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Chapter One

				Something tangible sizzled in the air, an undercurrent of high tension.

				Jace Hill shot a glance around. All the other cons seemed normal, so he pinched his lips together. The last thing he needed was to draw any attention to himself. Angola guards were quick to use their clubs first and slow to ask questions later. Most were overly eager to put anyone in the hole who looked at them the wrong way.

				Jace figured out a long time ago it was safest to keep his head down and his mouth shut. After five years behind the prison’s unforgiving walls, he’d learned the art of living an invisible life. Like a ghost, he moved about praying no one saw him. Keeping low was how he’d survived so far and how he planned to keep on surviving. To the guards, the cons, anyone on the inside, he had no name, no identity beyond the number stenciled across the back of his orange jumpsuit–20010.

				Someone yelled, and the driver tromped on the gas shooting the bus forward. Whether from its unusual speed, or the deep ruts, the vehicle whipped from side to side. One tire dropped into the shallow ditch lining the road, tipping the bus still rolling on two wheels. Shackled to a steel pole, Jace’s arms screamed a protest when the movement jerked him sideways. His limbs stretched so hard he feared them being pulled out of their sockets. The floor seemed as if it were going to fall from under his feet. Shouts and curses filled the air.

				For a moment, it felt as if the bus would right itself. But instead, it flipped, sliding down an incline. The chains anchoring Jace to the pole broke in half, and he flew like a basketball. Someone’s fist or foot hit him in the face, his ribs slammed into metal. He grabbed for something solid, but caught only air. The squeals of tearing tin sounded like a dying animal. Or maybe he heard his own cries mingling with the others.

				His head crashed into the ceiling and the world went black.

				• • •

				Jace’s left cheek rested against cool Louisiana dirt, and he tasted blood, dirt, and gasoline. Gradually, the world came back into focus. When he gingerly touched the back of his skull, his fingers came away clean. By some miracle, he didn’t have a bashed-in brain. His head hurt worse than the time a guard hit him with a shovel for mouthing off about the shitty food.

				One at a time, he tested his fingers, arms, and legs.

				All worked, though he hurt like hell.

				He pushed up to a sitting position. His wrists and ankles still wore iron bands, but the force of the wreck had broken the chains. He turned his aching head and saw the other men laying in bloody tangles of flesh and clothing. Snake Wilson lay a few feet away, his sightless eyes staring at the blue sky. Lucky bastard. Jace wished they could trade places.

				The driver hung half in and half out of the shattered front window. Easing his pounding head the other way, Jace looked for the two guards. One lay sprawled in a twisted heap a few feet away, but there was no sign of the other man. Maybe he’d been squashed under the bus. Jace couldn’t muster up any sympathy.

				Completing his perusal of the area, Jace saw something that made his pulse jump. The wreck sheared the razor sharp fence surrounding the perimeter of Angola.

				A chance to escape. Already the alarms began to scream a shrill warning, and the hounds bayed with blood lust. If the dogs picked up his scent, there’d be no second chances. If they caught him running, though, there’d be no telling how he would end up. Hanging from a tree, maybe.

				He almost jumped out of his skin when somebody grabbed his arm. Handy Graves, an enormous black man, said, “Come on. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

				With a groan, Jace pushed to his feet and staggered toward the woods. With a jolt of adrenaline, he thrust himself over the barbed wire and into his unexpected shot at freedom.

				• • •

				After an hour of steady jogging, they found a cove of magnolia trees and collapsed in the middle of them. Covered in sweat, out of breath, too tired to move, they weighed their options. “We need to split up,” Jace gasped. “Our odds are better that way.”

				Handy nodded. “Where you gonna go, man?”

				He had no idea. For the last five years, he’d dreamed of walking into Mama’s kitchen and sitting down to a meal of ham and cornbread. But he couldn’t now. Not like this. “I don’t know. I guess I’ll figure it out later.” He spat. “We gotta move. The guards’ll be on us like flies on honey.” The baying hounds sounded closer.

				Handy held out his hand. “Good luck.”

				“You, too.” They shook and left in opposite directions.

				Like a homing pigeon, Jace turned toward Mississippi.

				• • •

				The silver Greyhound, destination Juliet, Mississippi, squealed to a stop in front of the Jackson bus station blowing a cloud of noxious smoke behind it. Trey Bouché watched the driver throw his duffle bag into the bus’s underbelly then followed the surly man aboard.

				He chose the cleanest seat he could find, one toward the back. Only two other passengers rode this route — an old black man snored loudly in the furthest corner and a young woman wrestling with a squirming baby claimed a center seat. Ignoring Trey, she unbuttoned her blouse and offered the fussy infant a nipple. The baby settled down, suckling contentedly. Finally, the woman covered the child’s head and her bare breast.

				Trey looked away. After five years in the marines, most spent in Afghanistan where a woman could be stoned to death for showing her face in public, he sometimes found American women amazingly free. He settled in the seat with not enough legroom, intending to snack on a Snickers and Coke he’d bought from vending machines in the station. Instead, he set them on the empty seat next to him. The combination of the bumpy ride and the scents of stale popcorn and unwashed bodies turned his stomach.

				He stared out the window. Magnolia trees were in bloom, their pink blossoms hanging like lace veils over the road. The bomb-weary streets of Kabul just didn’t compare to springtime at home. Nowhere came close. He’d never been to a place he loved more than Juliet, Mississippi.

				The city streets of Jackson passed, and soon the flat, pine-covered land of the delta rolled by. A wave of nostalgia washed over him. For five endless years, he’d longed for the sights and sounds of home.

				And for one woman.

				He could’ve come back sooner, but he’d not been wanted by his family …  or Summer. Lifting his hip, he reached in the back pocket of his Levi’s and pulled out a crumpled envelope. Inside was a card. He knew the words by heart — 

				Miss Salinda Samantha Bouché

				requests the honor of

				your presence at her 

				high school commencement … 

				He refolded the card and stuffed it back in his pocket as a heavy sigh escaped him. At least one member of his family wanted to see him. He doubted anyone else cared if he ever showed his face in Juliet again. Before ugly history could grab him and drag back into the past, he slammed his mind closed.

				There would be plenty of time for facing his demons once he reached LeFleur.

				• • •

				Lightning streaked across the sky, promising a storm.

				Summer Hill patted dark soil firmly around the roots of the very last candy-striped petunia and leaned back, satisfied with the results of her hard work. The garden was a little late this year, but would soon be overflowing with vegetables. Although exhausted, she’d taken time to add flowers down one edge of the vegetable garden. Thankfully, she’d gotten all the plants in before the incoming rain hit.

				“Supper’s on,” Mama called from the safety of the porch.

				“Okay. I’m finished.” Summer stood and brushed off her dirty knees. Her lower back ached and she rubbed it. Although only twenty-seven, today she felt more like forty. Peeling off her gardening gloves she admired her handiwork. The dark earth would soon be alive with baby veggies and flowers. She glanced at the falling sun as a drop of rain hit her nose.

				Mama’s voice raised a notch. “Summer, you comin’? It’s goin’ to rain.”

				“Yes, Mama. Won’t you please come out and see my petunias? They’re still your favorites, right?” Even as Summer pleaded, she knew it was useless. No matter how many flowers she planted her mama would sooner die than step one foot beyond the porch.

				“I can see them from here.” Mama backed away from the door. “Get cleaned up now and I’ll bring supper out.”

				Summer rinsed her hands and face in the hose then climbed the steps, taking care to lock the screen door carefully behind her. It had taken months of scrimping every penny to buy supplies for the porch, and several more months before she could afford to have it built. The entire time the workers had been here Mama hid inside. Summer talked Mama into sewing brightly colored tablecloths and cushions for the old wicker furniture she’d dug out of the shed.

				Proud of their work, Summer nearly despaired when Mama refused to step foot on the newly constructed project. After days of gentle coaxing, she finally gave in and did as Summer asked. But she insisted upon a lock on the screen door, never mind someone could put their fist through it.

				Summer hated to think what it would take to get her mama out in the yard and garden. Hopeless. She would never do it.

				Reaching up, Summer switched off the overhead fan. They wouldn’t need it. The wind scattered the muggy May heat. A red sunset cast a soft, pink glow on the side of the old house making it appear as if it had gotten a recent paint job. She smiled grimly. The walls hadn’t seen paint in many years and wouldn’t again anytime soon.

				Mama came out carrying two platters. “I didn’t make anything fancy. Just soup and sandwiches.”

				“Sounds good.” Summer darted through the door. “I need to change first.”

				“Hurry,” Mama fretted. “I want to finish before it rains.”

				“Looks real good.”

				After washing up and pulling on a loose sundress, Summer joined Mama on the porch and settled into the opposite chair. Just like every other Sunday, Mama was dressed as if she’d just come from church. She wore her favorite dress, matching heels, even nylons, and her nearly gray hair was clipped up in a loose bun. Large, midnight blue eyes dominated the delicate bone structure of her face. Only when she turned her head, and the puckered red scar cutting across her right cheek and mouth showed, did her perfectly put-together image shatter. Summer and her mother looked enough alike to be twins. Well, they had once — before Mama had been beaten, raped, and left for dead in a rain-soaked alley.

				She set the last bowl on the table. “It’s not much of a Sunday supper. But there’s lemon cake for dessert.”

				“This is perfect.” Summer popped a cherry tomato into her mouth and savored the sweet taste. Mama had all the time in the world to plan meals. Tonight there were slices of turkey, bacon, home baked bread, bean soup, and sweet tea.

				She prepared food as if Jace still lived at home.

				Summer forced away the unwelcome thought. She would not dwell on the injustice done to her brother tonight.

				They ate in companionable silence until the first drops of rain hit the screen. Mama immediately jumped up and began clearing dishes.

				“Just relax,” Summer urged. “It’s only a summer rain. I’ll help you in a minute.”

				“I have it. It’s no trouble,” Mama said. “You worked so hard today you deserve to rest.” She disappeared inside, and in a minute the sounds of running water and a Frank Sinatra tune floated over the evening air.

				Knowing it was useless to fret about it, Summer sank down in the oversized chair she’d found at a yard sale. Mama had good reason to hate the rain. The night she’d been attacked, she’d huddled on wet, cold ground for hours until someone finally came along and rescued her. Wishing things were different for all of her family, Summer pulled a knitted afghan over her shoulders, curled up and closed her eyes as a few soft raindrops blew through the screen and cooled her sunburned face.

				• • •

				Lindy Bouché stared at her plate, fighting tears.

				Today should’ve been one of the best days of her life — her high school graduation. When Trey graduated, there had been a party with most of Juliet’s population in attendance. Although not the best student in school, she still thought there’d at least be balloons, cards — hell, something. Not just sitting in the kitchen eating an ordinary fried chicken dinner. Their housekeeper made her special vanilla-champagne cake, but that was the extent of Lindy’s graduation party.

				Turning her arm, she admired the ruby bracelet Trey brought her from Afghanistan. With no warning, he’d come to the football field and seen her walk with her class. A shock since he hadn’t been home once in five years. Not since he joined the Marines. He explained he received an unexpected graduation announcement and decided to surprise her. Lindy knew Mother must have mailed him the invitation without telling anyone.

				She darted another glance at Trey. Five years had changed him a lot. Always taller than her by several inches, he’d gained twenty pounds of pure muscle. Lindy sensed the changes were more than physical. He was an adult now, not the kid he’d been when he left. Still drop dead gorgeous with dark hair and skin, her friends would be all over him again. Chasing him probably wouldn’t do them any more good than before. He had eyes only for Summer Hill, although she always ignored him like the pesky kid he’d been back then.

				He reached for another piece of chicken and winked at her. “Is Mother awake? I’m anxious to see her.”

				“No. She usually drifts off about six or so.” The Chief heaped a third portion of mashed potatoes and gravy on his plate. Without further comment, he dove into the pile of food. He had barely spoken since Trey arrived. If she didn’t know better, Lindy would think their father didn’t want his son home.

				She pushed the pile of mashed potatoes around on her plate. She didn’t have any appetite. Their family was a joke. Trey halfway across the world. The Chief consumed by his job. And the stupid doctors who said they couldn’t do anything for Mother. They couldn’t even give her enough painkillers so she could come to Lindy’s graduation. No one seemed to give a damn Mother was fading like a summer rose right under their noses.

				The Chief broke into Lindy’s glum thoughts. “What are you going to do tomorrow?”

				She stirred her green beans without interest. “I dunno. Nothing.”

				“How about looking for a job? You could help out at the station, do some filing.” He waved a chicken leg at her. “Or there’s summer school. Mrs. Knight said you could get your marks up enough to get into Vanderbilt for the spring term.”

				“Yeah, right. Like I have a chance of that happening.” Her mood grew murderous. Why couldn’t he just get off her back? She’d sooner sell herself on the street corner than be stuck in the police station where the Chief could keep his eye on her. She didn’t know what she wanted to do, but one thing was for sure — getting into Vanderbilt or any other college ranked last on her list.

				“Maybe you could at least apply to junior college.” He continued to point the chicken at her. “It’s not your mother’s wish, but it’s something.”

				“I don’t want to go to school. Not Community and not Vanderbilt. Especially not Ole Miss.” Attending the University of Mississippi had always been Trey’s dream, not hers. Lindy narrowed her eyes at the Chief. She was so sick of hearing about her mother’s dream she could throw up. Just because Miss Emily Devereaux had been the belle of the ball at college, everyone expected Lindy to follow in Mother’s high heels. Her mother wouldn’t care what Lindy would be doing because Mother wouldn’t be here in the fall. She’d be in the family crypt.

				Without warning, the Chief slammed his fist on the table. China and crystal jumped, food spilled. “Stop this nonsense, Lindy. Your mother’s fondest dream is for you to go to college. You’re going. That’s the end of it.”

				“Trey didn’t go to college and the world didn’t stop turning.” She curled her fingers into her palms. “He wanted to go to Ole Miss to play football. Yet, you didn’t mind when he gave up his scholarship to join the military. Why wasn’t that the end of the world? It won’t kill Mother if I don’t go to college.” Realizing what she’d said in the heavy silence following her outburst, she jumped up and shoved her plate halfway across the table. Her chest filled with an ache nothing could heal. “I’m out of here.”

				Before anyone else could react, the doorbell pealed.

				Lindy called over her shoulder, “I’ll get it on my way out. I’m going to see my friends.”

				The Chief picked up his coffee cup. “If it’s for me, send them in here. My appetite’s ruined now.”

				Still fuming, she stalked to the front door and opened it to Jody Marvell, one of the Chief’s police officers. Once a college football star, Jody lost his chance to go pro when he blew his knee his first season with the Ole Miss Rebels. As the first black man on the police force in Juliet’s history, he wore his shiny blue uniform with pride. He and Trey had been friends and teammates since the third grade. She lowered her eyes and flashed a sly smile at him. “Hey, Jody. Guess who’s here?”

				He ruffled her hair like she was still ten. “I don’t know. Who?”

				Annoyed he couldn’t see her for the adult she was, she shrugged. “Go into the kitchen and see for yourself.”

				“Thanks, Lindy. Congrats on your big day, by the way.” He grinned at her and her pulse sped up. He was a good-looking man. Too bad he was head over heels in love with Lilah Desmarteau. “What are you going to do with your cute self now?”

				She rolled her eyes. “If you say anything about me working at the station or going to college so help me I’ll scream so loud … ”

				“Whatever you say, kiddo.” He gave her a mock salute and headed toward the kitchen, but before he reached it he shot over his shoulder, “It’s up to you if you want to waste your life.”

				She stuck her tongue out at his broad back. Damn, why couldn’t everyone just get off her case? Burning with curiosity to find out what brought Jody out in the rain, she followed him and stood out of sight just beyond the doorway. Jody wouldn’t show up at LeFleur without a good reason. Maybe something interesting was happening in boring old Juliet. Mrs. Lewis probably fell and broke her hip at the five and dime. Or maybe one of the farm boys got good and fired up after today’s ceremony, climbed the water tower, and painted his girl’s name across it.

				Lindy risked a peek around the doorway.

				“Hey, man,” Jody was saying to Trey, “When did you get back in town?”

				“Jody, hi.” Trey jumped up and the two men embraced, thumping one another’s backs. “I got home just today.”

				“What is it, officer?” the Chief asked impatiently.

				“I’ll leave you alone.” Trey moved toward the door. “Let’s get together and have a beer. We can catch up then.”

				“You got a deal,” Jody agreed.

				“Sit down, finish your supper,” the Chief ordered before turning to Jody. “Officer, what’s on your mind?”

				With a nod, Trey obeyed.

				“Sir, I’ve got some bad news.” Jody paused, shuffling from foot to foot. “Jace Hill escaped today.”

				Lindy covered her mouth with both hands to keep from crying out.

				“What?” The Chief jumped to his feet, sending his chair crashing to the floor. “When?”

				“Round ’bout six A.M. this morning, sir. A bus carrying prisoners overturned en route to the fields. The warden thinks the driver tipped the bus on purpose.”

				“Why?” the Chief demanded.

				“Because the trustee who drove was in a gang, most on the bus.” Jody fidgeted with his hat. “Fourteen men killed, two prisoners survived and both made a run for it. Jace Hill and another man named — “ he glanced at his note “ — Handy Jones. Neither has been caught yet. They’ve got the hounds on them, but they lost their scent on the highway. Looks like someone picked them up.”

				A shudder ripped down Lindy’s spine. Angola prison guards were notorious for what they did to escapees. No mercy allowed. If the hounds caught the runners, the guards might not have anything but pieces to take back to Angola. She closed her eyes and mouthed a silent prayer. “Be safe, Jace.”

				Her eyes jerked open. What was she doing? Jace Hill was a dangerous convict, a murderer. An enemy to the Bouchés. No matter how much she once liked him, he’d become a felon.

				The Chief shot orders at Jody. “Get out to the Hills’ place and see if his mama and sister have heard the news. Maybe he’s already contacted them. I’ll go to the station and keep an eye on developments from there.”

				As Jody hesitated, the Chief barked, “Well, get on it.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				Lindy turned and fled. Wait ’til she filled Candy in on this one. This was big, really big. Trey back; Jace escaped. Two shattered families about to collide …  again.

	
Chapter Two

				For a long minute, Trey felt like he just missed stepping on a land mine. He couldn’t breathe as the room spun. He had every intention of looking his demons in the face now he was home, but he hadn’t expected them to jump him the first day he got back. Here was his chance to wrestle a big devil. “I’m riding along,” he told Jody.

				“The hell you are.” The Chief’s eyes glittered like blue diamonds and a muscle jerked along his jaw. “This is a police matter. Hill has been making threats since day one, promising revenge. You’d be his first target.

				“Yes, sir. I know.” Trey blew out a ragged breath. “But I’m still going.”

				“Let this bad dog lie.” If possible, the Chief’s eyes grew even colder. “Poke it and it’s going to bite you in the ass.”

				“I can’t sit idle and do nothing, sir.” Trey planted his feet. He met the Chief’s angry stare and refused to blink. “If Jace wants to make me pay, then I’m going to face him head-on. I know he killed Soloman. I found him over the body.”

				The Chief snorted. “What makes you think MiLann will let you on the premises? Much less talk to you? She isn’t about to invite you in for tea and a nice piece of jam cake.”

				“I won’t know if I don’t try, sir.”

				“Jace Hill’s been in Angola for five years and who knows what tricks he might’ve learned there. Those animals know games you can’t even imagine,” the Chief declared.

				“Sir, the Marine Corp has prepared me pretty well to deal with most anything. Including prisoners.” He straightened his shoulders. “If Jace is on the hunt for me I’m better off knowing where he is.”

				“I’ll keep you posted,” the Chief insisted. “The last place you need to be is in the middle of this dust up. Sticking your nose into things that were none of your business is what got you in trouble the last time Hill decided to break the law.” Used to being instantly obeyed, the Chief turned his attention to Jody. “Use your brains, Marvell. This guy’s a hothead. If he is out at his mama’s place and you think he’s going to blow, call me ASAP. I’ll have everyone on alert.”

				“Sir,” Trey interrupted doggedly, “maybe Jace’ll listen to me. I can reason with him. He was my best friend. Maybe I can get through.”

				The Chief glared at him, his face turning deep red. “That was before your testimony sent him to Angola for life, son. It’s unlikely Hill has anything but real deep hatred for you now. I think I’ve made it pretty clear how I feel.”

				Their eyes locked.

				All Trey’s life he’d deferred to his father. But no more.

				He was a grown man with his own mind. What happened between him and Jace still ate at his gut even though Trey knew he’d done the right thing. If he’d kept silent, he would have been just as guilty as Jace. Trey needed to see Jace again, to look him in the eye and tell him so.

				The Chief looked away first. “Go then. But if there’s any sign of Hill, you radio me instantly.” He ordered Jody, “Don’t try to bring in the prisoner until I can get you some backup. Be on the lookout for Lindy, too. She needs to stick close to home with Hill running loose. I wouldn’t put it past him to hurt her for some kind of twisted revenge plot.”

				“Understood, Chief.” Jody glanced at Trey. “Let’s go, buddy.”

				Trey followed Jody out to the patrol car, his thoughts jumping around everything that happened to MiLann, Jace, but mostly Summer.

				Turning his unmarked car into the driving rain, Jody said, “You should listen to your old man. Who knows what Hill will do? Now I gotta look out for your butt as well as my own.”

				“I can look out for myself. I’ve been in tight spots in Afghanistan that would make your skin crawl.” Trey drew a deep breath. “What happened to MiLann Hill is partly my fault, too. They have every reason in the world to hate me. But I’m not afraid of Jace.”

				“That’s crazy talk and you know it.” Jody’s dark eyes met his. “Jace sent himself to Angola by what he did to Soloman. You’re holding on to guilt that isn’t yours to own and it’s tearing you up inside. You can’t keep it up, or guilt will eat you alive. You gotta let it rest.”

				“Yeah, I know.” Trey stared out into the rain-drenched night. The twisting road seemed endless. There wasn’t anything out here but copperheads, cotton, and cornfields. If it was only so easy to forgive himself. If Summer hadn’t been hurt in the process, he might find it simpler to find some peace.

				Summer. He’d been in love with her since before he knew exactly how strongly a man could feel about a woman. From the seventh grade on, he fantasized about making love to her. No other woman would do. Summer Hill was the only one for him.

				As if Jody could read his mind he asked, “You feeling that old feeling again?”

				“What do you mean?”

				Jody quirked an eyebrow at him. “Come on, man. No matter how many honeys threw themselves at you, you were too hung up on Summer to notice. Too bad she didn’t know you were alive.”

				Jody’s words rang true. Trey spent most of his life consumed by Summer Hill, much to the dismay of girls who couldn’t catch his interest, and to the delight of his friends who loved ridiculing him. He’d never told anyone the doors of heaven swung open for one brief moment before they slammed shut in his face.

				• • •

				LeFleur had looked like a movie set with the five acre yard mowed golfing green short, white tents billowing in the evening breeze, and flickering candles softly lighting it all. A live band played everything from Nat King Cole to Springsteen. Trey wandered among friends and family, accepting congratulations with a smile. Trying not to be obvious, he scanned the crowd, looking for Summer. She would be here. He didn’t doubt it, but he hadn’t seen her yet.

				Finally he spotted Jace and his mama at the buffet table. They chatted with his mother as they filled their plates. Trey kissed MiLann’s cheek, then sidled up to Jace and nudged him. “It’s about time you showed up.”

				Jace grinned and elbowed him back. “Summer took forever getting ready.”

				“Where is she?” Trey hoped he sounded nonchalant.

				With a knowing grin, Jace pointed toward the house. “She went inside for something.”

				“I’m going to say hi,” Trey said. “I’ll see you around.”

				“Yeah, yeah.” Jace waved him off, already moving off to talk to Mavis Annette Brewer.

				Trey couldn’t find Summer anywhere in the house and disappointment coursed through him. Maybe she’d gone back outside to mingle with the crowd. He went out the back door, and just as he was about to turn the corner, something caught his eye. Turning, he saw her. In a flowing, white dress, she stood with her back to him looking into the pool.

				Trey walked up behind her and stopped. “What are you doing out here all by yourself?”

				She shrugged. “Waiting for you.”

				Someone played Etta James’s “At Last” on a record while the band took a break. His heart jumped. “I like this one,” he said, fighting for calm. She’d never sought him out before. “Care to dance?” Without waiting for an answer, he took her in his arms and they swayed slowly. Summer tucked her head into his shoulder and the soft vanilla scent of her shampoo tickled his senses.

				In all the years he’d wanted her, Trey never risked their friendship. Having part of her was better than nothing at all. But being her kid brother’s friend wasn’t enough anymore. Dancing her behind a pillar, he cupped her face and looked into her surprised eyes. Then he kissed her. Expecting a slap or at least an angry withdrawal, he couldn’t believe it when she opened her mouth to his. Instead of pushing away, she clung to him. When neither of them could breathe, he broke the kiss. He smoothed a tendril of hair out of her face. “I want you.”

				She lowered her eyes and a rosy blush climbed her cheeks. “I know.”

				“Make love to me.”

				She nodded shyly. “Yes.”

				For a moment, Trey stood frozen. Then reality hit. Taking her hand, he led her toward the guesthouse.

				• • •

				Jody spoke, breaking the memory. “You might give it another shot. Summer hasn’t hooked up with anybody I’ve heard of.”

				Trey ignored the jolt of joy that ripped through him. She hadn’t married. Did she still care for him? Could she? He turned off those dangerous thoughts. “It’s better I don’t cause her any more pain.”

				“What happened wasn’t your fault, man. She has to know deep down inside Jace is responsible for what he did to Soloman. You did what you had to do.” Jody’s tone was somber as an undertaker’s. Jace had been his friend, too.

				“Yeah. I’ve never had a second’s doubt Jace killed Soloman for what he did to MiLann.” Trey’s resolve held fast. Why did he feel so crappy? He’d ‘done the right thing’ and destroyed the person’s life he cared most about in the process. When he’d left Mississippi, there’d been no chance to fix what happened between him and Summer. After he testified at Jace’s trial, none of the Hills wanted anything to do with him. He didn’t blame them. But the cost had been high.

				“You’d do it again,” Jody said, conviction in his voice.

				Yeah, but nothing could prepare him for the asking price. If he had to do it all over, knowing the fee, would he stand up in court and testify? Or would he turn a blind eye to the obvious? Although he knew telling the truth at the trial would be the hardest thing he had ever done, he faced it head on like a man. He learned at a young age things were rarely black and white. That sometimes the choices weren’t clear-cut and you made a decision and stuck with it.

				Since that fateful night, Trey hadn’t spoken to any member of the Hill family. God knew he tried, but the door had been repeatedly slammed in face. Within days after Jace’s arrest, the Chief had packed up Trey, taken him to a Marine recruiter, and forced him sign on the dotted line. Nobody told the old man no.

				Trey hadn’t been able to stand up to him back then, giving up Summer, football at Ole Miss, and everything else in the blink of his father’s eye. Six months later, after the trial, he’d gone overseas and hadn’t been back on U.S. soil until today.

				Jody turned into the driveway leading to the Hill home and parked. Trey’s gaze took in the deserted Nichols’ farm. He couldn’t believe anyone lived here. The steps were crooked, falling down. A few boards at the side of the house had ripped loose and no one had nailed them back. When a burst of lightning lit up the sky, he noticed a new porch along the side of the house. The Hills used to live near his family’s place down by the river. He expected them to move away from there, but he hadn’t anticipated them to be living in poverty. Familiar guilt grabbed Trey’s gut and twisted it.

				Before her illness, his mother had written him about MiLann Hill going crazy after Jace’s trial. She wouldn’t leave her house, became a recluse. Regret lay just under his skin like an itch he couldn’t reach.

				Jody pounded on the front door while the storm beat at their backs. Finally, a light came on and a woman opened the door a crack. “Who’s there?”

				Trey’s heart stopped, then jump-started, racing furiously.

				Summer. 

				The girl he’d dreamed about for years. The girl he’d worshiped his entire life. The girl he’d lost his virginity with. His blood thickened, raced low. Would he ever quit wanting her? Would he ever stop regretting losing her?

				“It’s Jody Marvell. I need to speak to you on official business.” Jody pulled a notepad from his pocket and tapped it with his fingers.

				Trey held back a groan. Jody sounded like Sergeant Malloy, one of the tough interrogators in his unit. Jody would never get anywhere with Summer starting off like a hard-ass.

				“Jody. What on earth are you doing out in this kind of weather?” She opened the door another inch. She sounded warm and friendly. Then she narrowed her eyes at him. “Why are you being so formal? I’ve known you since grammar school for crying out loud. And who’s there with you?”

				Trey stepped under the bright overhead light. “It’s me.”

				For an instant their gazes met and held.

				Her eyes widened with shock, then darkened with fury.

				• • •

				Summer recognized Trey at once. No one else sounded like him. God gave him a voice that sounded like it had to crawl across gravel to get out of his throat. She blinked the rain out of her eyes. Maybe she was seeing things. What was he doing on her doorstep in the middle of a rainy night? Of all the places she’d expected him to reappear, this wasn’t it. All the days and months she’d waited for him to show up and explain why he’d turned his back on Jace–and her–and he’d never bothered. Then she heard through the grapevine he joined the marines and took off for parts unknown.

				Now he was here? Five years too late? Her ears rang and her knees threatened to buckle. She grabbed the door for support and held on until her knuckles turned white. When Trey reached for her she shook her head. “Don’t you dare touch me.”

				Jody’s lips moved, but no sound came out. She forced herself to focus on him.

				“Summer? May we come in? You look a little shaky.”

				“I can’t let Mama see …  him.” Glancing over her shoulder she was relieved to see Mama still intent on her TV program. Apparently, she hadn’t heard the knock on the door or the subsequent conversation.

				The stairs didn’t seem big enough for all of them. Jody Marvell was enormous — well over six feet tall and weighing more than two hundred pounds. He was famous in Juliet, but he seemed to disappear next to Trey. Although not as heavy, and a bit taller than Jody, Trey seemed to suck up all of her air.

				Her breath rushed out of her lungs, making it hard to focus. Every cell in her body tingled with awareness of him. Telling herself he was nothing more than a memory, she tried to calm down.

				He’d changed, but yet not at all. He’d always seemed so unaware of his effect on her. As a child and a teen, he’d been beautiful, but even she had no idea how stunning he would become as an adult. Wherever he’d been it had sculpted his face into defined, angular planes. His short haircut showed off dark eyes that seared her soul and a full-lipped mouth that could kiss like sin itself. And what he could do with his hands … 

				Summer mentally shook herself. Was she drooling? She resisted the urge to wipe her mouth with the back of her hand. “What brings you out here?” she finally rasped. Her voice sounded as rough as his.

				The clouds opened up and rain poured out of them but no one moved.

				“It’s about your brother,” Jody responded. “He … ”

				“Something’s happened to Jace?” Her breaths came in short, fast gasps. Had someone harmed him? Angola was one of the worst prisons in the country. The warden held the men’s lives in his hands like he was God. He hadn’t approved her for visitation because she complained about the conditions in which her brother was housed. She shot Trey a venomous look. The last person she wished to discuss this with was him.

				“The Chief sent me out here to tell you your brother escaped from Angola today. A bus overturned carrying prisoners — Jace among them. He and another man are still on the run.” Jody wore a cop expression. Serious, subdued. He wiped his rain soaked face with one big hand. “Have you heard from him?”

				She couldn’t focus on him. “No, I didn’t know. We haven’t heard …  I don’t understand.”

				Lightning cracked again, lighting up the three of them like scarecrows. Drenched by the downpour, Trey looked like some kind of sex god. Clothes molding to his body, outlining every impressive muscle. Even though heat shot through her like a body slam, she refused to be moved.

				“Has Jace come here?” Jody pressed.

				She glared at him, willing herself to stand up to his questions. “You mean my brother, the boy you both went to school with, the one you both played football with for longer than I can remember? No, I haven’t seen Jace since the day he was taken away in handcuffs.”

				Trey looked at her with something like guilt or remorse flickering in his eyes. “We think Jace is probably headed this way. The Chief wanted us to check and see if Jace has come home.”

				“Why should I care what the Chief wants?” She folded her arms over her chest and stared him down. “Your father doesn’t give a tinker’s damn about us. No one ought to know better than you.”

				She had the satisfaction of seeing him flinch. Good. Score. Trey Bouché and his incompetent father were the reason her baby brother spent the last five years behind barbed wire and brick walls with no way out but in the back of a coroner’s wagon.

				“The Chief does care.” Trey looked as sick as she felt. “He’s also worried Jace may do something stupid. If you think that might happen … ”

				“It won’t.” She cut him off. “I’m going inside.”

				“Just a minute,” Jody insisted. “We assume Jace is headed here. Be on the alert.”

				Summer’s head swam. She couldn’t focus. All she could take in was her brother somehow broke out of Angola and might show up here. And Trey was home. The combination was too much to process.

				“Summer,” Trey warned, “just be careful.”

				She stared at him through narrowed eyes and tight lips. “Stay out of my family’s problems. We’re none of your business.”

				“I just wanted you and your mama to know about Jace so you weren’t frightened if he shows up.” He reached for her again and she dodged his hand.

				“I said don’t.” Mama. What this news might do to her was unthinkable. “If I see Jace, I’ll welcome him with open arms.” She wiped the rain off her face with shaking hands and reached for the doorknob. “Please just go.”

				Jody stepped off the stoop. “Fair enough. I’ll be in touch. Remember one thing, though. Aiding and abetting is a crime.”

				As Trey turned to follow Jody, he paused. “If I can help–”

				Summer laughed, if the noise coming out of her throat could be called laughter. It was more like a strangled gasp. The sound grated on her ears. “Help me? Or Jace? Like you helped us last time? No, thanks. I don’t think we need your kind of assistance.” She dared him to argue.

				“Your brother killed a man in cold blood. I saw the evidence dripping off his hands with my own eyes. What did you want me to do?” His lips turned down and his voice went icy. “Lie?”

				Yes. No. Why couldn’t you just keep your mouth shut? She wanted to rail at him, but instead she fixed a stone-cold glare on him. “All the help you can give me is to leave me and my brother alone.”

				“I can’t do that.” Rain ran down his face in rivulets, but he seemed unaware of it. “I’m going to prove once and for all your brother killed Soloman. Then you’ll have to face the fact Jace is where he belongs no matter how much we both hate it.” He turned and walked away, joining Jody in the car.

				Once they were gone, she collapsed on the step in the soaking rain. Her body shook with shock.

				Jace free. 

				Trey back.

				She didn’t know which one was more upsetting. One was almost as crazy as the other. Jace escaped from behind the fences of the most notorious prison in Louisiana, the country. After five long years of silence, Trey showed up on her doorstep as if it were yesterday. Offering his help, even. The nerve. Why did her traitorous heart beat just a little faster at the thought of him back in Juliet?

				Mama opened the door. “Why are you out in the rain? It’s almost nine and our TV program is about to start.”

				Remorse gripped Summer as she looked up into her mother’s scarred face. Even though she had done nothing wrong, she felt terrible every time she made her mother worry or become nervous. The weight wore heavy on her shoulders at times. She stood. “I’m sorry, Mama. I lost track of time.”

				She hated lying to her mother, but she hated the consequences of telling her the truth even more. She stood, stepped inside and closed the door.

				Mama instantly locked it. “I don’t like you out in the rain.” Her gaze darted around the familiar room. “I’m afraid of what could happen.”

				“Nothing’s wrong. I promise. Let’s get a drink of water so you can take your medicine.” With a firm, gentle grasp, Summer herded Mama through the spotless front room, into the kitchen. The dishes were done, the floor swept clean. Mama’s problem — agoraphobia — kept her locked prisoner inside. With little to do, she kept the house immaculate. Summer sighed deeply. She longed for the old days when Mama laughed and played freely. At times, she even left the dinner dishes on the table and raced outside with her children to catch lightning bugs in canning jars or go down to the creek to fish for crawdads.

				Keeping her head turned away in case Mama could read her face, Summer filled a glass with water and unscrewed the cap on the medicine bottle.

				“What’s going on?” Mama plucked at the sleeve of Summer’s wet shirt.

				“Nothing.” She kept her gaze down. It wouldn’t do to frighten her. “Why do you think something’s the matter?”

				Mama peered over Summer’s shoulder into the dark window. “I thought I heard a car drive up a few minutes ago. It’s got me rattled.” With each word her voice raised a notch. “Who came here?”

				“Nobody for you to worry about.” Reluctantly, she turned and faced her mother. The signs of an oncoming fit were apparent. Mama’s face tightened, her lips pinched, her eyes squinted tight. Fear had taken control. “Mama, please calm down. I stayed outside a little longer than I meant to is all.”

				The worry didn’t fade from her eyes, but her tone lowered. “I’m sorry. I just don’t like it when you’re out on a night like this.”

				“I know,” Summer murmured. When Mama got upset, the best thing to do was stay as calm as possible. “But nothing happened. See? I’m just a little damp.”

				She never lied to her mother, but in the space of two minutes she’d told three whoppers. She couldn’t continue this charade. “Mama, sit down, please.”

				“What is it?” She perched on the edge of a chair, wringing her hands.

				“Jody Marvell came out here tonight.” Mama wasn’t going to take this well. There was no easy way around it either. Summer dragged in a deep breath. “He was with Trey Bouché.”

				Instantly, wounded disbelief clouded Mama’s eyes. Summer rushed on. “They came to tell us something. You need to hear it, too.”

				“No.” She shook her head from side to side and clutched it with both hands. “You can’t mean it. Not a Bouché. You know what they have done to this family. To Jace. To me.”

				Summer knelt beside Mama, pulling her hands into her own. Then she pleaded on deaf ears. “Trey isn’t the Chief … ” They never, ever spoke of the past. Or of the people who changed their lives forever. All dead subjects. Speaking their names now was a sacrilege.

				Mama stumbled to her feet, knocked over her chair, and rushed out of the room with her hands over her ears, howling like a wounded animal.

				Summer ran after her and found Mama facedown across her bed, shoulders heaving.

				“No, no, no.”

				Sinking down on the bed, Summer stroked her mama’s back with gentle strokes and murmured soft words of comfort.

				Finally, Mama rolled over. Her scarred face twisted grotesquely — her mouth an angry slash, eyes swollen and tear-stained, and hair splayed wildly about her head. She looked like she belonged in an asylum.

				No. Mama’s mind was sick, but she wasn’t crazy.

				Summer feared telling her the rest of it. That Jace escaped. If Mama caught even a glimmer of the truth — that Chief Samuel Bouché was once again going to arrest her son, her mind might permanently snap.

				Summer wasn’t so sure she might not have a breakdown herself.

	
Chapter Three

				Summer worried about Mama all night.

				If Jace showed up out of the blue, she’d likely flip out. But if he didn’t come back, and she got her hopes up for nothing, that could also destroy her. With her stomach in knots, Summer decided to tell Mama the truth.

				When she came downstairs, she appeared normal–as normal as she could be anyway. Her hair was done in a French twist and she wore a flowery dress and sandals. “Mornin’, darlin’.”

				“Good morning, Mama.” Summer poured them each a cup of coffee and pulled out a chair. Her nerves played cat and mouse. “Please sit down. I need to talk to you.”

				Her blue eyes clouded. “No more talk of that …  family.”

				“This is about our family.” Summer waited until her mother was seated. Taking a deep breath, she tried to steady herself. “I have some bad news.” Mama’s eyes began to cloud and Summer blurted out the rest. “Jace escaped from prison yesterday.”

				For a moment, Mama didn’t react. Then her eyes brightened. “My boy is out of that horrible place?”

				Summer reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “Yes, but not legally. Apparently, he was on a bus transporting prisoners and it overturned. Two men escaped, Jace is one of them.”

				Mama gave a small cry and twisted her fingers together until they turned white. “Oh, my Lord. What’s going to happen to him?”

				Summer circled the table and folded her mother in her arms. Her body shook with uncontrollable tremors. “I don’t know, Mama. The police think he’s going to come home.”

				“I hope he does,” she sobbed. “I’d give anything to see him.”

				“Mama, that isn’t likely to happen.” Summer patted Mama’s back until she calmed. After a few minutes her tears dried, but her body still shook. Summer reluctantly released her. “Are you going to be okay?”

				“Yes.” She wiped her face with a corner of her apron. She looked around. “Oh, heavens. I have so much to do. Cleaning, cooking. Yes, cooking. I’ll make stuffed pork chops, my boy’s favorite. Oh, and an apple-cinnamon cake with vanilla ice cream. He loves that.”

				Summer’s heart lurched. She chose her words carefully. “Jace can’t stay here. You understand, right?”

				Mama’s lips tightened, making her scar stand out in stark relief against her pale face. “He can if no one knows.”

				Summer stood up. She’d have to make Mama understand later. “I have to go to work. I’ll call you as soon as I have a break. Love you.”

				“Love you, sugar.” Mama got up and began rummaging through a drawer. “Where’d I leave my recipe for orange-cranberry glaze?” Her mind was on her meal preparations and Summer let it go. If she pressed the issue, Mama might have another fit. Better to leave her halfway happy in her own world.

				Summer got ready to leave, still troubled. If Jace came back, he would probably wait for dark. She’d be home by then. A regular client had an appointment at ten and Summer couldn’t just not show up. During high school, she had taken enough courses at the vocational school to certify as a hairdresser. Luckily, she’d found a job at a salon. Doing hair wasn’t her dream job, but at least she could keep her mother at home.

				Living in Juliet was hard, but nowhere else would be any easier.

				• • •

				Summer’s old car sputtered to a stop in front of the Curl Up and Dye. As she turned it off, the beast backfired loud enough to send the robins in a nearby tree off in flight. One of these days, the Escort was just going to croak on the spot, forcing Summer to walk or peddle her old bike to work. She couldn’t afford a new vehicle right now. As she gathered her bag from the backseat, a shadow fell across her window. She looked up, startled. Galen Franks stood there smirking at her with his gap-tooth grin.

				“Mornin’, Miss Summer.” He leaned over and she tried not to gag at his awful odor.

				“Hello, Galen.”

				Already running late, she didn’t have time to chat today. He waited for her outside the shop nearly every morning, and she usually took a minute or two to visit with him. Weighing well over three hundred pounds, he rarely wore a shirt and the sides of his grease stained overalls gaped open. They had gone to school together and she always tried to be kind to him. Others often weren’t. They made fun of him because he weighed a lot and he wasn’t overly bright.

				He moved in front of her, bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet. “I can fix it.”

				“Oh, that’s not necessary. I’ll take it over to the mechanic later.” She slowed, not completely halting. She didn’t want to be beholden to him, and besides she couldn’t pay him anything right now.

				“Your car is going to die.” His little pig eyes and down turned lips looked as solemn as if he were headed to a funeral. “You will be stranded. That’s dangerous.”

				She hesitated for a moment; hand on the doorknob. Rick over at the local garage was reasonable and did a good job, but he was out of her budget. Galen fixed cars, but most people didn’t trust him because he was a little slow-minded. “Could you do it today? Repair this old thing in one day, I mean?”

				He nodded, pumping his head like a piston. “Yeah. I can do it.”

				“Well, all right then.” She opened the door. “Thank you, Galen.”

				His head continued to bob. “I can do it.”

				“I’m sure you can.” Praying she was right, she hustled inside.

				As she dashed through the salon’s door, Glory Lavery looked up from her station with a frown. “You’re late.”

				“I know, I know.” Summer hung her purse on the coat stand behind the door. “Sorry.”

				“Lucky for you, Mrs. Simpson cancelled.” Glory took a bobby pin out of her mouth and placed it in the thinning hair of Viola Krebbs. “Said she’s not feeling well.”

				“Oh my. I’ll have to call her,” Viola said. “Did Evelyn say what was wrong?”

				“No, ma’am.” Glory shook her head slightly and her short, spiked hair danced like a cockscomb. The color and style was similar to a male bird’s, but her short, plump body reminded Summer more of a little red hen.

				Summer owed Glory a great deal. She moved to Juliet after Mama’s rape and Jace’s trial and if she heard about the whole nasty scandal, she didn’t pry. When Summer couldn’t find a job, Glory gave her one.

				“I’m sorry Mrs. Simpson isn’t feeling well. I could sure use the money, but it doesn’t hurt my feelings to have a few minutes to catch my breath. I didn’t sleep well last night.” Summer checked her supplies. Everything looked good to go.

				Viola’s eyes sharpened. “What’s the problem, young lady?”

				Summer knew there wasn’t anything Viola liked better than a piece of gossip to share with her ladies’ sewing circle. Her heart must be broken today because her fellow rumormonger wasn’t here to spread more stories. Summer busied herself moving combs around on her workstation. “Nothing, ma’am. Just a lot on my mind.”

				“Your mama okay?” Viola barely kept the venom out of her voice. It wasn’t even concealed well, riding just under the surface.

				“Yes, ma’am. Mama’s fine.” Summer kept her face averted so the woman couldn’t see her face. Mrs. Krebbs and her crowd didn’t care about Mama. All the busybody wanted was a juicy tidbit to dissect with her friends. Her bunch showed how much they cared about MiLann when they whispered a divorced Yankee who wore her skirts too short got what she had coming.

				Viola smiled like a little yippy dog about to bite. “Give her my regards.”

				“Will do.” Summer had no intention of doing any such thing.

				“All’s not lost. Check the book. You have another appointment. Someone called and I gave him Mrs. Simpson’s spot.” Glory grinned. “It’s not a perm, but a client is a client, right?”

				“Absolutely.” Summer didn’t care whose hair she cut just so they paid. “A man? Who is it?”

				“Don’t know. Didn’t get his name.” Glory shrugged. “He hung up before I could ask for it. This fellow asked if you had any openings this morning and to put him with you.”

				“Me? Why?” Summer figured her surprised expression matched Mrs. Krebbs’s. Although not unheard of, they didn’t get many men in the Curl Up and Dye. Most of Juliet’s middle-to-older male population hung out at Leroy Eaton’s place on Main whether they needed a haircut or not. And the younger kids went to one of the fancier salons down in Jackson.

				“Couldn’t say,” Glory said around a mouthful of bobby pins.

				Mrs. Krebbs dangled her hand at the wrist and gave it a few little shakes. “Must be a funny boy.”

				Glory shoved another bobby pin in the meddler’s head and she gave a little yelp.

				“Sorry,” Glory mumbled, promptly digging in another pin.

				Before anyone could respond, the bell over the door chimed. All heads turned, Mrs. Krebbs rubbing hers. All mouths dropped as Trey Bouché walked in.

				“I have a ten o’clock appointment,” he announced casually. Nothing in his demeanor suggested he didn’t walk into a women’s salon every day.

				Summer’s stomach did a few rollovers. She didn’t know what to do. The vow she’d made to her mama ran through her head. She’d promised not to see Trey again, and here he stood not even twenty-four hours later. If she treated him coldly, she’d be in trouble with Glory. Worse, Viola would be watching like a hawk just waiting for any tiny tidbit to spread over town before her curls dried.

				Summer forced a casual tone. “What would you like? A haircut?”

				He grinned and ran a hand through his already short style. “Yeah, I’m getting a little long.”

				What a liar. Although a bit longer than most military men wore, it was still short by most standards. She bet he’d cut his hair less than a week ago. “Do you want your head shaved?”
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