like the leaves in the wind. “Just a headache.” He didn’t want to get his father’s hopes up that his memory was coming back when there was so much he didn’t know or recognize. Who was the kid? The woman?

      “How long have you had this one?”

      He looked over at Pop and smiled wearily. “I’m fine, quit worrying. You know her?” He nodded toward the woman and hoped the change in subject would get Pop to lay off.

      His dad pulled the ball cap from his head and scratched what was left of his hair. “She’s the landscaper. Heard some of the men have been giving her a hard time. Why? She say something to you?”

      “No.” He relayed what the kid had said. “I saw her talking to the site manager a minute ago.”

      “I’ll talk to the boys about it. Dean’s usually the worst about leaving his trash behind, but I won’t put up with any nonsense. Shame people just can’t get along.” His gaze narrowed. “You know, you can’t hide the pain on your face.”

      “It’s fine. But I think I’m about ready to go home if you or one of the guys are going to make a run for lunch.”

      “That bad, huh? Come on, I’ll give the boys their orders and we’ll get out of here. You get too hot? You’ve been puttering around here all morning. You might have heatstroke. It’s muggy for September.”

      “It’s just a headache,” he repeated. “Besides, it’s cooler out here than it is cooped up in there.”

      Pop looked skeptical, but nodded anyway. “True enough. Still, maybe it’s time to set up another appointment to have that hard head of yours looked at. Maybe go talk to the shrink again? Doc Abrams said some patients go to sessions three times a week.”

      Once a week was more than enough for him. After the appointments overseas, Pop had been fine with his decision to take things as they came because the sessions frustrated him so much, but he knew why Pop now pushed to up his visits. After his behavior this morning, all the guys were sending him leery looks.

      Rationally, he knew it was wise of them to keep a close watch on him given his military training, but it didn’t make being the object of such scrutiny any more tolerable. Who wanted to be thought of as a few too many puzzle pieces short?

      “I just didn’t want to go inside.” He hated that Pop saw him acting so strange, much less the crew.

      His father had bid on the large housing project over a year ago and started work a month or so before getting the call that he’d been injured. Pop had checked in daily while he was away, but they were running behind.

      The last thing his father needed now was to be distracted by his behavior on top of the memory thing.

      “Any particular reason why? Did you remember something?”

      Jaw tight, Beau shook his head in response to the question. He couldn’t explain it. The tightness in his chest, the way every nerve in his body felt on edge the moment he stepped through the doorway into the unfinished interior. The guys laughing, joking, the radio blaring. There was a familiarity to it, a sense of doom, too. If only he could remember why.

      “Well, don’t worry about it. Given the choice, I’d much rather be outside, too.”

      Maybe, but if that was the case why was Pop giving him the look of concern that had been constant during his hospital vigil? “I’m fine,” he insisted again. “Besides, being jumpy doesn’t count as a breakthrough. I don’t need to visit the shrink, what I need is to get back to work.”

      “Soon as you have an okay from your PT doc, you can.”

      Uh-huh. What would Pop’s excuse be then? His father had been babying him ever since he’d woken up, trying to take care of him and work a business, too. Had Pop struggled to keep things running with him overseas and not lending a hand?

      “Why’d I join up? Why did I leave you to do it all?” He indicated the truck door and the sign painted on the side. “It isn’t Buchanan & Son for nothing, right?”

      His father stared into his eyes for a long moment. Startled by the question? “No, it’s not. But it was something you needed to do.”

      Beau narrowed his gaze. “What aren’t you saying?”

      After a deep breath, Pop made eye contact again. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to tell you how things came about.” He pulled his cap off and scratched his head again. “Beau…your joining up was ordered by the court. You had to choose between jail or the military.”

      “I’ve got a record?”

      Pop nodded. “You’ve been in trouble a few times, vandalism, petty stuff. You made a nuisance of yourself and irritated the judge, and he had this thing about giving his cases a choice when they didn’t straighten up. When the order came down, you chose the military, but when your time was up and you could’ve come home, you chose to stay.”

      “Court-ordered?” That was a lot to take in. He couldn’t imagine being that person. “How long ago was this?”

      “You went before the judge about five years ago. You were in trouble off and on for three or four years before that.”

      Beau rubbed his forehead, trying to work through the new information. “Okay so…why did I stay in the military?”

      “I can’t answer that other than to say that after a while you liked it. You had some growing up to do and the military helped. Eventually you became something other than the numb-nut always getting into trouble for the heck of it.”

      Smiling at Pop’s description, his gaze landed on the truck door and the Buchanan & Son sign, questions filling his head. If he asked too many, his father would clam up because the docs and shrink said it was better if he remembered on his own, but if he stuck to the general…

      “Give me that wire and stop gabbing like an old woman so we can go get us some food.”

      “I can take it in.” He planned to, too, except he got to the door and the sick feeling swept over him again, making him light-headed.

      Pop squeezed his good arm. “Take it slow, and don’t argue. You know you shouldn’t be carrying that anyway. I’ll take it to the guys while you go grab my cell out of the truck. I need to call about some equipment before we go.”

      Since he didn’t think he could force himself through the entry, he released the wire. His father hefted the roll onto his shoulder while Beau retraced his steps to the truck to look for the phone. He pretty much collapsed into the grit-covered seat before beginning his search beneath the papers and empty coffee cups. What was the deal? What was it about going into the unfinished house that brought on the cold sweats? Something about the bomb? About what he’d been doing before the explosion?

      “Awww, come on back, sweetie, I said I was sorry. I like watching you bend over to pick it up, but I’ll get it.”

      Beau raised his head at Dean’s words. The man held long wire scraps in his hands and faced the landscaper with an insincere leer Beau wanted to wipe off his face. Dean had been mouthing off all morning about this or that, and Beau was tired of the disrespect. He should probably keep his mouth shut and let his father handle the crew, but enough was enough. “Is there a problem?” he called from inside the truck.

      His question drew the woman’s attention. Their gazes locked, and like an idiot he smiled at her, hoping to smooth the waters. It didn’t. In fact, she stumbled to a stop, her eyes widening in a mixture of shock and something else he couldn’t identity. Through the windshield he watched as she paled, and for a minute he was afraid she’d actually pass out. Swooning at the sight of him?

      In his dreams.

      He frowned at her reaction, getting out as quickly as possible and trying not to favor his bum leg too much as he made his way to her. The sling was bad enough, his face a mess of scabs. Figures their first meeting would be one where she’d probably think he couldn’t take care of himself.

      “You…You?” she asked when he drew near. Her voice was hoarse, her chest rising and falling rapidly as she continued to stare at him, looking like a deer frozen in headlights.

      “Me.” He added another smile. “Do I know you?”

      Expressions flickered over her face in rapid succession. Shock gave way to pain, hurt to anger. “Nice.”

      “Did I do something wrong?”

      Bright green eyes stared into his, and the woman’s hands fisted at her sides. “Seriously?” The word was barely a whisper. “You’re seriously going to stand there and pretend you don’t even—” Her voice broke and she cleared her throat determinedly. “Unbelievable.”

      He stepped closer. “Look, obviously you know me, but you’re going to have to give me a hint here, sweetheart.”

      Her jaw firmed at the endearment. “I am not your sweetheart.”

      And he got the feeling he’d stumbled into a minefield. Dean stood behind her, making no attempt to hide his appreciation as he studied her backside. Eli stood off to the side, a confused look on his face as if he didn’t know whether to charge in swinging or stay out of the way. Smart kid chose the latter.

      Beau took another step and she backed up before she caught herself and stood her ground. “Drop the act.”

      “Let me explain.”

      “Explain what?” A bitter sound came from her throat. “What are you doing here, Beau?”
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      MARLEY STARED into Beau’s beautiful blue eyes and despised the quivering sensation inside her, her mind filled with images she never wanted to revisit. Why her? Why now?

      “It’s not an act. I don’t remember you.” Beau’s expression was one of concern and despite the anger that had built inside her over the past five years, she felt drawn to him. How sick and twisted was that? The only person Beau had ever been concerned about was himself, and he’d proven it to her in the cruelest way.

      Marley blinked hard to ease the sting of unwanted and humiliating tears. This was adding to the stress of her mother’s coldness and the little hold she maintained on her self-control was rapidly slipping. In response Beau moved yet closer, his gaze locked on hers. She looked away. She didn’t want him to see what he could do to her after all this time.

      A scab covered a cut stretching from forehead to temple and it matched the other cuts and scrapes on his face, a few colorful bruises beginning to fade with purple and yellow hues. The imperfections didn’t detract from his looks, however. Beau was still tall, dark and horrible for a woman’s equilibrium.

      Pull yourself together.

      Trying to do just that, she took in the width of his chest, and noted the arm not covered by a royal blue sling was corded with muscle.

      “Are you okay?”

      Not exactly. She nodded, unable to speak because of the lump of fear lodged in her throat. Despite the numerous times she’d held this very confrontation in her head, she was speechless. Amazing.

      “Look, ah…” He lifted his arm, the one hanging in the sling. “I was in an accident and don’t remember so well these days.”

      She snorted, wondering how many women had bought that story when he told it. “It’s okay, Beau. Spare me the lies and the games. There isn’t any need for them and I heard plenty from you five years ago.”

      Beau closed what little distance remained between them and she stiffened. Heat rolled off him, hotter than the sun overhead. A frown pulled his brows into a deep V, and she had to give him credit, he really did look confused. For a second her resolve faltered, but no. Lying came as second nature to him. A sad fact she couldn’t allow herself to forget.
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