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About the Book

On a hot southern night, with a storm on the horizon, a family is shattered. Three beautiful daughters – Savannah, Samantha, and Sabrina Wilde – go on with their lives, each significantly changed, as they bear the memory of the murder-suicide that killed their parents. For years, they have stayed away from Midnight, Alabama. Until Midnight calls them home.

Savannah is the first one back, when a gruelling case in Nashville leads the young prosecutor to seek shelter in the quiet of the once grand Wilde mansion. But when she finds letters casting doubt on her family’s dark, shameful past, she realizes that peace in Midnight is a shallow façade and sinister secrets lurk beneath the surface.

Zach Tanner, once the town’s bad boy, is now the new police chief and still has a wild hold over her. Zach can feel it, too, but he hurt Savannah once. As teenagers, they broke every rule together. Now it’s his job to keep her safe, even though he isn’t sure who her enemies are – or which ones might be his own.
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PROLOGUE

MIDNIGHT, ALABAMA

EIGHTEEN YEARS AGO

Beckett Wilde stumbled from his car and inhaled, taking fragrant honeysuckle-scented air deep into his lungs. Thunder rumbled like a far-off freight train. Brilliant streaks of jagged lightning lit up the ink-black sky. He took in another deep breath. Rain was coming. The drenching that had been threatening for days was finally on its way. And the humidity would be a thousand times worse. Summertime in Midnight was always hotter than a firecracker lit at both ends, but this year was breaking all sorts of records.

Wiping the sweat from his brow, Beckett shook his head to clear it and then narrowed his eyes to focus on the large structure in front of him. Hopefully by the time he made it inside, he wouldn’t feel like he was going to throw up all that good Kentucky bourbon he’d just guzzled.

As he weaved toward the three-story mansion that had been his home since his birth, he cursed his lack of coordination. Time was when he’d been able to throw back a half dozen bourbons before he felt even the slightest difference. Tonight he’d begun to feel the effects after two. Damn, he was getting old.

Actually, it was probably his lack of drinking that had created his low tolerance. With Maggie and the girls, he didn’t feel the need to soften the edges of reality. They made getting up every morning something to look forward to—not dread.

The argument with Maggie at the country club had taken him off guard. Half the town had been there to witness their spat. By the time he got to Shorty’s Bar a mile down the road, the other half knew about it, too. Damnable busybodies.

A few drinks in, he had begun to regret leaving her there like that. A wise man would’ve taken her home and had an adult conversation. Problem was, he and wisdom only had a passing acquaintance. Most times he did dumb stuff and Maggie would roll her eyes, shake her head, and forgive him. Being the handsome and charming only child of one of the oldest families in Alabama, Beckett got out of trouble about as easy as he got into it. Somehow Maggie loved him in spite of all that.

She had been in a tizzy even before they’d left the house. Their triplet daughters, Savannah, Samantha, and Sabrina, had left for summer camp this morning, and the girls had almost driven her crazy with their excitement and anxiety. Since Beckett had left for work early, he’d missed the brunt of their exuberant enthusiasm. He couldn’t say he regretted that. He adored his young’uns, but three overexcited ten-year-olds and a frazzled, exasperated woman buzzing around the house in a frenzy was something he could handle for only a few minutes at a time.

Poor Maggie had been exhausted when he’d gotten home. He had hoped a night out at the country club would’ve put her in a better frame of mind. And it probably would have if he hadn’t flirted with the new cocktail waitress. But those kinds of antics usually floated off his wife’s back. She knew he wasn’t serious. Hell yeah, he’d been a rabble-rouser and womanizer years ago, but once he’d fallen for Maggie, he’d given up those ways. Didn’t mean he didn’t like to charm the ladies. He was Southern, born and bred—stuff like that was ingrained in him.

The girls were gone. Even his daddy, who lived in the guesthouse out back, was in Mobile for the weekend. They were alone . . . that hadn’t happened in a month of Sundays. Instead of drowning his troubles in bourbon, he should’ve taken advantage of this opportunity to woo his wife again. Didn’t she know she was his life?

Cursing his selfishness, Beckett sped up, almost running the rest of the way to the side of the house, where he always entered.

The lights were off, but since it was going on midnight, Maggie had probably gone on to bed. He pushed open the door, giving little thought to why it wasn’t locked. In Midnight, folks didn’t have to lock their doors—one of the many advantages to living in a small town.

Beckett was in the middle of the kitchen when the first hint of something not being right hit him. It was too quiet. He told himself that the absence of his daughters just made the house feel different.

Assured that his uneasiness was unfounded, Beckett took another step, then froze. No, it was more than an empty house. The silence was eerily quiet, almost ominous. He shifted his gaze to the left and saw that the light above the kitchen island wasn’t on. Since this was the only light in the house that was kept on at night, he began to wonder. Then he noticed that the fridge wasn’t humming and the whir of all the ceiling fans on the first floor was absent and the reason for the silence hit him. Hell, no wonder. The electricity was out—it was nothing more than that.

He dropped his keys on the counter. Though it was pitch dark, he knew every nook and cranny of this house. To the left of the counter was a small desk. Beckett opened the desk drawer and withdrew a flashlight. He clicked it on and pulled his cellphone from the clip at his belt. Maggie was probably asleep and didn’t even know about the outage. If the power company couldn’t come out till tomorrow, it was going to be a long, hot night.

As he punched in numbers, a sound in the next room stopped him. Lifting his head, he looked toward the entrance to the dining room. “Mags? How long’s the power been out?”

No answer. Frowning, Beckett stepped forward. “Are you still mad at me? I’m sorry, honey, you know how I—”

Lightning flashed through the large bay window, casting light in the room and revealing a huddled body on the floor. Maggie!

Beckett rushed forward. “Maggie? Honey? What happened?” He fell to his knees beside her, barely noticing the warm wetness that seeped through the fabric of his pants.

Fear spiraled through him as he touched her face, which was soft and warm. His fingers went to her neck, feeling for a pulse. Nothing. Shock and denial screaming silently through him, Beckett reached for the cellphone he had dropped. An ambulance . . . he had to call an ambulance. Maggie was young and healthy—whatever had happened, they could save her. Dear Lord, he couldn’t lose her . . . he couldn’t!

“Don’t do that.”

Beckett whirled around. A man stood at the door. Though it was dark, he had no trouble recognizing him—the man had been in his house many times over the years. “What did you do?” Beckett whispered hoarsely.

“I never meant this to happen.”

Rage and disbelief shot through him. “You bastard!” Jumping to his feet, Beckett lunged toward the man he’d once called friend. A searing pain in the back of his head stopped him mid-flight. Stunned, Beckett crashed to the floor.

A deep, familiar voice rumbled above him. “Go turn the power back on. I’ve got another idea. This will work out better anyway.”

Facedown on the hardwood floor, Beckett tried to move. The agony in his head intensified, stopping all movement. He closed his eyes and then opened them again when he heard voices. A small, insistent whisper in his pain-blurred mind told him to get up—that something had happened—but his brain wouldn’t function properly. The pain was unbearable.

“What . . . happened?” Beckett mumbled, barely able to recognize the voice as his own.

Bright light flooded the room. Beckett blinked; finally able to raise his head slightly, he tried to focus. “What happened?” he asked again.

The deep voice above him answered, “You killed your wife . . . that’s what happened.”

“What?” Beckett whispered.

“Nobody’s going to believe that,” another familiar voice whispered.

“They’ll believe what I tell them to believe.”

Beckett knew he had to get up. Something was seriously wrong. Maggie . . . he had to get to Maggie. Dear Lord, what had they done to his Maggie? He tried to lift himself from the floor. Another pain seared the back of his head, more agonizing than before. Beckett’s mouth opened to scream out with agony, rage, and betrayal . . . only a slight whimper emerged. Thick darkness blanketed his mind, cloaking him in its smothering, consuming embrace. Then nothing.


CHAPTER ONE



EIGHT YEARS LATER

“Savvy, have you seen my pearl necklace?”

“I think I saw it on your dresser yesterday,” Savannah answered. A huff of exasperation followed. “My hair still won’t lie down.”

A soft snort of disgust and then, “I can’t believe you two are acting so silly over some dumb dance.”

Smiling, his arms crossed, Daniel Wilde sat patiently outside the bedrooms of his granddaughters and listened to their excited chatter. Tonight’s dance was a special event for all of them—a benchmark moment they would all remember.

Savannah, shy and much too serious about most things, had surprised them all last month when she had firmly announced that she would be going to the dance. As it was her senior prom, she’d stated, it was a rite of passage for any teenager.

Her sister Samantha had been delighted to hear that news. Of course, there’d never been any question of whether Samantha would attend. The most popular girl in school, she had turned down at least a half dozen invitations before finally accepting a date from the star basketball player.

Their sister Sabrina, rebellious and sure to do the opposite of what people wanted or expected, had adamantly announced that she would most definitely not be going. Thankfully, and with much coercion from her sisters, she had changed her mind.

Uniquely individual, but in many ways so wonderfully the same, the girls were the joy of his life. Dear Lord, how he loved them.

After Beckett’s and Maggie’s deaths, he had assumed responsibility for their care. Though the tragedy of his son’s and daughter-in-law’s deaths had made him want to lie down and die, too, he hadn’t been able to wallow in his grief. Three devastated ten-year-old girls had needed him. Little did they know that they had probably saved his life.

Raising the girls hadn’t been easy, but any sacrifices he’d made had been worthwhile. Other than the occasional advice he’d sought from some of his female relatives and friends, Daniel hadn’t wanted or needed help. People had come out of the woodwork offering their assistance. A few had even offered to take one or two of the girls to raise as their own. Daniel had vehemently refused. Not just because he didn’t want the sisters separated or because they were his granddaughters. He’d had to do this for Maggie and Beckett. He’d failed them in so many ways. Taking care of their daughters was the very least he could do. And though he still grieved over the loss, he didn’t regret one moment of raising these amazing young women.

Hearing the whispers and giggles go silent, Daniel called out, “You girls about ready? I want to get some pictures before your beaus get here.”

Savannah came from Samantha’s room. The girls’ bedrooms all connected with one another—something their mother, Maggie, had insisted on when she learned she was having triplet daughters. She had said they would be one another’s best friends. She had been right. Though each girl, especially Samantha, had her own friends, the sisters were extremely close.

Daniel beamed at the demure but lovely picture Savannah made. “You look beautiful.”

The uncertain expression changed to a glowing smile. “Thanks, Granddad. I’m glad you talked me into buying a new one instead of wearing last year’s recital dress.” Slender, graceful hands smoothed down the off-white satin. “I like it even better than I did when I tried it on at the store.”

Before Daniel could speak, Samantha, a vision in ice blue, came through the doorway. “That off-white color looks great on you, Savvy.”

Savannah threw her an appreciative grin. “Thanks for picking it out for me. I just wish I could do something with my hair.”

“You need to stop trying to tame it. Let it go free.”

“Or get it cut off, like I did.”

Sabrina exited her bedroom and Daniel almost swallowed his tongue. The girls had gone shopping by themselves and this was his first look at their attire. Savannah and Samantha had chosen to wear elegant evening gowns. Samantha’s off-the-shoulder dress was a bit more daring than Savannah’s square-cut neckline with thin shoulder straps, but still respectable. The outfit Sabrina had opted for was neither elegant nor subtle. The only description he could come up with was “harem costume.” In fact, the last time he’d seen this kind of costume was a rerun of I Dream of Jeannie. Though surely Barbara Eden hadn’t worn combat boots.

“Sabrina Sage Wilde, what in the name of all that’s good and righteous are you wearing?”

Everyone turned at the shrill voice behind them. Gibby Wilcox, Daniel’s second cousin twice removed, had arrived. He had deliberately told her to come half an hour late. Gibby was a good-hearted woman but her nervous fluttering could wear thin at the best of times. He hadn’t thought having her advise three teenaged girls on the proper attire for a prom was necessary. Now he wasn’t sure he had made the right decision.

“I think she looks fabulous,” Savannah defended.

Before Daniel could comment, Samantha nodded emphatically. “I agree. Very avant-garde.”

Always one another’s staunchest allies, as usual the sisters banded together. Daniel watched Sabrina’s expression. The tilted chin spoke of defiance and the sparkle in her eyes told him she was waiting for him to tell her she couldn’t go. He also recognized the vulnerability behind the bravado—an emotion she tried so desperately to hide from the rest of the world.

As the shock wore off, Daniel took a moment to reevaluate Sabrina’s costume. Even with her midriff showing, the outfit was actually much less revealing than both her sisters’. Though demure, Savannah’s gown hugged her slender figure like a second skin, and Samantha’s gown, albeit decent, showed a bit more cleavage than he was truly comfortable with. Thankfully the wrap around her shoulders gave her more coverage. Sabrina was known as the “Wilde child” and had worked hard to earn the nickname. Yes, she had a different look, but that was to be expected. She thrived on being unique.

That settled in his mind, Daniel nodded. “I agree. She does look quite fetching.”

“But, Daniel, surely you can’t . . . I mean . . . she’s a Wilde . . . I . . .” Gibby shut off abruptly, her mouth opening and closing silently like a fish on dry land. A speechless Gibby was a sight to behold. Truth be told, he didn’t think he’d ever seen that happen.

Unfortunately that didn’t last long and she regained her composure quickly. “Well, at least make her wear decent shoes. Those look like something she found on the side of the road.”

“Actually I found them at a Goodwill store in Mobile,” Sabrina said. “They’re very comfortable.”

Daniel clapped his hands to get attention off Sabrina. “Now that everyone’s ready, let’s go out into the garden and take some pictures before your dates get here.”

Giving him a look that told him he was going to get an earful once the girls were gone, Gibby rounded the girls up and herded them downstairs.

Daniel blew out a sigh as he followed behind them. No, raising three teenaged girls hadn’t been easy, but it was the best and most honorable thing he’d ever done. He pushed aside the melancholy. Tonight was for his granddaughters. When the house was empty, he’d take the time to write his daily letter. How his wife, Camille, would have loved tonight’s event. If life had been fair or just, the girls’ mother and grandmother would have both been involved in readying them for this momentous occasion.

After his letter, he’d pour his one bourbon he was allowed each night and raise a glass to his beautiful daughter-in-law and handsome son, and once again apologize for not being wise or courageous enough to do what should have been done.

Alone at her table, Savannah tapped her foot in a nervous rhythm to the beat of the music as she watched the dancers on the floor. She felt out of place and uncomfortable, not an unusual occurrence. Social events always made her feel this way. Why had she thought her senior prom would be any different?

Out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of her date, adding a new concern. That was his third swallow from a silver flask. She knew almost nothing about Billy Bartell. When he had asked her to the prom, she had been surprised but flattered. Having someone ask her out was unusual enough that it had given her a thrill of excitement. She had foolishly accepted, mostly because she had known no one else would ask her. She had hated the idea of going to the prom alone. Any other time she wouldn’t have been so needy or desperate. Not dating regularly had never really bothered her. Focusing on her schoolwork and extracurricular activities took up most of her free time. But this was her senior prom—a watershed event, a dividing line between childhood and adulthood. After tonight, followed by graduation next week, she would no longer be a schoolgirl.

Now, as she watched her date take a fourth swallow of whatever was in the flask, Savannah was seriously regretting the decision.

Billy had seemed nice, kind of shy and awkward. He was new at school, arriving only a few months before graduation. Savannah had felt a sort of a kinship with him. She understood the feeling of aloneness and obscurity. She had felt that way for most of her life. No, she amended. She had felt that way after her parents’ deaths. Murder-suicide was the stuff of TV news or fiction books, not a loving, secure family such as hers had been.

She’d once been a happy-go-lucky kid. But the summer it happened, everything changed. Life became somber and serious, and so had she.

Billy had seemed to share that air of seriousness. Savannah had felt no real zing with him, but that didn’t concern her. She wasn’t looking for zing. She had goals to achieve, and getting mixed up with any guy was not on her agenda until much later in life.

An image of the one boy she’d give serious thought to shoving aside her agenda for popped into her head. Slightly shaggy, golden-blond hair framed a handsome, intelligent face. His well-built, muscular body was at least six feet tall, and the confidence in his long-limbed swagger only added to his mystique. Completely out of her league and sphere of knowledge, Zach Tanner had secretly fascinated her from the moment she saw him. Not that he knew she existed. Having him notice her was only within the realm of her nighttime fantasies.

Zach was everything dreamy and sigh-worthy. She had first spotted him two years ago, when she’d been in town on an errand. He had been talking to Mr. Henson, the owner of Henson’s Grocery. Actually they’d been arguing. Henson was shorter, but much broader and had the fierce look of an angry, snarling bulldog. Zach hadn’t backed down. They’d almost been touching noses, their words heated and loud. Henson had been accusing Zach of something and he had been denying it. Unknown to either of them, Savannah had stood several feet away and watched the whole interlude. She had only caught bits and pieces of the argument because she’d been so fascinated by Zach. The way he’d stood, his shoulders so straight with an air of pride and self-assurance she could only imagine, fascinated her. He had seemed so mature . . . maybe even more so than Mr. Henson.

From that moment on, she had been on the lookout for him. Whenever she caught a glimpse of him, he always seemed preoccupied, as if he had a lot on his mind. Midnight was a small town and everybody knew one another. Being the kind of person who listened much more than she talked, she picked up more information than most adults thought she should know. Oddly, she didn’t know all that much about Zach and his family. She knew he lived on the other side of town and that his mother, Francine Adams, was a divorcée. And though Savannah had heard more than a few whispers of “floozy” and “harlot” in relation to Francine, she knew little more than that. Zach had a brother named Josh who was two years younger than Savannah and played on the football team.

A heavy arm came over her shoulders, startling her. She twisted her head around to see an obviously drunk Billy Bartell sitting beside her, grinning. His face was flushed with color and beads of sweat rolled down his cheeks.

“Why don’t we go to the car and make out?”

Her stomach roiling at the thought, Savannah shook her head. “I’m really enjoying listening to the band.” Hoping the exercise would sober him up, she pushed away from him and jumped to her feet. “I love this song. Let’s dance.”

Billy grabbed her arm and pulled her back down. Alcohol-tainted breath covered her face, making her stomach turn even queasier. “Let’s make our own music.”

Breath held to avoid the alcohol stench, Savannah resisted the urge to roll her eyes at the cheesy comment. She tried to pull away from him, but he held tight. She tugged again. “Let me go.”

“Not till I’ve had a taste of you.”

Horrified, she stopped struggling to gape at him. “Excuse me?”

“Come on, Savannah. Everybody warned me you were the uptight one. But with sisters like Samantha and Sabrina, there’s got to be more to you. Underneath that straitlaced, prissy air, I know there’s a wild woman. Loosen up a little.” Holding her with one hand, he reached into his jacket with the other and pulled out the silver flask. “Take a little sip and let’s have some fun.”

Not only had he insulted her, he had insulted her sisters, too. Torn between getting away from him and slapping him, Savannah took the flask he held out to her. She watched the triumphant grin disappear from his face as she poured the liquid onto the floor.

“Hey!” He grabbed her arm. “Stop that! That cost a lot of money.”

More furious at her own poor judgment than she was at the louse Billy had turned out to be, Savannah used both hands to push him away. “I’m leaving.”

“You’re not going anywhere, you ungrateful little bitch.” He grabbed for her again but she managed to jump away in time.

“Back off, you jerk.” Though she knew several eyes were on them, Savannah pushed her humiliation aside. Getting out of the room, away from Billy, was more important than her embarrassment.

Weaving in between tables, Savannah took rapid, determined steps, her eyes on her goal—the gym entrance. The temptation to run was strong but she resisted. She’d always done her best not to draw undue attention to herself; this would be no different. Blending into the background was something she was good at, and tonight she was glad for that. She hated the thought of people talking about her. There had been enough talk about the Wildes in her lifetime.

As she reached the door, she spotted one of Sammie’s friends. A pleasant smile fixed on her face, Savannah said, “Hey, Megan, have you seen Samantha or Sabrina around?”

Megan pulled away from the guy she was plastered against. “Haven’t seen Sabrina, but I think I saw Samantha and Toby going out to the parking lot a few minutes ago.”

With a nod of thanks, Savannah headed outside. If she couldn’t find either sister, she’d come back in and call her grandfather. How silly for her not to bring her cellphone with her. The sparkly little purse she’d been so excited about was only large enough for her lipstick, compact, and a small box of breath mints. She hadn’t even considered that she might need a phone.

Calling her grandfather would be her last option, though. She and her sisters did their best to handle these kinds of problems on their own. Daniel Wilde was super protective of those he loved, and when it came to his granddaughters, he would move heaven and earth to keep them safe.

Her parents’ deaths had occurred in early summer, and Savannah and her sisters had still been reeling with the grief when the new school year began. They had never anticipated the snide comments and cruel jokes of their classmates. Even at ten years old, Savannah had been mature enough to realize that most of the hurtful words were just being repeated from what kids had heard their parents say. That hadn’t prevented the hurt.

At the beginning, she would tell her grandfather everything, but had soon stopped when she’d seen his reaction. Daniel Wilde had been livid. He’d confronted the principal, the teachers, and had even faced down a couple of parents. Not only had it been embarrassing for her, she had been worried about his health. His face would get purple with rage, and Savannah spent sleepless nights worrying that she would lose him, too.

She learned to keep her mouth shut. Whenever comments were made, she pretended she hadn’t heard them. Eventually the kids stopped. By then, Savannah had become quiet and withdrawn. Getting lost in her studies or her favorite books was her way to cope.

No, calling her grandfather and telling him that Billy had been a skeevy creep would be her last resort.

Lost in thought, Savannah was in the middle of the overpacked parking lot when she realized that not only was her sister not around, coming out here by herself hadn’t been the wisest decision she could have made. A group of boys, some dressed for the dance, some not, were leaning up against the cars, drinking and smoking. She turned to walk away and zeroed in on a new goal—getting away before any of them noticed her.

“Hey, Blondie, where you going in such a hurry?”

Not looking back to see if she knew who’d called out, Savannah kept walking. Once again, she was tempted to run. This time she would have if her long dress and four-inch heels hadn’t impeded her speed. She thought about taking a moment to stop and step out of her shoes, but the sound of rapid, heavy footsteps behind her kicked her heart rate into high gear and forced her into a running panic. A bulky body stepped out from the shadows and stood in front of her; Savannah jerked, her high-heeled feet skidding against the pavement to avoid a collision.

A wobbling, obviously drunk Clark Dayton stood before her. Sober, he was one of the most obnoxious guys she knew. Judging by the belligerent smirk on his flushed, round face, being intoxicated hadn’t made him any nicer. After graduating last year, he had left Midnight for college. All three Wilde sisters had been glad to see him go. He had tried to date each of them, and when Savannah, the last one he asked, had turned him down, he had resorted to crude comments and behaving even more obnoxiously.

She stepped around him and said firmly, “I’m going back inside.”

He grabbed her arm and whirled her around. Three other guys were standing behind him. She recognized Clark’s cousin, Mason Hardy, but didn’t know the other two. Savannah refused to panic. These jerks were just trying to scare her and admittedly doing an excellent job.

“Let me go.” The words were a demand but she inwardly winced at how shaky and uncertain she sounded.

“I don’t think so. It’s about time you Wilde bitches learned a lesson. You ain’t no better than anyone else.”

“We never said we were. You—” She stopped abruptly. Getting into a verbal shouting match would accomplish nothing. She needed to get away and quick.

Her head twisted so she faced the school building, she pretended she saw someone and called out, “Hey, guys, I’m over here!”

Clark twisted around, giving Savannah the opportunity to jump away from him and run. She took three steps forward before one of the boys she didn’t know stood a few feet in front of her. He began walking toward her, leaving Savannah no choice but to back up. She slammed into an unmovable object—Clark Dayton. Beer-scented breath whispered in her ear, “We’re going to have us some fun.”

He backed away, leaving Savannah to turn slowly around and assess her situation—it wasn’t good. She had somehow been corralled into a dark area of the parking lot. Four drunken young men surrounded her and there was no help in sight.

One of them thrust a bottle toward her. “Take a long, deep swallow . . . it’ll get you in the mood.”

Having no other choice, Savannah opened her mouth, took a deep breath, and screamed at the top of her lungs.


CHAPTER TWO



Zach Tanner rubbed his tired, gritty eyes and yawned widely as he steered his car toward home. A twelve-hour workday would’ve been bad enough, but he’d had to get up a couple of hours earlier this morning to study. Taking online college courses was a lifesaver since he couldn’t afford to drive to the University of South Alabama campus every day, but it sure cut down on his sleeping time. The psychology test was at noon tomorrow and he was determined to ace it.

This was his last test for the quarter. The better he did on this exam, the better his record would look. It’d taken a lot of work to overcome his rep as a no-good kid. When he’d signed up for the army a couple of months back, he had been warned to keep his nose clean. Telling the recruiter he was following in his dad’s footsteps had helped, but still the recruiter hadn’t liked the black marks on Zach’s records, no matter how unfounded they were. He had told him to keep a low profile in town and to stay out of trouble. Zach had done his best to comply. No way in hell was he going to jeopardize his chances. He’d dreamed too long and worked too hard to let anything get in the way. Come August, he was out of Midnight for good and on to a new life.

His family responsibilities were finally ending. After being the sole provider for more years than he liked to remember, he was finally free. His salvation had come by way of Leonard Easley, a widowed bank president from Pascagoula, Mississippi. He’d taken one look at Zach’s mom and fallen head over heels. After all of Francine’s machinations to find a man to take care of her, she’d ended up finding him on the side of the road when she’d run out of gas and Leonard had stopped to help.

It’d taken a few months before Zach was convinced that Leonard was really serious. His mother wasn’t known for good judgment in her selection of men. Nor was she known for her self-control. If Leonard had wanted to, he could easily have kept a casual sexual relationship and Francine would have hung on for as long as she could. Instead, much to everyone’s surprise, Leonard didn’t want casual, he wanted forever.

The day after Leonard proposed, Zach had gone to the army recruiting office in Mobile and signed up. The U.S. Army was not only his ticket out of town, but also the chance to do something worthwhile. He had never known his dad; James Tanner had been killed in a brief conflict in Egypt when Zach was a baby. The stories his mother had told him made him want to be the kind of man his father had been—strong, courageous, and honorable.

He had a long way to go. Zach had been an outcast for most of his life. As the son of the town’s “Jezebel,” he had been called every vile name in the book. Also, being poor just seemed to piss some people off. Now it was time to prove that he had something inside of him. Something that didn’t involve scraping, stealing, or wheeling and dealing just to survive.

His number one priority had always been his half brother, Josh. From the time his mother had walked in the door with the small blanket-wrapped bundle, Zach had felt responsible for him. His mother had reinforced those feelings when she’d placed the infant in four-year-old Zach’s arms and said, “You’re the big brother. You’re supposed to watch out for him and protect him.” And that’s exactly what Zach had tried to do. When Eric Adams, Josh’s father and Zach’s stepfather, had walked out on the family, Zach’s responsibilities as a big brother had taken on even more importance.

But now Josh was sixteen years old, a star football player who had an excellent chance of getting a football scholarship. With Leonard paying the family expenses, Josh would be taken care of until he was out on his own. That peace of mind had given Zach the permission to pursue his own dreams.

The cellphone in the console beside him blared out a loud ring. Zach glared at the thing. He didn’t want to answer, even though he knew he would. He had resisted getting a cellphone because he knew he’d be on call 24/7, and he had been right. His mother thought nothing of calling him, no matter what time or for what reason.

Grabbing the phone before it could blare out another ring, he answered, “Hello?”

“Zachie honey, where are you?”

“I’m headed home, Mom.”

“Well, what’s taking so long? Your shift ended twenty minutes ago.”

That was because he’d sat in his car for a full five minutes and just enjoyed the quiet. No one asking for anything, giving orders, or making demands. Solitude was a precious commodity.

Explaining that would do nothing but make her cry, so he said instead, “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Leonard’s already called to say good night, and Josh probably won’t be home for hours. I’m lonesome.”

Zach held his tongue.

“Could you stop and pick up some milk and cigarettes?”

“I thought you told Leonard you had quit smoking.”

“That’s only after we’re married. Till then, what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

So much for honesty in a relationship. “I’ll stop for milk. Not cigarettes.”

“You’re such a fuddy-duddy, Zach Tanner. I’m an adult and your mama. You’re supposed to mind me and do what I tell you to do.”

If only that were true. Zach had been nine years old when his stepfather had up and left the family for another woman. That day, in between sobs of despair and curses at her husband, his mother had announced that Zach was now the man of the house. From that moment on, his life had not been his own. Francine had depended upon him for everything.

Zach had recognized early that resenting her demands or control over his life accomplished nothing. His little brother needed to eat. Zach had become an expert on bargain shopping. The monthly swap meet on the outskirts of town became his hunting ground. Paying pennies for dented or unlabeled cans of food or a quarter for day-old bread at the bakery thrift store had sustained them. When even those hadn’t been available or money had been scarce, he had resorted to various other avenues of obtaining food, some legal, some not. He’d learned early that pride or fear couldn’t get in the way of survival.

Social Services had been a constant visitor in their home for a while. Zach had learned to lie about their circumstances. His mother had told him horror stories of what could happen if the family was split up. No matter how hard his life got or what he had to do, the thought of never seeing his little brother again wasn’t something Zach could accept. Eventually they had stopped checking on them.

“Zach, you still there?”

He shook himself out of his stupor. “Yeah, I’ll stop for milk. Anything else?” Before she could say it, he added, “Besides cigarettes?”

“That’s it. Don’t be long, okay?”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Zach ended the call and blew out a tired sigh.

Despite his happiness that the well-to-do Leonard was serious about marrying Francine, Zach had felt honor-bound to have a long talk with him—he couldn’t allow the man to go into the marriage uninformed. Though Francine had good qualities, her number one priority would always be herself. Having Leonard know that fact up front would prevent any unpleasant surprises down the line—such as him leaving the way Zach’s stepfather had.

Much to his surprise, Leonard held no illusions about his future wife. He told Zach that he had been a widower for over five years and missed being married. He had enough money to support Francine and her needs. Her lack of maturity charmed him instead of turning him off. Having her depend upon him for everything was exactly what he was looking for.

Deciding that the man did indeed know what he was getting into, Zach had given his approval. He just hoped Leonard could handle being a full-time caretaker for the rest of his life.

Though he loved her, Zach held no illusions about his mother. When she hadn’t been dating, searching for a new husband, or trying to steal someone else’s husband, she had been miserable. She had told him once that having a man in her life gave her purpose.

Instead of turning right onto Beach View Drive to go home, Zach made a left onto Grant Road. The convenience store was only a couple of blocks away. Hopefully he could get into bed before midnight, since he wanted to get up early for a couple more hours of study time. Glancing over at the high school on the right, he wondered about all the cars and then remembered that this was senior prom night.

How could he have forgotten the prom? Josh was there. Though his little brother wasn’t a senior, one of the senior girls had asked him to take her. Josh, being Josh, had refused. The kid did everything he could not to incur any added expenses. Zach wasn’t having it and had insisted that he go. He hadn’t been able to go to his own prom, not that he would’ve wanted to go, but choosing not to go was a hell of lot different than not being able to afford to go. Zach was determined his little brother get all the advantages he hadn’t had. That included proms, dances, dates, and all the other things most teenagers took for granted.

Zach took a sweeping glance at the full parking lot but didn’t see the car Josh was driving—a baby blue Lexus—Leonard’s gift to Francine on the day of his proposal. Maybe he’d parked on the other side. As Zach drove by, his headlights swooped across the far end of the parking lot and he caught a movement out of the corner of his eye. Blinking to clear his sight, he saw what looked like four guys standing in a circle. Though they were in a dark area, away from the streetlight, their menacing stance and total focus told him they were surrounding someone. Some poor kid was about to get an ass-whupping.

He told himself he was too tired to intervene. Early on, before he’d learned a few hard-earned lessons, he’d been the recipient of several of those beatings. They weren’t fun but they’d toughened him up. Besides, the army recruiter had told him to stay away from anything that could cause him trouble. One more blight on his record and his dreams of being in the service would be toast.

A few yards later, Zach slowed to a standstill. How many times had he wished for someone to come rescue him or help him out? No one ever had. Was this guy wishing for the same thing?

The badass reputation Zach had worked hard to earn could now deter even the toughest asshole from bothering him. Maybe just by showing up, he could scare the little shits away and help a kid out.

Mentally shrugging, Zach made a quick U-turn and headed for the entrance to the parking lot. Whether he could just make verbal threats or he’d have to knock a few heads together no longer mattered. The closer he came to the menacing circle, the more imperative it seemed for him to put a halt to whatever was about to happen.

Not bothering to park, Zach stopped within a couple of yards of the group and turned his lights on bright. Four young men, two dressed in tuxedoes and two in casual clothes, whipped their heads around and glared. Oh yeah, he’d definitely interrupted their good time.

Zach opened the car door and got out slowly. “You guys having a party or what?”

“What the hell do you want, low-life Tanner?”

Hearing one of the many nicknames he’d been called much of his life barely penetrated his consciousness. A gap between two of the guys showed him exactly what the fine young men of Midnight were about to do. A teenaged girl stood in their midst, shivering and trembling like a candle about to be extinguished. Her wide-eyed, terrified expression revealed her helplessness. Rage like he’d never known before zoomed through his body, spiking his adrenaline and giving him a much-needed boost of energy.

Striding toward them, letting them know he was now the predator and they the prey, Zach asked with a soft, growling fury, “What the hell do you guys think you’re doing?”

“We’re just having a little fun.”

That came from one of the tuxedoed pricks, the quiver in his voice an indication that he was suddenly having second thoughts.

“This ain’t none of your business, Tanner,” Clark Dayton snarled. “This is private school property and you ain’t in school no more.”

Zach cocked his head. “Correct me if I’m wrong, Dayton, but didn’t you graduate last year? Though by the sound of your speech, holding you back a few years might have been wise.”

With a vicious curse, Dayton lunged toward him. Zach had plenty of time to step out of his way and let the jerk land on his face. The guy was not only drunk, he moved like a lumbering ox. But avoiding the collision never entered Zach’s mind. Dayton slammed into him, apparently trying to knock him off his feet. Laughing at the piss-poor assault, Zach caught the idiot’s whiskered chin in a clean uppercut. Dayton’s mouth snapped shut with the satisfying crunching sound of breaking teeth.

Not even glancing at the now semiconscious Dayton, moaning and wallowing around on the pavement, Zach focused on the three remaining. “Anybody else want to give it a shot? Come on.”

The two in tuxedoes backed away, one mumbling about not wanting any trouble. The remaining guy looked down at Dayton and then back at Zach. “You’re going to pay for that.”

“Bring it,” Zach offered softly.

A clicking sound gave Zach a second’s warning before a knife was jabbed toward his face. Jerking back, Zach threw out a kick and knocked the knife out of the guy’s hand. The guy barely had a chance to know he’d lost his weapon before Zach was on him, taking them both to the pavement. The breath had been knocked out of his opponent, giving Zach the opportunity to pin him down by holding both of his arms above his head. Then, very deliberately, he positioned his knee over the guy’s groin and pressed down . . . hard. Whatever breath the idiot had regained was expelled in a squealing sob.

“Next time you think about raping a girl, remember this, asshole.”

“Get off me . . . please.”

Taking his time, Zach got to his feet. Consumed with holding his privates and rolling around on the pavement, the guy never looked at Zach again.

Finally able to face the young woman he’d just saved, for the first time he realized her identity. Savannah Wilde. “You okay?”

Instead of nodding her head, answering yes, or hell, even running away, she did something that stunned him. With a sobbing “Oh, Zach, thank you,” she launched herself toward him. Zach had no choice but to open his arms to catch her.

Wrapping her arms around his neck, she held on tight.

Zach forced himself to hold her loosely, because, for whatever insane reason, he instinctively wanted to hold her tighter and feel her body pressed up against his. His mind scrambled for a noble excuse. It was a reflex from the adrenaline rush, not because she felt so damn good or because no one had ever looked at him as if he was something special.

Whatever the reason, they had to leave. She needed to get to safety and he needed to get the hell out of here before the police showed up. No matter that he had saved one of the Wilde sisters from a gang rape or even worse, Police Chief Harlan Mosby would gladly haul his ass into jail. When it came to Zach, Mosby acted first and asked questions later.

Pushing her away slightly, he said, “You okay?”

“Yes, thank you,” she answered softly.

“You have a car?”

“No.” She glanced toward the school building and then back at him. “Would it be too much out of your way to take me home?”

The question stunned him almost as much as her jumping into his arms. Good girls, rich or poor, did not get into the car with Zach Tanner. Few parents wanted to see their daughters take up with the town’s bad boy, especially one with no money or prospects.

She had to know who he was—she’d called him Zach. He knew little to nothing about the Wilde sisters, but he had heard that Savannah was “the brainy one.” So far, she wasn’t impressing him with her smarts.

“I don’t think me taking you home is a good idea. Who’d you come with?”

She glanced nervously toward the school. “My date.”

“Then what the hell are you doing out here?”

“He’s inside getting drunk. I was looking for my sister.”

The idiocy of some guys amazed him. While his date was in the parking lot close to getting raped, he was inside boozing it up. Figuring they had mere seconds before someone either called the cops or one of the guys on the pavement got up the courage to take him on again, Zach took Savannah’s hand and pulled her to his car. “Let’s get out of here.”

Savannah sank into the car seat, her relief so great she could barely catch her breath. She had no doubt what Clark Dayton and his friends had wanted to do. And Zach Tanner had been the one to save her.

The driver’s-side door squeaked open and Zach slid into the seat beside her. The heartbeat that had been slowing down sped right back up. She had never been this close to him before; he was even more handsome than she had thought.

“You live on Wildefire Lane, right?”

Too breathless to speak, she nodded.

The car shot forward. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Clark leaning against a car. As they passed by him, he yelled out something and raised his hand, extending his middle finger in an obscene gesture.

Zach acted as though he didn’t exist, but shot her a warning look. “Dayton won’t forget this. You need to be on the lookout for him for a while.”

“I don’t plan to ever be in a position where I see him again.”

“You’re living in the same town . . . might be hard to avoid him.”

She didn’t bother to point out that she and Zach had lived in the same town and this was the first time they’d encountered each other. Instead she told him news that no one but her family knew. “I’m leaving for college in a few months.”

“Oh yeah, where you going?”

“Vanderbilt University in Nashville.”

A smile spread over his face and Savannah had to hold her breath to keep from gasping. She’d never seen such a transformation. Before, he’d been handsome but grim-looking. His smile changed him into just short of beautiful.

“Good for you. That’s a great school. What are you going to study?”

“Law. I’m going to be a criminal defense attorney.”

Zach nodded his approval as he turned in to the drive in front of her house. Savannah couldn’t believe they were already here. It felt as though she’d just gotten into the car.

“Might want to mention this incident to your granddaddy, just to be on the safe side.”

She nodded absently, biting her lip in indecision. While she’d been in the midst of those hideous boys, a thought had flashed through her mind of how safe and staid her life had become. She was eighteen years old and had never done anything remotely exciting or risky. Here was her chance to do something different, be someone different. Her mind whispered, Take a chance! For some reason, she felt changed, as if her life had been altered. She didn’t want to go back to the same boring Savannah. Taking that chance, Savannah blurted out her thoughts: “Would you like to come in and meet Granddad? I’m sure he’d like to thank you for basically saving my life.”

Zach snorted and shook his head. “You really are an innocent, aren’t you? Your granddaddy would probably lock you up until it’s time for you to leave for college if he saw you with me.”

She didn’t bother to ask him why he felt that way. She knew what the gossips said about him. Having been the victim of many of those same gossips, she knew better than to believe their lies. What they said didn’t faze her. Nor would it her grandfather.

“Granddad isn’t one to believe the gossips. He said you have to look beneath the surface to get the true measure of a person.”

Instead of arguing with her, he gave her another sweet smile. “Your grandfather sounds like a good man.” He glanced at his watch. “But I need to get going.”

Of course he did. He’d probably had a date tonight and was heading home. Or maybe he was just now going out. Since he was older, he didn’t have to worry about curfews and stuff like that.

“Would you come for breakfast in the morning?”

Though he didn’t move a muscle, she could tell she had startled him. His words confirmed the thought. “Excuse me?”

“Come for breakfast in the morning. We sit down at eight. It’s really informal. . . . I know my granddad would be very excited to meet you.” Before he could answer and give her the rejection she expected, she added, “Please, don’t say no.”

He opened his mouth and she was sure that was exactly what he would do, but instead he said, “I’ll see what I can do.”

Letting it go at that, she opened the car door and then looked at him again. “Thank you for saving my life.”

“Just be careful from now on. Okay?”

“I will.” And before her newfound courage deserted her, she leaned over and quickly kissed his cheek, loving the tingling feel of his five-o’clock shadow against her mouth. “You’re my hero.”

Before he could say anything or she could do anything crazier, Savannah jumped out of the car and raced toward the house.


CHAPTER THREE



Barely eight hours later, calling himself seven kinds of a fool, Zach stood on the front porch of the Wilde mansion. He had no good reason for being here and sure as hell didn’t belong here.

In his whole life, he’d never had anyone refer to him as a hero. He’d been sneered at, laughed at. Had people call him everything from bastard and sleaze to the town slut’s son. Had even seen people cross the street to avoid him. The very idea that even for a moment someone as pure and sweet as Savannah Wilde could consider him a hero amazed him. The temptation of experiencing that feeling again was hard to resist.

Of course, the moment Daniel Wilde, Savannah’s grandfather, saw him, he’d be told to leave. His stomach grumbled and he shrugged philosophically. If nothing else, maybe they’d give him a biscuit or something before they kicked him out.

That might be humiliating for some, but Zach had long ago gotten over being prideful. Taking care of his family for so many years had made pride a useless emotion and one he couldn’t afford. It’d been a while since he’d had to steal food or depend upon the kindness of others. Once he’d found a few folks willing to give him a chance to earn some money, he had stopped stealing. And though he could still go to the food pantries at some of the churches and get free groceries, he had stopped that, too. Food hadn’t been as plentiful once he had started paying for it, but it had tasted a damn sight better than stolen food or charity.

And now that Leonard had come into their lives, there was plenty of money for groceries, but Zach would never allow himself to forget the gnawing ache of hunger. He was still as frugal as ever, but instead of spending all of his earnings on the necessities, he saved as much as he could.

Braced for rejection, Zach pressed the doorbell and waited to be told to go home. Seconds later, Savannah opened the door, and her brilliant smile of welcome was like a blast of bright sunshine after a long, dark night. Her long, wavy hair was pulled back by some kind of barrette, and she was wearing a pale pink sleeveless dress covered in butterflies.

“You came!”

She seemed so pleased to see him, Zach took a step forward before he remembered he hadn’t been invited inside. Stopping abruptly, he cleared his throat and said, “I only came to make sure you were okay.”

Yeah, okay, that was lame. But he figured giving her an out would save both of them the embarrassment when Daniel Wilde ordered him to leave.

Instead of accepting his words, she grabbed his arm and pulled him inside. “Nonsense. Granddad’s so excited to meet you. Breakfast is ready. Hope you’re hungry.” She tugged on his arm again. “Come on.”

Zach barely heard the door close behind him as he gazed around in awe. Never in his life had he seen anything so grand or clean. The closest thing was when he was a kid, he’d gone on a school trip to tour the governor’s mansion in Montgomery. That had been larger, but this, in his opinion, was nicer.

The floor was polished mahogany, so shiny he could see his reflection. The walls, a light lemony color, were covered with framed art and all sorts of family photos. A giant curved staircase seemingly miles away from the entrance spiraled up to the second floor. A balcony overlooked the first floor. The mansion appeared big on the outside but he hadn’t imagined how immense it really was. Long past believing that anything could intimidate or impress him, Zach felt rooted to the floor and speechless. The gulf between his upbringing and Savannah Wilde’s was like night and day, beans and apple butter . . . heaven and hell.

“Come into the morning room. That’s where we have Saturday breakfast. Sammie and Bri are excited to meet you, too.”

Barely comprehending that his feet were moving, Zach followed slowly behind Savannah, more intimidated with each step he took. Every room they went through reinforced the fact that he didn’t belong here. He was about to come up with another excuse to leave when she led him to a large sunny room with a table laden with the best-smelling and most delicious-looking food he could ever imagine. What amazed him even more were the three smiling faces of the people surrounding the table.

Daniel Wilde came toward him, his hand outstretched. “Welcome, Zach. I can’t begin to tell you how grateful we are for what you did for Savannah last night.” Tears glistened in the older man’s blue eyes.

“I was glad to help out, sir.”

Mr. Wilde turned slightly and gestured behind him. “I’d like to introduce Samantha and Sabrina, Savannah’s sisters.”

Though Zach had never officially met either girl, he’d seen them around. He knew Savannah and her sisters were triplets, and though they looked almost identical, he thought Savannah was by far the most beautiful of the three.

“Come sit down,” Savannah urged.

Zach watched as she pulled a chair out for him at the head of the table. Feeling more uncomfortable and awkward than he’d ever felt in his life, Zach lumbered over to the chair and sat down. Then, realizing that everyone was still standing, he sprang to his feet again, his face and entire body heating up in embarrassment.

When everyone was finally seated, Zach fell back into his chair and stared at the overflowing platters on the table: eggs, both fried and scrambled, bacon, country ham, pancakes, biscuits, gravy—sawmill and redeye—grits, and hash browns. Two glass pitchers, one holding orange juice and the other milk, stood beside a carafe of steaming coffee. The room was silent, as if everyone was waiting for him to say something. Before he could come up with anything, a gigantic and eager rumble of his stomach broke the quiet.

“We really didn’t know what kind of food you liked, so we each made our specialty.” Savannah paused and then added, “I made the biscuits and both gravies.”

“It looks really good.”

As if his approval was what they had been waiting for, platters of food began to be passed. Zach took a modest amount from each one and soon had an overloaded plate. When the last platter was finally passed, Daniel Wilde said, “Let’s give thanks.”

Everyone at the table bowed their head. Nerves and his grumbling stomach kept him from hearing much of the prayer, but when his name was mentioned, Zach’s ears perked up. Savannah’s grandfather thanked God for Zach being there to save her and for coming to breakfast. Had anyone ever prayed for him before? He didn’t think so. It felt odd but he couldn’t say he hated the feeling.

After a chorus of “Amen,” Zach opened his eyes and watched as everyone began to eat. Deciding he’d been given the green light, he wasted no more time and dug into the best meal he’d had in his life.

Savannah had the hardest time concentrating on her own plate of food. She had never seen anyone eat the way Zach did. He attacked and demolished. Knowing that it would embarrass him if she stared, she forced herself to only glance at him every so often so it wouldn’t look so obvious.

She still couldn’t believe he’d actually come. Last night when she had issued the invitation, the expression in his eyes and his noncommittal reply made her almost positive he wouldn’t. Not that it had stopped her grandfather from insisting that they make a meal fit for a king. After she had told him what happened and what Zach did for her, he’d been ready to go over to Zach’s house and thank him in person. Knowing that Zach probably wouldn’t want that, she had persuaded him to wait till morning to see if he would show.

Once they’d heard the truth, her sisters had been just as eager to thank him. Sammie and Bri had arrived home last night with a completely different story of what had happened. Rumors had been running rampant that a drunken Zach Tanner had shown up at the prom and had beaten up two boys in the parking lot. There had been no mention of how Zach had rescued her or what Clark Dayton and his friends had tried to do.

Savannah had been appalled at how the low-life red-necks had twisted the truth, making Zach into a villain instead of the hero she knew him to be. Thank heavens her grandfather had been wise enough to realize something else. It hadn’t occurred to her that Zach could get into trouble. Why would it? He’d saved her life! Daniel Wilde was smart in the ways of how this town worked, so instead of going to Zach’s house to thank him, he had gotten into his car and made the short trip to the police station. And had arrived in the nick of time.

Granddad had said that Chief Mosby had been hell-bent on arresting Zach. It had taken over an hour to convince Mosby, plus a phone call to Savannah to corroborate the story, before he had agreed to not pursue the matter. Just the thought of what could have happened if her grandfather hadn’t intervened chilled Savannah to the bone.

Though she wished Clark Dayton and his drunken friends could be arrested, Savannah knew that wasn’t going to happen. There was no doubt in her mind what they had intended to do . . . when she closed her eyes, she could still see the evil intent on their faces. However, other than grabbing her arm once, they had never touched her. She could prove nothing.

“I heard rumors that you’re going into the army, son. Is that true?”

Savannah jerked her head around at her grandfather’s words. Zach was joining the army? Leaving town? When?

She watched as he swallowed a mouthful of food and then said, “Yes, sir, I leave for basic training in a couple of months.”

“Service to your country is a fine and noble endeavor. You’re a brave young man.”

His face flushing, Zach mumbled, “Thank you, sir” and dipped his head down to his food again.

Pushing aside that disturbing news for the time being, Savannah searched for a safe conversation topic that would put Zach at ease. The way he kept his head down and barely looked at anyone, it was obvious he was uncomfortable. Since she knew so little about him other than all the rumors she’d heard, it was hard to come up with something. However, she did know a little bit about his half brother, Josh.

“Your brother is a good football player.”

The statement came out of left field and was as lame a conversation starter as she’d ever given. Even her sisters were giving her wide-eyed stares as if she’d lost her mind. She knew almost nothing about football and had declared on more than one occasion that she would never understand why everyone in Alabama was so consumed with such a barbaric-looking sport. However, she did know that Josh was a football star in school, so she had taken a chance.

Expecting Zach to either ignore the comment or give her the same astonished look as her sisters, she was thrilled it had the opposite effect. That same smile she’d experienced only briefly last night brightened his too-solemn features. “He’s amazing. College recruiters are already talking about him. I’d love to see him get a football scholarship to Alabama.”

That was the longest speech she’d ever heard from him. Eager to seize on what appeared to be a topic of interest for him, she asked, “Did you play football in school, too?”

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she wanted to withdraw the question. Of course he hadn’t played sports in school. If her brain had been working at all, she would have remembered that.

His smile dimmed only slightly as he answered, “Nah, I was never any good at it.”

Most likely it wasn’t his lack of skills that had kept him from playing, but the responsibilities he’d taken on after school. She had heard that he’d had several part-time jobs while he had been in school. While other kids got to participate in extracurricular activities, he was working to help support his family. For the first time ever, Savannah was embarrassed by her family’s wealth. Her studies and the occasional chores at home were the only real responsibilities she’d ever had. She’d certainly never had to do anything to support her family.

Other than the clink of silverware, there was silence in the room again. Savannah took a bite of something from her plate and then shot her grandfather a pleading look.

With an imperceptible nod, her grandfather said, “You’re a Bama fan, Zach?”

“Yes, sir.” He grinned and added, “Roll Tide all the way.”

“I really thought they’d pull off another national championship last season.”

Savannah listened as her grandfather and Zach talked easily about players and statistics as if they’d known each other for years. Even Sammie and Bri piped in with their own observations and opinions. Savannah felt ignorant, a feeling she hated. She who buried her face in a book sometimes from morning till night knew nothing about the one subject Zach seemed the most interested in. As a bookworm who read anything and everything she could get her hands on, that was unsettling. Oh, she knew there were touchdowns, fumbles, and tackles, but was totally in the dark on the rules and procedures of the game.

Vowing to remedy her lack of knowledge, she listened intently as the discussion went from last season’s schedule to the upcoming games this fall. And while she learned, she watched Zach. No longer ill at ease, he was leaning back into his chair, lively interest on his face.

So engrossed in watching him, she was startled when he stood and said, “Well, thank you for a delicious breakfast, but I have an appointment to get to.”

Savannah jumped to her feet, almost toppling over the chair behind her. “I’ll walk you out.”

She was aware of three sets of eyes staring at them as they walked out of the morning room. She couldn’t have made it more obvious that she was awestruck and enthralled with their guest. But her sisters and grandfather knew her better than anyone. Hopefully her fascination wasn’t as apparent to Zach as it was to her family.

They reached the front door and Zach turned to face her, that solemn, sincere expression back on his face. “Watch out for Dayton. He’ll be pissed . . . I mean angry about what happened and might try to take it out on you.”

“I will. You be careful, too.”

He shrugged and opened the door. “Always am.”

“Want to come back for supper tonight?” She winced, fearing he would see straight through that invitation. He did, but not the way she’d feared.

“You don’t owe me anything, Savannah. Okay?”

She inhaled a shallow breath to steady her courage and answered with the truth, “Yes, I do, but that’s not why I asked you to supper.” Swallowing hard, she took the biggest chance of her life. “I’d like to see you again.”

His expression softened. “Why?”

Because I’ve had a crush on you from the moment I saw you. Because I find you fascinating. Because I’ve never felt like this about anyone before.

She couldn’t say any of those things, so she shrugged and gave him a bland but truthful answer. “I’d like to get to know you better.”

Eyes the color of a stormy winter’s sky stared hard as if trying to see beneath her words to an ulterior motive. She understood that he probably didn’t trust a lot of people. That was something they had in common. Savannah withstood his scrutiny and waited.

“I can’t come to supper tonight.”

Though she wasn’t surprised at his refusal, disappointment swamped her. Before she could come up with a brave smile and another innocuous reply, he stunned her with an invitation of his own. “I’m working a concert in Mobile tonight. It’s just a setup and teardown of equipment for a rock band called Stand and Deliver. They’re pretty good. If you’d like to come.”
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