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  Dedication




  For my brother, Austin Stanley (November 9, 1955-September 2, 2009)




  Prologue




  1865




  “This meeting of the Sons of the Southern Cause is hereby called to order.” Colonel Etter banged a gavel against the makeshift podium and stood as tall as his small, wiry frame would allow. A proud smile curved his lips, and he swept his arm toward the left side of the massive barn. “It is my pleasure to introduce our leader, the esteemed General Edward Floyd.” Etter clapped his hands together, and the crowd of men and boys who filled the barn followed in applause.




  General Floyd walked to the podium, raised his hands, and the applause and murmuring immediately ceased. “Thank you, men.” He scanned the room, pleased to see more than farmers and ranchers in the crowd. The mayor, bankers from two towns, city councilmen, a minister and the town doctor stood among the group. A sturdy crowd of brains and brawn.




  Fine soldiers, all.




  “Weaving spiders come not here,” General Floyd said, “henceforth meaning that all the members of our secret society should leave their personal matters behind. We, the brotherhood, shall not seek personal gain, but shall sacrifice all for independence from tyranny.”




  Applause started softly, then grew to a roar.




  General Floyd raised his hand again, and the crowd quieted immediately. “In order to prove allegiance and sort the chaff from among us, let us all greet one another with a special handshake.” The general motioned, and Colonel Etter stepped forward and held out his hand.




  General Floyd held three fingers in the air and Colonel Etter mimicked the motion. Then the two men grasped each other’s hand with the three fingers pointing toward the inside of the wrist and shook. “With this handshake, I can feel the pulse of my brother,” declared the general.




  An appreciative murmur rippled through the barn.




  “Repeat after me,” said General Floyd. “As long as I feel the pulse of my brother...”




  The small crowd of men chorused after him.




  “...I know the truth shall never die.”




  General Floyd released Colonel Etter’s hand, and Etter stepped back into the shadows again. “The three-finger extension of this handshake represents our God, our families, and our country. Our country—the Confederate States of America, supported by the very lives of each of us, the Sons of the Southern Cause.”




  This time, the applause sounded like thunder.




  General Floyd let the applause continue for a moment, then he bowed his head until the noise subsided of its own accord. When he looked up, his face wore a solemn mask of seriousness. “We must realize, gentlemen, that important things sometimes call for personal sacrifice.” His gaze met those of several men in the crowd, one man at a time. “I can think of no one who exemplifies this kind of personal sacrifice better than our leader. Gentlemen, please join me in welcoming the President of the Confederate States of America, Jefferson Davis.”




  Floyd stepped forward to shake the hand of President Jefferson Davis as hoots and whistles punctuated the applause echoing off the rafters.




  President Davis humbly bowed toward the crowd, then raised his hands to settle the rambunctious group of followers. “Thank you. Thank you. Our time here is precious, so let me get right to the point. As you are aware, General Lee has surrendered his army at Appomattox.”




  A low murmur of disappointment hummed through the barn.




  Davis cleared his throat. “I fear that we have lost too great a general and that our cause must be put on hold, until things are settled and we are once again safe.” He stared at the hay-strewn ground for a moment, then looked up. “I therefore am seeking refuge.”




  His voice cracked then, and after taking a moment to compose himself, Davis continued. “My friend and your brother John Wilkes Booth has an actor friend in Washington who is devoted to our cause. This man looks amazingly similar to me, and he has agreed to pose in my stead and help my wife Varina escape to safe refuge in Georgia. If the imposter and my wife are captured together, the Union Army will presume he is me. They will not harm my wife. The actor has made it clear that he is ready to hang for our cause, if necessary.”




  A smattering of claps bounced through the barn.




  “This is the kind of devotion the Sons of the Southern Cause is known for. It is because of men like him that we will continue to grow and succeed in our quest to build our own country. Whether it is now, or two hundred years from now, the Confederate States of America will thrive.”




  “Here! Here!” A man in the front row shook his fist in the air.




  “Amen!” shouted the minister from the middle of the crowd.




  President Jefferson Davis allowed a slight smile. “General Floyd has been secretly preparing a bunker for hiding our confederate cabinet and me beneath this Grand Ol’ Lady. We also have stored our most important documents in the bunker. We will remain in hiding until my imposter is confirmed as the President of the Confederate States. He and his escort cavalry will purposely leave behind enough evidence so that even a blundering Union Army will find their trail.”




  Laughter filled the heavy air.




  General Floyd stepped forward and touched President Davis’s arm, then whispered in his ear.




  Davis spoke again. “We seek refuge for now, yes. But we know it will not be long until we return to Richmond, our new nation’s capital. Now, I must not tarry, for the enemy is in quick pursuit. Not even when the United States declared Independence from England did we face such a cruel enemy who doesn’t respect the rules of war. The North wants to hang every man in the South, to burn our cities, confiscate our property and violate our women. What dignity does this enemy leave us? We left northern cities intact during our conquest. We did not burn, we did not pillage, we did not terrorize.




  “Always remember that we wanted to form our nation without war. We wanted the same freedoms that our forefathers sought from the English King. We will not surrender our dignity to this cruel northern aggressor. We will continue to pledge allegiance to the Confederate States of America.




  “California, rich in gold and sympathetic to our cause, has waited too long to join the Confederacy. If California had sent us gold rather than the north, we would surely have won this war. Now California realizes that our cause must be put on hold for now, but they want to make a down payment for the New Confederacy. She has given us gold to save and guard for another day; a day in the future when the South shall rise again!”




  Cheers and shouts rang out, persisting nearly a minute after President Jefferson Davis raised his hands to quiet the crowd.




  When the men finally quieted, he spoke again. “From this day forward, when you greet each other outside of these walls, you should be extremely careful that your cover is not breached. Therefore, you must greet one another with your secret handshake and oath.” He held up a hand. “Now, please join with me, and pledge to never surrender by singing ‘Dixie.’”




  The song began strong, but grew even stronger, louder as voices throughout the massive barn lifted in solidarity.




  President Jefferson Davis, flanked by Colonel Etter, followed General Floyd out the side door of the barn. He smiled up at the cold, night sky, breathing thanks to God for the Sons of the Southern Cause. Softly, he hummed along with the voices from the barn.




  

    

      “O, I wish I was in Dixie!


      Hooray! Hooray!


      In Dixie Land I'll take my stand


      To live and die in Dixie


      Away, away,


      Away down south in Dixie!”


    


  




  * * * *




  John Wilkes Booth opened the door to the Tavern de’ Espion in Montreal, Canada. The bleak weather sent a shiver through his body, and he stomped water from his boots as he stepped inside. The cold matched his mood.




  “Well, well! We thought you’d forgotten us.” Hugo, the pub’s owner and bartender clapped Booth on the back.




  “I’m getting too old for these long trips, and the south is where I belong.” John Wilkes Booth blinked as his eyes adjusted to the candlelit pub. “Besides, all the darkies walking the streets here like white men cause my blood to boil.” He shook his head. “Did me no good at all to capture John Brown, if these Negros still run free.”




  Hugo nodded and led Booth toward the back of the near-empty tavern, where Jacob Thomas and Clement Clay sat waiting. “Look at what straggled in, gentlemen.”




  The two men stood and welcomed their compatriot with handshakes and hugs, then Clement motioned toward an empty chair.




  John sat and accepted the large mug Hugo carried to the table.




  Jacob Thomas cut his meat and glanced at John. “I heard you were successful delivering the ammunition and medical supplies to Richmond.”




  “Yes, sir. The supplies should be headed to Chattanooga by now.”




  Jacob laid down his knife and fork. “John, we have another job for you. It’s probably the most important thing you’ll ever do for the Confederacy.”




  John sucked in a weary breath. The man had wasted no time in following one mission with another. He studied the seriousness of Jacob’s expression, then glanced at Clement, who remained silent, but nodded in agreement. John touched his fingertips together. “What is it you would have me do?”




  “Jefferson Davis needs you to kidnap President Abraham Lincoln.” Jacob locked gazes with John. “The President will be held hostage for the release of the Confederate soldiers.”




  John felt his eyes bulge, and he looked away in an effort to gain control before he misspoke. He cleared his throat and turned back to look at the two men. “I would do anything for this great country—great, despite President Lincoln’s reelection. Great in spite of his ridiculous Emancipation Proclamation.” He huffed. “Emancipation, indeed! He frees the Negros and captures white men—our Southern brothers—and cages them like animals.” He clenched his teeth, then looked from Jacob to Clement and back again. “I’ll do it.”




  The three men toasted, and the warm liquid created a pleasant burn down John’s throat. Then a terrible thought occurred to him, and John’s tongue felt like sandpaper when he spoke. “And when our soldiers are released? What then?”




  “There is only one way we can have an uncontested secession from the north,” said Clement.




  Jacob nodded, and his lips pressed into a thin line. “When our soldiers are released, you must kill Abraham Lincoln.”




  Chapter 1




  Horsing Around




  Tessa Thurston craned her head and raised a hand to shield her eyes as she searched the sky for the source of the mechanical noise ruining the peaceful mountainside. Between leafy branches, the helicopter came into view.




  Helicopters.




  There were three.




  Four. Six. What in the world are they doing here, flying over a thousand-acre resort?




  She threw back her head to peer between branches just as her horse, Millie, lost her footing on the slippery, mountainous slope. Tessa dove forward to grip the horse’s neck and felt Millie’s powerful muscles ripple as she fought for purchase. The horse’s own weight played against her, and she toppled as her legs gave out beneath her.




  Tessa screeched as a jolt of pain ripped through her leg. Millie whinnied when her body crashed atop Tessa’s leg. A sob caught in Tessa’s throat and her breath came out raggedly.




  Sam Dupree jumped from his horse, Chief, and ran to Tessa’s side. “Are you okay?”




  Tessa tried to move her leg, but it felt frozen in place. “It—hurts! I—I think my leg is broken.”




  “Don’t move.” Sam slid his hand beneath Millie and eased Tessa’s foot from the stirrup.




  Feeling the release, Tessa tried again to move her leg, but fresh pain seared her leg.




  “Please don’t move, Tessa.” Sam put a hand on Tessa’s arm. “Let me get Millie off of you, first.” He tried to pull Millie to her feet, but the horse kept falling back onto Tessa’s leg before she could move it.




  Every time Millie’s weight collapsed again onto Tessa’s leg, she cried out in pain.




  “I’m so sorry, Tessa.” Sam’s eyes pleaded with her. “This isn’t working. She can’t get her footing.” He bent down, cooed into the horse’s ear and rubbed her flank. “We can do this, girl. You have to get up, okay?” Sam turned back to Tessa. “I’m going to count to three, and when I lift Millie, I want you to pull your leg out from under her. Ready?”




  Tessa held her breath and nodded.




  “One, two, three.” From a squatting position, Sam grunted and lifted Millie with his legs and back.




  Tessa used her hands to scoot backward and shift to the side, dragging her leg from beneath the horse. Though she gritted her teeth, she couldn’t stop the screech that came all the way from her gut. Her fault. All her fault. She deserved this for imagining a world without Corbin—even for a moment.




  The shift in weight proved all Millie needed to get her hooves beneath her. She grunted and whinnied, then stood and shook her head vehemently as she let out a loud whinny.




  “Easy, girl. Easy.” Sam dropped the horse’s reins to the ground, and she turned her head to nuzzle his back as he knelt to tend to Tessa. He touched her burning cheek to wipe away the coursing rivulets.




  Tessa fought to keep from looking away, thankful that Sam hadn’t realized her fiery tears were caused by shame as much as by pain. What a fool she’d been, provoking her tour guide into a race up the mountainside, teasing him as she admired his lean, hard body. This accident was her penance; punishment for her outrageous flirting. She was here with her fiancé, after all, on a pre-wedding getaway. She deserved this.




  Pain brought her out of self-deprecation and back to the present as Sam tugged off her boot. “Ouch!”




  “I’m sorry.” Sam’s firm fingers expertly explored Tessa’s leg for fractures. “Can you feel this?” He carefully wiggled Tessa’s knee cap back and forth like a hockey puck on the hockey ice.




  “Yes, I can feel it. It doesn’t hurt there, not much, anyway.”




  Sam let out a relieved sigh. “Okay, now I’m going to bend your knee.”




  He locked eyes with Tessa as he slowly slid her foot toward the back of her thigh, and despite the discomfort it caused, Tessa felt her heart skip a beat because of his nearness. “I think the pain is mostly in my calf.”




  Sam’s corrugated forehead relaxed a bit, and he cautiously pushed up the leg of Tessa’s jeans. He lifted her leg higher and examined her calf, rubbing his calloused hands over her skin. His touch felt like fire, and he stared into Tessa’s eyes as his caress grew softer. Then he gently squeezed, and Tessa let out a yelp.




  Sam grinned. “I think you’re gonna live.” He pulled down her pants leg. “You’ll have a nasty bruise for your troubles, but you’re still a lucky lady.” He held her boot at an angle for her to slide her foot inside, and he flashed his brilliant smile. “Cinderella? May I?”




  Despite herself, Tessa searched Sam’s face for meaning. He really was a handsome prince, but, well, she already had one of those, right? Fresh heat rose in her neck and face, and since she didn’t know what to say, she only smiled.




  A few yards away, Millie softly snorted as Chief joined in munching a clump of wildflowers.




  “Looks like she’s okay, too.” Sam nodded toward the horse. “What happened, anyway?”




  Tessa shook her head. How could she tell him it was her punishment for thinking of him as a potential lover? “I’m—I’m not sure. She slipped, but...maybe it was the noise—I think those choppers spooked her. Why are they here, anyway? I wouldn’t think a five-star resort like Lost Springs would be in a flight line. Is there a military base near here?”




  “Not close, no.” Sam glanced at the sky and frowned. “We had a lot of flyovers right after 9-11, but it’s rare to see one overhead here, now.” He slid his arm around Tessa’s waist and held out a hand. “Ready to stand?”




  Breath caught in Tessa’s throat when she felt Sam’s strong arm lift her, as if she were weightless. He held her close as she tried out her leg, and she fought the silly urge to feign a worse injury. She couldn’t recall when she last felt so protected, so safe, so cared for.




  Stop it!




  Tessa stepped away from Sam, but her calf refused to support her, and she stumbled.




  “I’ve got you.” Sam’s voice was matter-of-fact.




  I’m afraid you do.




  “Take it slow. Don’t rush things.” He stepped in front of Tessa and firmly held her forearms. “Step toward me. Use your good leg, first.”




  Tessa obeyed. After a few cautious steps, she regained balance and distributed her weight almost evenly. “I think I’m okay.”




  Sam smiled. “I think you should ride with me on Chief. I’ll have them check Millie’s legs at the stable, before we put any weight on her.” Without waiting for an answer, Sam scooped Tessa into his arms and deposited her unceremoniously on Chief’s back.




  “Oh! Uhhh, okay.” Tessa giggled.




  Sam held Millie’s reins as he slid his foot into Chief’s stirrup and mounted. His warm, hard thighs cradled Tessa’s, and she inhaled the scent of his maleness. Before she could stop herself, she relaxed into his chest and arms as he navigated the rocky outcrop and carried her on horseback down the mountainside.




  * * * *




  Tessa tried not to limp as she walked up to the crowded lobby bar. “A glass of sauvignon blanc, please,” she said, when she finally got the bartender’s attention.




  “Well, don’t you look nice?” Corbin patted his fiancé on the shoulder as he would his Labrador Retriever.




  Tessa gave him what she hoped was her cutest smile and curtsied, then winced at the pain in her bruised calf.




  Corbin looked over the crowd, ignoring Tessa’s pain. “Yeah, you clean up pretty good for a white girl.”




  The chocolate-skinned bartender glanced at Tessa, then looked away. He’d obviously heard such racist remarks before, because his eyes glazed over as he poured a glass of scotch.




  Tessa’s face grew hot, and she sent a scathing smirk Corbin’s way. His racist comments disgusted her, but she’d learned that when she voiced her displeasure, it only made him worse.




  “You’re not bad for a wanna-be-high-society girl.” Corbin slid his finger beneath the spaghetti strap of Tessa’s gown and flicked it.




  Tessa’s eyes stung, and she blinked hard and turned toward her wineglass. When she looked back at Corbin, he’d already turned away from her. She sniffed deeply and spun toward the leather backgammon tables to find a seat. She had to get away from Corbin and compose herself before she dissolved into tears—not from her bruised leg, but from her hurt feelings. Corbin hadn’t even noticed that she’d limped around their room while they were dressing for dinner. She’d jutted out her chin, too stubborn to call attention to her injury if he showed no interest of his own.




  A stocky, gray-haired man at the backgammon table stood and offered Tessa his chair.




  “Thank you, but you don’t need to—”




  “It’s my pleasure. It’s the least I can do for the most beautiful woman at Lost Springs. I insist.” His eyes fell to her bruised calf, and concern flitted across his face.




  Again, heat rose in Tessa’s cheeks. She wished she’d brought a longer dress. She dipped her head and smiled. “Thank you, sir. You’re quite the gentleman.”




  Tessa slid into the seat and pressed her lips into a tight line. How could a total stranger notice her limp, yet Corbin remain clueless?




  The couple next to Tessa stood, and she suddenly felt self-conscious to be sitting at the table with strangers. She glanced over her shoulder to see Corbin nursing his single malt at the bar while in deep conversation with the man beside him. He appeared not to care that Tessa was now alone. And where were Josette and Bootsy? They should have been here, by now.




  “Hello, Tessa,” said a deep voice to her side.




  Tessa turned to find Sam’s brilliant smile. He took her hand in his and kissed it.




  “You are breathtaking tonight.”




  “Oh, Sam. Thank you.” Her grin felt like it belonged on a silly schoolgirl. “Wow, I have never seen you in a coat and tie before.”




  “I keep it around for employee functions, and whenever I have to come to the lobby.”




  “The lobby,” Tessa echoed.




  “They don’t like employees to be seen in the main lobby without a jacket and tie.” He spread his hands.




  “Right. I guess that’s only fair, since they require the same of their guests.”




  Sam looked at the empty seats beside of Tessa. “Where’s Corbin?”




  Tessa waved a hand over her shoulder. “He’s at the bar, probably trying to land a new customer, or explain away the banking crisis. He doesn’t even know I’m here.”




  Sam’s lips pursed, then relaxed. “If you were mine, I’d never let you leave my sight.”




  Tessa looked out from under her lashes and grinned. “Right now, I wouldn’t get very far with this leg.”




  “Oh, forgive me, Tessa. I should have asked right away, but your dress addled my brain. How is your leg?”




  “It’s bruised and sore, but that’s all.” Tessa motioned for Sam to sit in the chair beside of her.




  “You’re a lucky lady. That was a nasty spill, and it could have been much worse.”




  “I’m lucky you were there to be my knight in shining armor.”




  It was Sam’s turn to blush. Tessa had never seen him blush, before. His suntanned skin warmed to a sunset glow. He cleared his throat and glanced toward the bar. “Have you told Corbin that you invited me to join you two for dinner?”




  “No, not yet. We haven’t had time to talk.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “He barely knows I’m even here.”




  “Well, I know you’re here. And I look forward to dinner with you. It’s rare that I dine in the main dining room with the guests.”




  “Really?” Tessa’s brow puzzled and she met Sam’s eyes. “I took you for one of those guys who always plays the women.”




  “You’ve got to be kidding. I don’t fraternize with the guests, and I’m definitely not a player.”




  “Well, you look like one.” Tessa laughed.




  “Oh? And what does a player look like?”




  Tessa shrugged and batted her eyelashes innocently. “I don’t have a list, but I’m sure I’ll know when I see one.”




  “Well,” Sam said, and playfully smacked his hand on the table, “I assure you that you’re wrong!” He grinned and spoke quietly. “I’m normally very shy and awkward around women.” He shrugged and his cheeks flushed. “I guess you just make me feel comfortable.”




  “I’m glad, because you make me feel comfortable, too.” The wine emboldened Tessa, and she held Sam’s gaze a heartbeat too long.




  Sam finally looked away and cleared his throat. “Do you want to play backgammon?”




  Tessa nodded, and he opened the drawer and arranged the pieces on the board.




  “High number goes first.” Sam scooped up the dice, stroked the black indentations, gently blew and threw them down. “How much are we playing for?”




  Tessa grinned. “Either go big, or go home, I always say. Let’s play for a pound of chocolate from Lost Springs Chocolate Shop.”




  Sam’s eyes grew round, then the two burst into laughter.




  * * * *




  “How’s your veal, Tessa?” Corbin paused with knife and fork in mid-air.




  Tessa forced a smile. She shouldn’t have let Corbin order for her, again. “I’ll confess; I’m not much on veal. It has a strong taste, and I don’t care much for how they treat the baby calves.” She held out a hand. “I know it sounds ridiculous. I don’t seem to care how they treat chickens or ducks and such, but somehow mistreating a cute little calf with big eyes brings it closer to home. Maybe it’s the cowboy in me.”




  Corbin chewed a bite of veal and then smirked. “Superb, absolutely stupendous, tender as a baby.”




  “And how is your duck,” Tessa asked Sam, trying to cover Corbin’s crudeness.




  “It’s very good, thank you. It is wonderful how the pinot noir pairs with the duck.” Sam winked.




  “Now what were you saying before my bride-to-be interrupted, Bootsy?” Corbin turned toward his longtime friend, Edwin Booth.




  Bootsy wiped his mouth and returned the napkin to his lap. “I was talking about that porn star who claims to be pregnant by Senator Walls.”




  “I’d hate to be a politician today.” Corbin shook his head. “Your whole life’s under a microscope. Back in my dad’s day and his dad’s day, a gentleman was expected to have a mistress, especially if you were a man of substance.”




  “Really? So how do you feel about taking a mistress?” asked Josette.




  Corbin shrugged and swallowed a bite of asparagus. “I think that if your wife is not providing for your needs, it’s acceptable.”




  Josette’s eyebrows shot skyward. “I think if I were Tessa, I’d run from you as fast as I could go!”




  “Well, I think that if a woman wants to keep her man, she needs to make sure he is satisfied,” Corbin continued.




  Tessa shifted uncomfortably, feeling eyes around the table upon her.




  Corbin threw back his scotch and motioned for the waiter to bring him another. “Women simply aren’t as sexual as men.”




  “What?” said Josette, grabbing her husband Bootsy’s forearm. “Are you kidding me? I can’t believe you just said that.”




  Bootsy patted Josette’s hand. “I beg to differ, Corbin. Women are just as sexual as men. They just need longer to get warmed up. They need to be romanced, if you will.”




  “That’s right.” Josette sniffed. “You can’t be a jerk and then try to take us to bed.”




  “That’s what I’m talking about,” said Corbin. “They’re not as sexual. Men are ready to go anytime with anyone.”




  “I’m sure you’re not including yourself as someone who could go to bed with just anyone,” Josette said.




  Tessa put down her fork. “Yes, I’d like to hear your answer on this one, Corbin David Carswell.”




  Corbin knocked over his glass of water, spilling it on the white tablecloth. “Damn it!” He threw up a hand, as if it were the glass’s fault. “I would never cheat on you, Tessa, because we have great sex. You are one of the rare women who actually want sex as much as a man. I would even say you like it as much as you do chocolate.” He leaned back in his chair and grinned. “Now if that ever changed...”




  He winked at Tessa, but it felt like a warning.




  Josette’s eyes narrowed on Corbin. “I wouldn’t say she likes sex better than she likes chocolate. Tessa comes in our hotel rooms to visit each night, and she steals the chocolates from our pillows. Now has anyone here ever heard her ask for late night sex?”




  Everyone at the table laughed.




  Corbin waved away the waiter who tried to clean up the water spill. “I’m trying to make a point here. You can wait.”




  The waiter apologized and stepped away.




  “A man should be a man,” Corbin said, his voice growing loud. “Women have been trying to emasculate men since the sixties. They want men who can show emotions. They want men who can cry. It’s sickening.”




  A woman dressed in a black, lace-trimmed uniform offered Corbin bread.




  He waved her away in frustration. “They absolutely don’t leave you alone here!”




  Fritz Wagner’s brow creased. “They’re just trying to do their job.”




  His wife Vera shot him an approving glance.




  “Well, it’s annoying.” Corbin sneered. “They need a lesson in letting people finish their thoughts before interrupting them.”




  An amused smile curved Josette’s red lips. “And what do you know about serving? You’ve never served anyone in your life.”




  “That’s why I know how to do it properly. I have been served all my life and know good service.”




  Sam steepled his fingers together. “Most people like the pampering they receive here.”




  “Anyway,” Corbin said, “you women need to learn how to keep your man happy. If I had a daughter, I would teach her that the secret to a successful marriage is learning how to give the best blow jobs.” Corbin leaned back and grinned, as if he’d just created world peace.




  Tessa’s face flamed, and she threw down her napkin on her plate. “I think you act disgusting when you drink too much. You’re embarrassing me in front of our friends.”




  Josette reached across the table, touched Tessa’s hand and winked. “I think he’s disgusting all the time, even when he’s sober.” She smiled in turn at Corbin, Sam, Fritz and Bootsy. “In fact, I think men in general are disgusting.”




  A small chuckle of relief escaped Tessa’s lips. Leave it to Josette to diffuse a tense situation with humor. “I don’t think all men are pigs, Josette.” Her eyes flickered to Sam before she could control them. “I just think that some of the wealthy men I’ve met think they’re better than everyone else.”




  Josette nodded. “They think there’s some correlation between the size of their paycheck and the size of their penis. It happens all the time, just like with our politician buddy we were talking about. He was under the delusion that his penis grew in direct correlation to his contributions and influence.”




  Tessa took a long drink of wine. The turn of this conversation embarrassed her. Sam must think she and her friends were critical snobs.




  Josette sniffed. “I can tell you from personal experience that rich and powerful men have the smallest penises.”




  Fritz sputtered and nearly choked on his bourbon.




  Tessa couldn’t help but giggle. “From personal experience? How much personal experience do you have, Josette?” She winked at Bootsy, who grinned. He’d long ago gotten used to his girlfriend’s antics.




  Sam put his napkin to his mouth to conceal his smile, but Tessa saw his shoulders shake as he laughed.




  “I’m not giving away any details.” Josette examined her manicure. “I’m just saying I know, so let’s just leave it at that.”




  “Well that at least solves one mystery we’ve all been wondering about,” Corbin said.




  Tessa kicked Corbin under the table. He’d gone too far. Josette, Bootsy and the Wagners had been friends with them since they’d all attended University of Virginia together. Sure, Josette could be short and snappy with men. She didn’t seem to like them very much, even though Bootsy was a wonderful husband to her. He absolutely adored Josette.




  “And what mystery have you all been wondering about?” Josette’s eyebrows lifted.




  Tessa swallowed against the discomfort in her throat. “Let’s just change the subject.”




  “Let’s.” Josette met Tessa’s eyes and nodded.




  Fritz cleared his throat. “How was golf today?”




  Josette’s eyes narrowed, and she kept her stare on Corbin. “We played Old White today and it tore me up. I must have lost eight or nine balls.” She fingered the stem of her wineglass. “The fairways and the greens are in immaculate condition, but they’re letting the rough grow for the Pro Tournament.” Josette broke her stare on Corbin, and her face softened. “I love you guys.” She met Tessa’s eyes. “I’m looking forward to this week.”




  “I can’t wait until our massages tomorrow afternoon.” Tessa grinned.




  “Me, either!” Vera smiled. “That’s my idea of perfect relaxation.”




  “Don’t you guys forget about your bunker tour tomorrow morning,” Sam said.




  Bootsy nodded. “Oh, yes. What time is it?”




  “It’s at ten sharp,” Sam said.




  “I’m very much looking forward to it.” Bootsy raised his glass to Sam, then pulled a long swig.




  Josette clinked her long nails against her crystal wineglass and turned toward Sam. “You know, as many times as we’ve been here, we’ve never taken the bunker tour. Bootsy’s always wanted to go, but there are so many other things to do that we just never got around to the tour.”




  “I’ll tell you another thing you might want to do some time,” Sam said. “Go spelunking with me.”




  “Who the hell wants to go into a dark cave with bats?” Corbin’s words carried a slight slur. “I like being on the top of the earth myself.”




  “Now, finally, we have something that we can agree on!” Josette said. “Cave crickets aren’t my thing.”




  Tessa sighed and wrinkled her nose. “I don’t care much for being confined in small places. And I’ll confess; I’m not much for rock climbing, either.”




  “So you’re scared of high heights?” Sam lifted one eyebrow.




  “That’s redundant,” Tessa said. “Heights would be high, wouldn’t they?” The minute the words left Tessa’s lips, she wanted to suck them back in. Why did she say that? Color rose in Sam’s cheeks, and she knew she’d embarrassed him with her correction. He probably thought she was an unhappy snob. She ducked her head. “I’m sorry, Sam. That was rude of me.”




  “Don’t worry about it.” Sam dismissed her error with a wave of his hand. “Some of us have been to the best of schools to learn perfect grammar, and some of us have learned other important things in Mother Nature’s hands-on classroom; like how to scale a cliff without a safety harness, how to survive a class-six rapid in a raft of greenhorns, or how to ride a horse up a steep mountain without killing ourselves.” A teasing grin curved his lips.




  Tessa giggled. “Yes, did I tell you all that Sam saved my life today?”




  “Well, I’m not sure I saved your life, but I did help Millie decide not to take a nap while lying on your leg.” Sam laughed.




  * * * *




  “Wow, that Sam Dupree is gorgeous.” Josette fanned herself, as if thinking of the man caused her temperature to rise.




  Tessa patted the green felt, signaling the dealer for another card. “Yes, he is pretty yummy. But the best part about him is that he’s a really nice guy.”




  “Too nice.” Josette studied her cards.




  “How can a guy be too nice?”




  “Well, he’s obviously smitten with you, and yet he wouldn’t make a move because you’re in a committed relationship.”




  Tessa met the dealer’s eyes. “Hit me, again.”




  The dealer flipped a six of diamonds. He turned over her card and pushed four chips toward her earnings.




  Tessa smiled. “He might like me, but smitten? I don’t think so. I mean, Sam’s a great guy, but I don’t know long I could handle living the blue-collar lifestyle.”




  “You’re such a snob.” Josette shook her head.




  “I am not. I’m just practical and realistic. I know what I want in life. I don’t see that as being a snob.”
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