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* * * * *

Her heart had always belonged to Wade McKinnon... 

When single mother, Skylar Barnett, came to South Dakota, she thought her life was just beginning. Newly pregnant, she waited for the love of her life, Wade McKinnon, to join her so they could start their life near his family. But her joy quickly shattered after learning Wade was presumed killed during a tsunami that hit the small Asian island they'd both worked on in the Peace Corp. She'd spent the last four years making peace with her decision to marry a man she didn't love so her baby would have a father. But marrying the wrong man when her heart belonged to Wade was the biggest mistake of her life. 


Secrets and circumstance kept them apart... 

No one in Wade McKinnon's life knew that his work with the Peace Corp. was just a cover for his real job in a secret military agency. Not even Skylar, the woman he'd fallen hard for the moment he'd laid eyes on her. But when his mission in Asia suddenly became too dangerous and all agents in the field were ordered to disappear, using the tragic events of the tsunami on the island where they'd met seemed like the only way to keep Skylar and their unborn baby safe until the situation cooled down. As much as it killed him, Wade stepped aside when he learned Skylar had moved on with another man. But now that she's free, he's determined to do everything he can to win back her love and claim the life they'd dreamed of sharing.

 


Chapter One

 

The McKinnon clan didn’t need a reason to get together and celebrate, but this Labor Day weekend they were going to get one.  Homecomings were always a good cause for a party.  But this was one homecoming no one was expecting.

He parked his car in the driveway under a shady tree along the driveway, making note of the fact that there was a pick-up truck parked next to the garage in the spot where he used to park his old sixty-seven mustang.  He recognized the truck, although the last time he’d seen Logan McKinnon driving it, the truck had been in better condition.  

He paused at the corner of the house and heard laughter filtering through the air.  The boisterous laughing he always heard when his brothers were all together.  The giggles and shouts of young children he’d yet to meet.  It called to him as strong as the smell of food being cooked over an open flame that tickled his senses.  But a hunger of another kind was stronger.  The voices he heard had been missing from his life for too long.  But he listened closely until the female voice that had haunted him grew louder.

“I need to finish up in the kitchen.  Hawk can you give me a minute and then come carry a few things out to the table?  No, Kate you put your feet up.  You’re always serving everyone at the diner.  Let me do this.”

The screen door on the back deck opened and then shut.  With his heart pounding, he walked to the front door so he could have the precious few moments alone with her before the rest of the family converged on him.  He needed those few moments.

His old key still fit the lock on the front door.  Turning the knob slowly, he pushed the door open quietly and stepped into the foyer.  He glanced into the living room, taking in every detail and exchanging what was different with what he’d committed to memory long ago.  The familiar smell of the house magnified the realization that he had finally made it.  He was home.  

He didn’t want to scare her.  He could only imagine her reaction when she saw him.  So he slipped through the living room and into the kitchen through the dining room so he wouldn’t startle her.  And when he finally saw her, he thought his legs would crumble beneath him.

Skylar Barnett.  If there truly was just one great love in the universe for every person, Skylar was surely his.  

She buzzed around the kitchen, almost dancing on the balls of her feet as she moved.  He used to say she looked like a ballerina, dancing as she walked in the sand.  She’d told him it was only because he made her happy.

“I heard the front door.  Did I lock the screen door on you by accident again, Hawk?” Skylar asked, licking her fingers of the dressing she’d just stirred in the bowl.  “This potato salad has to get into the ice bowl on the table or it will spoil in his heat.”

She turned in the opposite direction towards the refrigerator, opened it, and then pulled out a bottle. “Oh, and I forgot the Italian dressing for the salad.  Would you mind bringing that with you, too?”  

She still hadn’t lifted her gaze to him.  And he didn’t rush to get her attention.  He enjoyed just watching her move.  He’d always loved the way she moved as she rushed from one side of the kitchen to the next.

Picking up the bowl of potato salad from the counter, she turned to him, her smile as bright as the blazing sun outside, and said, “Those barbeque ribs your dad has on the grill smell so good, it’s making me-”  

Their eyes met for the first time in over five years and she gasped.  He should have done something to prevent the bowl of food in her hand from slipping through her grip and crashing to the floor.  The bowl shattered and the potato salad splattered on the tile floor and the cabinet Skylar was standing near.  She barely noticed the remnants of the mess at her feet.

“I’m not Hawk,” he said, never taking his eyes off hers.  

Her mouth dropped open, as tears welled up in her eyes.  “Wade?”

He barely heard the words escape her lips, but he felt them just as strong as he had the last time they’d been together.  The memory of what it tasted like to kiss her, and that small intake of breath she made before her lips touched his.

“Is it really you?”

Her voice was a whisper and surged him forward. He took a slow step toward her as she took in seeing him for the first time in years. Her hand came up to touch his face but stopped short before making contact.  

He leaned closer, giving her access to reach him without overwhelming her.  When she still didn’t touch him, he took her small hand in his and pressed it against his cheek.

“Flesh and blood, sweetheart.”

He’d had years to dream about this day.  He’d waited until the time was right, agonized over the best way, and played this moment in his mind a thousand times.  And yet, nothing prepared him for what it would be like to touch Skylar again.

Tears streamed down her cheeks.  She did nothing to wipe them clean.

“Wha…where have you been?”  A sob escaped her lips before she could finish.

“We have plenty of time for that.  I just want to hold you now for a minute.”  And then he slipped his arms around her waist and pulled her close against his chest.  The heat of her body penetrated the thin fabric of his shirt, bringing back memories of their burning love making on a hot evening.

Her sob against his neck tugged at his gut.  “I’ve missed you so much.  How can this be happening?”

“It’s happening.  It’s real.  I’m never leaving you again.”

“What the hell took you so long?  When they couldn’t find you after the tsunami, I called everyone we knew in the Peace Corp.  They said there was no trace of you at all.  Then your father used whatever connections he had and called every hospital in the region.”

“I wasn’t in the hospital.”

“I heard lots of stories where people had amnesia because of head injuries.  They didn’t know who they were.  I can’t imagine what that was like.”

He pulled back just a little to look at her face.  The last thing he wanted to do now was lie to her.  “That’s not what happened.  I didn’t have amnesia.”

“Then…where were you?  Why didn’t you follow me here like you said you would?” 

“It wasn’t safe.”

“Of course it wasn’t safe.  There was a tsunami, for God’s sake!  That small village we stayed at was washed away by the tide.  And all this time I thought you were washed away with it.  You know we lost six people from our group that day.”

“I know.”

“You know.”  She touched his face and searched his eyes for answers.  “Wade, what happened to you?  Where have you been?”

“Do you remember me telling you that I was involved in something dangerous?”

“Of course.  That was the reason you wanted me to leave the island so quickly.  You told me not to tell a soul until you came back and that you’d explain everything then.  Oh, my God, are you telling me you were in prison?  Couldn’t the State Department have helped you get word to us?”

She hugged him tight.

“There was no way I could get word to you.  Not at first.”

“At first.  What does that mean?  Why couldn’t you have gotten word to me?  For God’s sake, why didn’t you get word to your parents?”

“You have to believe me that I wanted to.  But it was impossible.”

“I don’t understand, Wade.  What happened to you?  Where have you been all this time?”

“Watching you.”

Her mouth dropped open.  “Watching?  For how long?”

“Ever since you came to South Dakota.  I know about Jay, Skylar.”

The screen door creaked.  Skylar abruptly pulled away from Wade, leaving him cold.  Her eyes widened with confusion and anger as she stared at him.  She turned her gaze toward the doorway, placing a hand on her chest. “I…ah…dropped the bowl.” 

Wade turned to see which McKinnon Skylar was talking to and his heart filled with emotion beyond capacity when he recognized his best friend and brother Hawk standing there.  Hawk didn’t look at Skylar or the mess on the floor around her feet that she’d just confessed to making.  Instead, his brother had the same confused expression Skylar had greeted him with. 

“Wade?”

The next moments were a blur filled with lots of tears and hugs and jumping up and down as Hawk pulled Wade outside into the yard and announced his return to the family.  Each of the McKinnons ran to greet him.  The moment that was most difficult was seeing his mother and how much the news of his death had worn her down.  She still had the twinkle in her eyes, but the years had taken a toll. 

“My boy is home,” Kate said through sobs, pulling him into an embrace.  “I have all my boys again.”

His father wrapped his arms around both Kate and Wade and gave them a long hug.  “Now I believe in miracles,” he said.

They made quick introduction of all the new people in the McKinnon family.  Although Wade had been watching closely to make sure his family had been safe, he knew none of the details that changed the dynamics of his family.

He quickly learned that Hawk, the closest in age to him, was now engaged to Regis, a beautiful woman who’d traveled the world with her father while he was in the military.  His family as well as Hawk had won her over and now Regis was determined to dig some roots for the first time in her life here in Rudolph.   

Wade had known for some time that Logan had lost his wife, Kelly, nearly two years ago and that in the time he’d been gone, they’d had a son who was now five years old.  But he was equally pleased to see that Logan’s old flame, Poppy Ericksen, had healed Logan’s broken heart.  A wedding was already being planned for the end of the year.

Wade didn’t think he’d ever seen Ethan, Logan’s twin, in love before.  But after a stellar military career as a Navy SEAL where he dealt with the tragic death of his best friend, Denny, he’d managed to capture the heart of Denny’s younger sister, Maddie.  Whatever ghosts had been haunting his brother all these years were now gone.   

But the biggest surprise of all had been Sam, who’d had always had a passion for women and for fighting fires.  He’d met his match with Summer Bigelow, a dispatcher who’d moved to South Dakota from Providence.  He soon learned that the two of them had taken up residence in his old room above the garage.

As he moved through the crowd of family, Wade stopped in front of Logan and peered down at the young boy who had wrapped himself around Logan’s leg.  

“I know who this little man is,” Wade said.  “But does he know who I am?”   

Little Keith half hid himself from view.  “Daddy says you’re Uncle Wade,” he said in a small voice.

Wade laughed as he crouched down.  “That’s right.”  He held out his hand to shake Keith’s.  Keith glanced up at Logan who gave him the okay.  Keith reached out and gave Wade a hard shake of his hand.  

Wade tried to act surprised by Keith’s grip.  “Wow, he’s a McKinnon all right.”

“And who’s this little guy in Auntie Poppy’s arms?”  The little boy buried his face in Poppy’s neck, hiding from his view.  Wade already knew the little boys name.  He’d done his homework before deciding to finally come home.

Hawk tried to pull the boy from Poppy’s arms, but the little guy wouldn’t budge.  Then Hawk turned to Wade and said, “This is Alex.  Skylar’s son.”

Looking around, it suddenly dawned on Wade that he hadn’t seen Skylar in a while.

“Where did Skylar go?”

“I don’t know,” Poppy said.  “Alex didn’t want to leave so I said I’d take him for the night.  Then she ran out.”

His stomach sank.  “Wait, she just left?  Where did she go?”

His mother’s eyes probed his face.  She must have sensed the unrest in him from his reaction.  She said to Poppy, “Why don’t you bring the boys to the table for something to eat.  I’m sure they’re hungry after all this excitement”

Poppy lowered Alex to the ground and took both Alex and Keith by the hand.  “Sounds like a good idea.  Let’s go see if Grandpa saved the hamburgers from burning.  If not, we’ll skip lunch and eat some watermelon first.”

Both of the boys yelled, “Yeah!”  Then they pulled from her grip and ran to the other side of the yard where the picnic table was set up.  

Kate waited until the boys were fully out of earshot.  “What’s going on, Wade?”   

He watched the two boys laughing as they climbed onto the picnic table, sitting next to each other.  “They could be brothers.”

Hawk took a deep breath and placed a hand on Wade’s shoulder.  “Close.  They’re cousins.”

Kate’s eyes widened with surprise.  “What?”

Wade stared at Hawk’s face to see if he was serious, to confirm what he’d long suspected, but didn’t know as fact.

Hawk nodded.  “Alex is your son, Wade.”

# # #

 


Chapter Two

 

Skylar sat on the edge of the bed she’d shared while married to a man she never should have married.  Her heart pounded so strong and fast that she thought her chest would burst open.  

Wade was alive.  He was here.

The day she’d heard Wade had been lost during the tsunami, she thought her world had shattered.  It had taken so long to feel steady on her feet again.  Seeing Wade again, learning he’d always had the power to come back to her felt as if she’d been hit with a tidal wave herself.

I’ve been watching you.  Ever since she’d come to South Dakota Wade had been watching her every move.  He’d known that she was pregnant.  He had to know it was his baby.  He had watched while she’d married another man.  And he’d said nothing.  Done nothing to let her know that he was alive.

Skylar buried her face in her hands, not wanting to think about those dark days surrounding the aftermath of the tsunami.  The phone call from her former colleague telling her that the island had practically been wiped off the map and the loss of life was catastrophic seemed like it was yesterday.

She looked around her bedroom and tried to breathe steady.  She couldn’t cry.  She couldn’t connect all the pieces of the last five years and make them fit into anything that made sense.  She’d loved a man and lost him.  She’d married another man and divorced him.  Both had been devastating.  And none of it ever had to happen.  How many women could look back at their life and say that their heartache was completely avoidable?

Jay hadn’t taken anything with him but his clothes when he’d left.  He wanted nothing in the divorce.  He’d insisted there was nothing left in Rudolph for him anyway, and nothing worth taking.

Sadly, Skylar had taken that to mean Alex, too.  Jay had done nothing to fight for Alex.  Not even to set up a visitation schedule.  Not to discuss his birthday, or Christmas, or talk about his first day of kindergarten.  Alex was the reason she’d married Jay in the first place.  She’d wanted him to have a father.  But he’d just checked out of their lives.

And so had Wade.  But the difference between Jay and Wade, is that Skylar never did love Jay.  She had tried. But somehow the marriage she had pieced together out of necessity never ended up being a marriage of love.  She didn’t blame Jay for leaving or for being bitter.

Anger simmered inside of Skylar, bubbling up her throat until she thought it would choke her.  Feeling the movement in her lap, she looked down and realized her hands were trembling.  

What had just happened?  One moment she was scooping potato salad into a ceramic bowl, getting ready to enjoy a late afternoon barbeque with her favorite people.  The next moment she’d been transformed back to a time when life had promise and she’d looked forward to a future with a man she’d fallen helplessly in love with the moment she’d looked into his blue eyes.

She tightened her fist in her lap and then opened her fingers, shaking out the pain she’d caused.  And then panic struck her hard in the chest.  She’d left Alex at the barbeque with Poppy.  Alex would be well cared for.  He always was when he was with a McKinnon.  After all, they were family even if they didn’t know it.  From the moment Alex had been born, Kate McKinnon had referred to Alex and Keith as Irish twins, born just a few months apart and always inseparable.  She’d said the two boys always reminded her of her twins, Logan and Ethan, the youngest of the McKinnon boys.

Her little boy!  He had no idea Wade was his real daddy.  How could she tell him the truth when he was still mourning the loss of the father he’d always known?  

The phone rang, sending a shrill through the quiet room and shocking Skylar’s already fragile senses.  It took a second to register what to do.  Taking a deep breath, she pulled herself up from the bed and walked to the phone on the nightstand.  She barely had the phone to her ear when she heard Kate’s voice.

“Skylar?  Honey, are you okay?”

Okay?  No, she wasn’t okay.  She didn’t know what she was, but she definitely wasn’t okay.

“I can’t talk, Kate.”

“I’m sending Hawk over there to check on you.  You looked like you were ready to faint before you ran out.”

“Please don’t.  Tell Hawk I’m fine.”

“He’s already on his way.”  

There was a short pause that left Skylar empty.  There’d never been uncomfortable feelings between her and Kate.  But all that may very well change today when she learned the truth about Alex. 

“I don’t know what’s going on, Skylar.  Or what went on.  There’s plenty of time to sort out all those things.  But it’s going to be okay.  My Wade is home again.  He’ll make it okay.”

She wished she could believe that.  But so much had happened between the last time she’d seen Wade McKinnon and now.  The short time they’d shared together seemed like a lifetime ago.  She’d had a child, been married and then divorced.  How could anything be okay after all that?

* * *

Hawk had come and gone from Skylar’s house.  The address was something Wade had committed to memory a long time ago.  All part of making sure both Skylar and Alex were safe, he’d told himself at the time.  But as he drove the distance from his parents’ house to Skylar’s across town, he realized he’d really been waiting for this moment when he could finally come back into her life again.

Alex was snug in bed at Logan and Poppy’s house.  There was no chance someone would walk in while Wade talked to Skylar.  He only hoped she’d open the door and let him get that far.

Wade parked his car behind Skylar’s in the driveway and got out, easing the car door closed.  After taking the few short strides to the front door, he looked through the window into the kitchen.  The light over the sink was on, but the rest of the house was dark.  He tried the door knob and found that the door wasn’t locked.

Wade let go a guttural grunt of frustration.  “Why not invite the whole damned world in?” he muttered.  

Deciding Skylar probably wouldn’t have answered the door if he had knocked, he eased himself through the door and slowly stepped into the kitchen.  He got three steps into the kitchen when he caught the fast moving shadow on the wall.  He ducked just in time to avoid being hit by the object that was aimed at his head.  Instead, the airborne shoe slammed against the wall behind him and fell to the floor.

“Skylar, it’s me,” he said.  “It’s Wade.”

“Get out!”

This time he saw the small vase coming at him.  As he ducked, the vase flew past him and crashed against the door.  It fell to the floor, breaking into several pieces much as the bowl of potato salad had earlier.

“I hate you!”

Skylar stepped into the kitchen and turned on the light.  She’d never been one to hold her emotion back.  Now her face was red with rage.  Her eyes were blazing, just the way he’d remembered them.  But any chance of a homecoming filled with kisses and the hot love making they used to share instantly evaporated.  Still, the unbridled passion in her that he’d always been drawn to was still there.   

His lips lifted to a slight grin.  “No, you don’t.  You love me, Sky.  You’ll always love me.”

She pointed a finger at him.  “I used to love you.  For five years I didn’t even feel like I was living because I loved you so much losing you nearly killed me.  Nearly.  Now I hate you.  Get out!”

“Sky.”

“Don’t you dare even try to get on my good side.  Five years, Wade.  You watched me?  You couldn’t call?  You couldn’t send me a note?  Hell, I would have settled for a homing pigeon.  Something!  Anything!”

His stomach burned.  “You were married.”

Her eyes flared again, but Wade still caught the slight sag in her shoulders.  “Don’t you dare put this on me.  I didn’t just run out and get married.  I thought you were dead!  For four years I tried to have a marriage where you didn’t creep into my mind every time Jay touched me.  It’s your fault.  You destroyed me and then you destroyed my marriage.  All because you selfishly faked your death.  Why, Wade?  Why did you do that to me?  For God’s sake, why did you do that to your family?”

“It was too dangerous.”

“You keep saying that.  But what does that mean?  Kate.  My God, I can only imagine what she’s thinking right now.  Do you know she was like a mother to me all this time?  I lied to her because you said it was too dangerous.  And I believed you.  For who, Wade?  Who was it dangerous for?”

“All of you.”  He watched the rise and fall or her chest.  “Are you going to throw anything else at me or can we sit down and talk?”

“I’m not making any promises.  And I don’t want to sit down.  I’m too angry!  I’ve been sitting here in the dark, playing the last five years of my life over in my mind trying to make some sense out of how I could have lived this life and still have you standing here in front of me now.  It doesn’t make sense, Wade.  Help me make sense out of it!”

“I never worked for the Peace Corp,” he confessed.   

She shook her head.  “Of course you did.  I was there, remember?   We worked together.  We were part of the same team.”

“I worked for the government.  If I could have told you that I was alive, I would have, Skylar.”

“I don’t believe you.  Your brother was a Navy SEAL for eight years.  He couldn’t tell your parents a lot about what he was doing, but he could at least have gotten word to them if he had to.  He wouldn’t have let them believe he was dead for five years!”

“If something had gone wrong on any one of Ethan’s missions, it may have been different.”

“What were you?  What are you?”

Wade drew in a deep breath, not sure how much Hawk had managed to tell Skylar before he’d gotten here.   

“The Peace Corp is a United States Government Agency.  That’s why it was easy for me to use it as a cover.  But there are some military operations that…step outside of the boundaries.  There’ve been military personnel working alongside the Peace Corp in delicate regions all over the world for many years.  That’s what I was doing.”

“You told me you were no longer in the military.”

“I was officially discharged from the Navy.  But not from duty.”

She looked at him like he was crazy.  “What does that mean?  Were you a spy?”

“I worked for a branch of the CIA.” 

“You were undercover?”

“Yes.”

Her bottom lip quivered.  “Then what the hell was I?  A cover, too?”

His heart melted.  He took a step closer to her, wanting to touch her as he had in the kitchen of his parents’ home earlier.  But she quickly took a step back and folded her arms across her chest.

“You were and have always been the love of my life, Skylar.”

# # #

 


Chapter Three

 

Skylar gave Wade a hard look of disbelief.  She couldn’t believe what was happening.   

“The love of your life?”

“Always.”

She clenched a fist and laughed bitterly.  “If that were true, then why did you sit back and watch me marry someone else?  You said you’ve been watching since I came to South Dakota.  If you’d loved me even half as much as I loved you, if anything we’d shared on that South Pacific island meant anything to you, then you never would have sat back knowing another man was making love to me if you could have stopped it.”

He jaw tightened and she knew she’d hit a nerve, and yet, Skylar didn’t care.  

“Would it be easier for you to understand if I did have amnesia and couldn’t remember who I was until now?”

“Yes.”

“It’d be a lie.”

“Then lie to me!  At least there’d be an explanation I could wrap my mind around.  This…I can’t.”

“What do you want me to say?  I’ll say it.  Just tell me.”

She shook her head.  Unshed tears hung heavy in her eyes.  “I want a truth I can understand.”

“I can’t give it to you.”

Feeling betrayed, she folded her arms across her chest.     

“The less you know about what I do, what I did, the better.”

“Why were we in danger?  At least tell me that.”

“Can we sit and talk about this?  We used to talk all the time.”

And make love.  They used to talk and argue and make love.  Skylar remembered every moment of it.  She’d played it in her mind over and over during her marriage to Jay.  Lying awake in bed, she’d listen to Jay’s breathing and hug the edge of the bed so he wouldn’t cuddle with her.  Then she’d lose herself in the memories of dancing naked in her small cabana with her body pressed against Wade’s as the breeze from the ocean billowed the curtains and refreshed them after a luxurious night of lovemaking.

Sky looked at the chair pushed against the table as a tear trickled down her cheek.  She pulled the chair out, letting the legs scrape against her floor, then eased herself into the seat.  Wade sat down in a chair on the opposite side of the table.

With his hands folded on the table in front of him, he said, “The decisions I made were some of the toughest decisions I’ve ever had to make.  But you have to believe me when I say I did it because I love you.”

“What happened?”

“The moment I met you, I decided I was done working for the agency.  Every moment we shared was real, Sky.  Every plan we made to come back to South Dakota and start a family…I meant all of it.  But then I learned through one of my sources that the cover for one of our agents, Adam Calhoun, was blown.  In the process, a lot of sensitive information was leaked into the hands of the wrong people.”

“Who?”

“It doesn’t matter who.  What matters is that these are the kind of people who will do anything to take down anyone who crosses them.  Calhoun was captured and tortured.  He had a wife and a young daughter who lived with his mother and his brothers because he traveled so much.  No one was sure how much information he revealed, if any, while he was imprisoned.  But they got enough information out of him to warrant keeping him alive in order to get more information.”

“That’s horrible.”

“What little information about the agency that leaked out was just the tip.  When these people take someone out, they take out their whole family.  They have people all over the world who do their work for them.  Anyway, by the time the agency got word of the leak, it was too late.  A team was sent to Chicago to protect Calhoun’s family, but his two younger brothers and his mother were found dead in their home.  They made it look like a burglary.  But it was a hit.  His wife and daughter disappeared.  No one knows if they were killed or if they managed to escape.”

He leaned forward, putting his elbows on the table.

“These people don’t care how many they kill if they can somehow profit through money or information.  If Calhoun had leaked information about me while he’d been tortured, then you and my whole family would have been killed in order to get to me.”

“I still don’t understand.”

“We had no way of knowing how many agents still in the field were at risk.  We were all told to disappear until information filtered through our sources.  That’s when we started making plans to leave the island and come to South Dakota.  But about a week before we were supposed to leave, some information surfaced with my name attached to it.  It could have only come from Calhoun.  Very few people knew the details of some of the missions I’d worked on.  But I’d worked with Calhoun on this particular mission so it was clear Calhoun had been broken and given up information about me.  

“I had to get you off the island and somewhere safe.  I was trying to figure out a way to protect you all in Rudolph when the tsunami hit the island.  Mother Nature provided the perfect cover.  If I were dead, there’d be no reason for them to come after you or any of my family.  So I disappeared.  I figured I’d lay low and wait for all the details to emerge.  And it worked.  Everyone bought my death.”

“Yeah, it worked a little too good, Wade.  The only problem is, you never came back.”

“By the time it was safe for me to come home, I’d learned you’d married Jay.”

Anger surged through her as she pushed back from the table and walked the sink.  There were no dishes to wash.  No busy work she could do that could deter her from memories that converged on her.  She fisted the kitchen towel she always kept folded on the counter for cleaning up quick spills and swung around to look at Wade directly.

“One call could have changed that.  I would have waited.  You gave me nothing to wait for!”

“Weren’t you just listening to me?  Calhoun’s family was murdered.  In all likelihood his wife and daughter were taken hostage or killed.  No one knows.  I needed to make sure you were safe.  Everyone needed to believe I was dead.”

“Well, you did good, Wade,” she said, “We all bought it.  And we all moved on without you.  Isn’t that the way it’s supposed to work?  Life goes on?  Or did you think everything would just be suspended in time?”

“It was for me.”

Skylar squeezed the dish towel she held in her hand.  “Well, it wasn’t for me.  It was hell.”

“Sky, listen to me.”

“Why?”

He got up from the table and took a step toward her.  She put her hands up to stop him.  Despite the years that lay empty between them, Skylar remembered with too much familiarity how easy it was for Wade to break her down.

“Don’t touch me,” she said.

He put his hands up in surrender.  “Sky, we loved each other once.  I know you still do.  I know I do.  We just have to find our way back to each other.  We can do that now.”

She shook her head again, ringing the kitchen towel in her hand so tight her fingers hurt.  “I meant what I said, Wade.  I used to love you more than anything in the world.  So much I thought I died with you.  But the truth is, so much has changed since we were together.  I’m not the girl you fell in love with in the Peace Corp.  That girl believed all those promises you made about our future together.  Remember those?  That girl is never coming back.”

His smile became wider.  “Hey, I came back.”

She stumbled on the word.  “You waited too long to come for me.  That girl doesn’t exist anymore thanks to grief and a bad marriage.”  

“Then we’ll find her.”

“Do you know what I was doing here when I left your parents’ house?  I was sitting here alone for the longest time, trying to figure out what I’ve done for myself over the last five years that has been for me.  Truly for me.  And I couldn’t think of one thing.  I came to South Dakota because you wanted me here.  I stayed here because Hawk convinced me it was the right thing to do.  I married Jay because he asked and I thought, why not give Alex a father.”

“I’m his father.”

“Yeah?  That’s news to him.  He thinks Jay is his father.  Are you going to be the one to tell that little boy he’s wrong?”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that Alex and I are leaving Rudolph.”

“What?”

“Not right away.  I can’t do that to Kate.  She needs to find someone to replace me.  And Alex won’t be happy leaving his best buddy.  But I think it’s time.  There’s too much here that is a reminder of…of things I don’t want to remember.”

“You can’t leave now, Sky.  I just got back.”

“Well, I am.  I’ll probably go back Massachusetts for a while.  My college roommate, Cara, still lives in Boston.”

“Boston is a long way from Rudolph.  What about Alex?”

“What about him?”

“I have a right to see my son and get to know him.  He has a right to know me.”

“Biologically, yes, he’s your son.  Jay isn’t considered Alex’s father legally because we were married after Alex was born.  But to Alex, Jay is his father.  He doesn’t know anything else.  It’s already been hard on him since Jay left.  I’m not going to confuse him more by telling him anything different.  At least not right away.”

The look on Wade’s face was heartbreaking.  She couldn’t have hurt him more if she’d stabbed him in the heart.   

“It’s a lie.”

“No bigger lie than the one you left me with.  All this time you were alive, Wade.  Every day I thought of you when I looked at Alex.  Every day I kept the love I felt for you hidden from everyone because I was scared.  I didn’t know why I should be scared because you never told me until right now.  I thought I’d lost you forever.  And all that time you were alive.  I know you believe you were protecting us.  But I don’t know if I can forgive you for what you put me through.  I know I can’t live here pretending anymore.  That’s why I have to leave.” 

# # #

 


Chapter Four

 

Don McKinnon was sitting on the front porch, looking up at the stars when Wade arrived home.  Wade remembered the familiar scene from when he was a teenager.  His father was still smoking cigarettes back then, despite Kate McKinnon’s constant lectures about good health.  But he’d given up that habit long ago.  Now he just sat in the quiet and enjoyed the night sky.

Wade parked his car next to the garage where Logan’s truck had been earlier.  Then he got out and slowly walked to the porch and joined his father.

“I didn’t expect you back so soon.”

Wade didn’t respond.  He was still reeling from his talk with Skylar.  

“It’s not the homecoming you thought it would be, is it, son?”  

“No,” Wade admitted, looking up at the garage.  “It’s hard to see how replaceable I’ve been in everyone’s life.”

His father gave him a hard look.  “Don’t you twist this, Wade.  Do you have any idea how long it took for any of us to even venture inside that room over the garage?  The only reason why your mother agreed to clean it out a few months ago is because Summer needed protection and Sam and Ethan were right here.  You want your old room back?  That’s easy enough to rectify.  Sam and Summer will move into the house tomorrow.”

“It’s not the room, Dad.  I don’t care if Sam and Summer stay there.”

“Yeah?  Well, the other stuff is not going to be so easy to fix.”  His father looked at the dark windows over the garage where he knew Sam and Summer were sleeping, then back at Wade.  

“Hawk filled us in about how he found out about Skylar.  I’m surprised she was able to keep it secret for so long.  Poor thing has been terrified of a ghost for years.  No wonder she ran off earlier.”

“I told her everything.”

“Yeah?  You mind filling your old man in on the details?  Because to be quite honest, I’m having a hard time processing everything.”

Wade spent the next few minutes explaining in detail what he’d never been able to tell the family before.  His father listened without interruption.

“The agency raided the compound where Calhoun was being held captive.  The threat was eliminated.”

Wade didn’t have to elaborate any further for his father to understand his meaning.  There was no one left to come after him.

“Skylar didn’t move on with her life because she didn’t love you, Wade.  She moved on because you gave her no other option.”

“I was ready to come back sooner.  But I couldn’t while she was still married to him.”

“Him.  You can’t even say his name.  That’s not her fault.  It wasn’t his.  Jay isn’t a bad man.  If you’d known him under different circumstances you would have liked him.  I did.”

Even knowing his father was right, it irritated Wade to hear talk about Skylar’s ex.

“We all did the best we could,” his father said.  “Life and death happened while you were gone.  Babies were born and people we loved died.”

A sense of sadness filled Wade, understanding fully who his dad was talking about.  “I wanted to come home for Kelly’s funeral.  I know Logan and Kelly didn’t have the best of marriages, but I know he must have been a wreck when she died.”

“He was for a long time.  That grandson of mine helped a lot.  Keith kept Logan going. Then Poppy came back and things just fit into place.”

Wade couldn’t help but smile.  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Logan that happy.”

“Poppy is a ray of sunshine in that boy’s life, for sure.  But when Keith was born, he helped us all move forward after we got the news you were missing.  All that time we had another grandchild right here.  But Skylar never said a word even though she’s so close to your mother.”

“It wasn’t safe.  She didn’t know what was going on when she left but she knew there was danger.  I told her not to tell anyone.”

“Come on, Wade.  This is family.  Not some Top Secret CIA file.”

“Hawk told me he knew.”

His father shrugged slowly.  “Hawk always did have a special bond with both Keith and Alex.  Now I know why.”

“I saw them together at the picnic earlier.  My son would rather be with him than me.”

“Things changed, Wade.  They changed plenty while you were gone.  If you want to change it back, you have to be the one to do it.  It’s not going to come easy.”  Don was quiet a moment.  “There are some things I can’t wrap my mind around myself.  Ethan was a Navy SEAL.  He tried to explain about it to me earlier when you were at Skylar’s.  All that secrecy with family makes no sense to me.”

“If I could have gotten word to you, I would have.”

“In the beginning.  I can understand that.  But after a while you must have known it was safe to come home.”

“Skylar had gotten married.”

Don’s anger rose.  “What about your mother?  Me?  I thank God I’m able to sit with you now.  You don’t know what it was like for us when we got that call that you were missing and then presumed dead.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“You have every right to be angry.  I just couldn’t come home.  You have to trust me that I couldn’t.”

“I guess that will have to be enough.  Just tell me one last thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Are you home for good?”

“Yes.  I’m not going anywhere.”

But from what Skylar told him tonight, she was.  Getting her to change her mind and stay was going to be a lot harder than he thought.

* * *

“What are you doing here?  You don’t have to be here this morning,” Kate said.  “I already called Rachel to come in for you.”

“There’s no need.  I need to work, Kate.  I have to find normal again.”  She quickly got to work filling containers with supplies needed for the morning breakfast rush.  The smell of freshly baked muffins and cookies Kate had already made hung heavy in the restaurant.  Skylar pulled plates off the shelf so she could quickly transfer the goodies from the cooling racks to the display cases in the diner.

Kate placed a hand on her shoulder to slow her down.  “You look like you didn’t sleep at all last night.”

“That’s because I didn’t.”  

Skylar stopped what she was doing and turned to Kate.  All the questions were there.  Skylar knew she’d have to give Kate answers to them.  But not now.

Kate finally gave her a wide smile.  “It’s a big day.  The boys are starting school today.”

Tears filled Skylar’s eyes.  “I know.  I’m having Poppy and Logan bring Alex here so we can all drive together to afternoon Kindergarten .”

Kate laughed.  “Good.  I brought my camera. Did you lay out Alex’s clothes for him?  I used to do that with all the boys.  Unfortunately, they’d always decide on their own at the last minute that their choice was better than mine and I’d end up with pictures of them wearing camouflage shirts or clashing plaids.”

Skylar chuckled as she put a plate of muffins into the display case to keep them fresh.  Kate always had a way of making her smile.  “I think I’ve seen pictures.”

“I have about three or four of them on the mantel in the living room.”

“I completely forgot about his clothes for the first day of school.  I’ll call Poppy and see if she can stop by my house and get Alex ready there.”

Their daily ritual of getting ready for the morning breakfast run kept Skylar from having to face Kate directly.  She hated it.  She’d never been uncomfortable with Kate McKinnon in all the time she’d known her.  But when Skylar finally lifted her gaze from the gray silverware tray, she saw that Kate’s smile was hesitant.

“I’m sure Wade would like to go with you.”

She nodded slowly.  “I know.”

“And we should probably spend some time talking about more than just the first day of school, too.”

“I know that, too.  Just…not yet.  I’m still trying to process everything.”

Kate took her hand and squeezed it the way Skylar’s mother used to do whenever they’d argued and called a truce.  “Okay.”

The rest of the morning Skylar busied herself with work. She was relieved when the first customers started pouring in through the front door of the restaurant.  Routine is what she needed.  It had gotten her through the pain of her divorce.  It would get her through this next phase of her life, however painful it might be.

She’d just gotten finished taking two more orders when she walked into the kitchen and saw Hawk and Wade sitting at the little table in the back of the kitchen where the McKinnon family would come and share a meal during the day while Kate was working.  Alex and Keith had sat in those seats hundreds of times over the last few years, waiting while Kate would dote on her boys and cook them a meal while still working at the restaurant.  It felt strangely odd, and yet familiar to see the two older McKinnon men sitting where she’d always seen the boys.

Wade glanced up at her as she placed the new orders on the clip above the food station, then pressing a button to signal a new order.  Their eyes connected for a brief moment until she dragged herself back to working on a food order that was ready to be served. 

* * *

She was dancing on her toes as she moved around the kitchen.  Wade watched Skylar move from one station to the next, picking up a tray of food and then disappearing into the dining room.  Only then did he turn his attention back to Hawk, just as his mother walked over with the coffee pot.  She poured two cups of coffee for the boys.

Touching Wade’s cheek, she smiled and asked, “Pancakes or eggs?”

“Just coffee, Mom. Thanks.”

Kate gave him a stern look that made Hawk laugh.  “You know the rules.  I’m making you breakfast.”

Although the diner had several cooks working the kitchen, Kate McKinnon had always insisted on making meals for her family herself.  This morning was no different.  Although he had no appetite, he knew it was important to her to mother him for a while.

“And you thought you were going to get away with that?” Hawk asked, laughing harder.

“At least some things never change.”  Wade took a sip of coffee and watched the kitchen door.  When it opened, he was disappointed to see another waitress walking through the door.

“How did you know?” he asked Hawk.

“About Skylar or about Alex?”

“Both.”

“I came home for the memorial service.  Sam had just given me the cross you’d given me to hold for you.  I put it on the chain with the medallion I found on that camping trip.  Skylar saw it.”

“It’s a cross.  There’s nothing spectacular about it.  There’s probably thousands of them just like it.”

“Yeah, I know.  And if that was all, then I don’t think I would have made the connection.  But I thought it was strange for someone so new to town to come to a memorial service for a man she’d never met.  Everyone waiting in line to get inside knew you or the family, and yet she didn’t know anyone.  Not one single person.  The room at the funeral hall was packed to overflowing so a lot of people spent a long time outside in the sun waiting to get in.  I don’t know, it just felt strange to me.  Why would she wait like that?  And then I thought, maybe she had known you.  So I went over to talk to her.”

The kitchen door opened again and Wade could see into the dining room for a split second.  Skylar was leaned over the counter talking to a little girl who was all dressed up.  He smiled, remembering how Skylar used to be with the kids back on Samoa while in the Peace Corp.  She loved working with the children.  That hadn’t changed.

He blinked as the kitchen door swung shut, bringing his thoughts back to the diner.  Hawk seemed oblivious to the fact that Wade’s mind had wandered, and just continued his story.

“Anyway, it was so hot that day and Skylar nearly passed out in line waiting to get in.  Being a doctor, someone came to get me so I could make sure she was okay.  She told me she thought she was pregnant, so I got her a cup of water from the bubbler inside and helped her to a shady spot under a tree.  When I bent down to hand the cup to her, the cross and medallion fell forward and she saw it.  She just starred at it for the longest time and cried.  The pieces just seemed to fall in place from there.”

“Why didn’t she tell the family?”  He looked at his mother, who was laughing about something, clearly feeling in her element as she prepared their meal.  “She’s so close to Mom.  I’m surprised she didn’t at least tell her about Alex.”

“Skylar was terrified, Wade.  She begged me not to tell anyone.  Whatever you told her before she left Samoa was enough to keep her quiet.  She was going to leave town.  I convinced her to stay as long as I promised to keep her secret.  And let me tell you, it was hard keeping something like that from Mom and Dad.  But I’d convinced her that South Dakota was as safe as anywhere else in the world as long as no one knew her secret.  She never told me what happened to make her so frightened.”

“And you never asked?”

“No.  I just wanted her to stay, for Mom and Dad’s sake.  For Alex’s sake.  You know how Mom is.  She treated Alex just like she treated Keith when they were together.  She even let Alex call her Grammie because she knew Skylar was alone and Alex and Keith were practically joined at the hip once they could walk.”

“I imagine Jay wasn’t too happy about that.”

“He wasn’t too happy about a lot of things.  That’s why they divorced.”

“Such as?”

Hawk shook his head.  “That’s not my place to tell.  You need to ask Skylar about that.  I’ve already said too much.”

Wade thought about it for a minute.  “She’s never going to forgive me.  She won’t even talk to me.”

Hawk made a face.  “I’ve never known you to give up on anything.  Why start now?  She just needs time to get her equilibrium back.  Having you come back from the dead was a shock to everyone.”

Kate brought over two plates full of food and placed them in front of her boys.  

“Thanks, Mom,” Wade said.  

“Anything for you, sweetheart.”  Kate bent down and kissed Wade on the cheek before she went back to work.  

Hawk rolled his eyes and gave Wade a disgusted look.

Wade chuckled as he picked up his fork.  “What?  I’ve always been the favorite.”  

He only wished Skylar still saw him that way.

# # #

 


Chapter Five

 

There was no avoiding the inevitable.  It may have been nearly six years but Skylar knew Wade well enough to know he’d sit in that back room all day if it meant he’d get five minutes with her.  

It’s how he had gotten her to go out with him on their first date.  He’d sat under a tree outside the small school she’d been working at for five hours.  She’d seen him through the window all day, and when she’d left for the day, curiosity got the better of her.  

Wade had watched her walk over to him the whole way.  When she finally reached his shady spot under the tree, she asked him if he was lost.  He just smiled up at her and said, “Not anymore.”

She’d spent the last eighteen hours pushing memories of the two of them aside, only to turn every corner and be flooded with more memories.  She hadn’t thought of that day in years.  Seeing him sitting at the table in the back of the kitchen, playing with a salt and pepper shaker like she’d seen the boys do countless times, it’s all she could think about.

Taking the bull by the horns, she walked over to Wade to get the inevitable over with.  She grabbed two glasses from the shelf and poured milk into them.  As she walked up to the table, Wade looked up at her with surprise.

“I get it,” he said before she could utter a word.  “You don’t want to see me.  But what about Alex?”

She placed the two glasses of milk on the table in front of him.  He gently placed his hand over hers before she could turn away. 

“You don’t have to serve me.”

“It’s not for you.  The boys usually have breakfast or lunch here every day and then go play in the back room with the babysitter.”

His face brightened.  “They do?”

She nodded.  “But today is a big day.  Alex and Keith have their first day of kindergarten.  They will be here any minute.  We’re going to take pictures of them in the back room and then bring them to school.”

“School.  Wow.  Already?”

“They’re five years old.  It’s time.  Anyway, Kate arranged for extra coverage here at the diner so I’m going to drive over to the school with Poppy and Logan to see both of them off.”

His face brightened.  “I’ll come with you.”

She inhaled deeply.  “Fine.”

Skylar was dying.  How could she be this close to Wade and not have everyone in this diner see exactly what she was feeling.  She couldn’t be this close to him.

Turning on her heels, she walked to the back room where the kids played with a babysitter while Skylar worked.  When Logan’s late wife was sick, he used to bring Keith here to be near Kate.  Once Kelly passed away, Logan continued to bring Keith over to play with Alex to help him get over the loss of his mother.  

Wade followed her to the back room.  When Skylar and Wade were finally alone, she turned to him.

“I know you were expecting something different from me.  But if I’ve learned anything at all, it’s that what’s done can’t be undone.  I’m standing here feeling guilty for something I have no reason to feel guilty about. I didn’t do anything wrong by marrying Jay.  I shouldn’t feel this way, Wade.”

“How’s that?” 

“Like I betrayed you.  But I didn’t.  You left me.  And no matter what we shared in the past, these last five years happened and will always stand between us.  You can’t erase them just because Jay is no longer a part of my life.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that I’d like you to have a relationship with Alex.  I think it’s important.  At least while I’m still here in South Dakota.”

“Well, gee, thanks.  He’s only my son.”

She gazed up at him, hoping he’d understand.  “But he doesn’t know that.  You can’t just come back here and think you can push Jay out of his life for good.  He’s a little boy.  He won’t understand.  It was hard enough for him the first time.”

He looked stricken.  “So what am I supposed to be?  Another uncle?”

She heard the bell ring, signally the food for one of her orders was ready to be served.  “I don’t know.  Maybe.  I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

Color filled Wade’s face.  He ran his hand over his face and looked up at the ceiling.   

“He’s not always going to be a little boy, Wade.  Someday he’ll learn the truth.  Can’t we just try it this way for now?  Just until I get my bearings again?  Until we can figure it all out?”

“I can’t believe this.”

“Well, that makes two of us.  There are a lot of things I still can’t believe myself.  Look, I have a lot to do today.  Alex is going to play with Keith over at Logan’s house after school.  The boys have always loved playing together.  Logan and Hawk have always treated Alex the way they treat Keith.”

His eyes widened in surprise.  “Of course they would.  Alex is family.”

She took a deep breath.  “That’s probably the easiest way to introduce you into Alex’s life.  He’s comfortable at Logan’s. If you want to see him this afternoon, he’ll be there.  Would that be okay?”

“I guess it will have to be, won’t it?”

Skylar started to leave, but he caught her by the arm.

“What about you and me?  Have you thought at all about us?”

She eased her arm out of his grip, feeling the weight of tears stinging her eyes.  “Wade, you and I stopped being ‘us’ a long time ago.  There is no us anymore.”

* * *

“She hates me,” Wade said.  He’d been sitting at the kitchen table, looking at a photo album of pictures of him and his brothers when they were kids.  Kate sat across the table with a new photo album open.  She had photos of Alex and Keith spread out on the table in front of her.  Some were new pictures she’d taken today and she’d had his father print up.  Some were from yesterday’s Labor Day barbeque.

Kate shook her head.  “What you did to her… What she went through was terrible.  I was there for it all, Wade.  She was shattered.  Even when she said she was marrying Jay, it just didn’t feel right.  I always knew Alex wasn’t Jay’s son.”

“Do we have to talk about him?”

Kate glanced up from the picture she was pasting to the photo album.  “He wasn’t a bad man, Wade.  And he wasn’t mean to Alex.  He did treat him different, though.  There was never that bond that is so strong between Logan and Keith.  And Skylar?  Well…”

Kate sighed, shaking her head as she picked up another picture, scrutinizing it before deciding on a different one.  Wade could tell his mother was struggling with something.

“Just say it.”

“It was a very difficult time for all of us.  I knew Skylar and I were connected through grief.  I knew there was someone who broke her heart.  She never spoke of it.  I just knew.  And as we grew closer, I actually hated that man for breaking her heart.  She’s such a sweet girl.”  She looked up at him from the pictures and smiled ironically.  “Can you believe that?  I actually hated him.  And all that time it was you.”

He deserved his mother’s honesty no matter how much it hurt.  He’d done all that and more to Skylar.  And to his family.

“She’s hates me,” he said again.

Kate chuckled, then rolled her eyes at the sky.  “She’s angry as all get out, I’ll give you that.  And I can’t say that I blame her.  Part of me wants to put you over my knee like I did when you were a boy.”

Wade grinned and gave his mother a sidelong glance.  “When did you ever put me over your knee?”

“Well, I may not have done it but you gave me plenty of reasons to want to on a daily basis.  And if I wasn’t so thrilled to have you home, I’d do it now.  You have no idea what it did to us when we thought we’d lost you.”

“I’m sorry.”

She shook her head.  “They’re words, Wade.  I know you said you have your reasons.  I’m sure they were good reasons at the time.  I also know I’ll probably never understand them as being valid enough for the broken hearts you left here.  But if you say you had no choice, then I’ll eventually get over it.  With Skylar…you’re going to have to work harder there, son.”

He looked down at the pictures of him and his brothers in the photo album.  When he looked at his face, he saw Alex.  His son.

“She’s leaving.”

“She told me.”

“I…don’t want her to leave.”

“Neither do I, but it’s her choice.”

“I just met my son.  If she leaves, I’ll never have a chance to be a father to him.  I’ll never have another chance with her.”

“Then give her a reason to stay.”

He hesitated a moment.  “I don’t know how.”

Kate’s shoulders sagged as she rolled her eyes again.  “Sure you do.  You got her to fall in love with you once.  Just help her remember why.”

# # #

 


Chapter Six

 

“What are you doing here?” Skylar asked.

Wade walked over from the back of the parking lot and leaned his body against her car.  “This is the end of the first week of school.  It’s a big deal.  I thought we’d celebrate with some ice cream down at the dairy.”

She looked at him skeptically.  “You’re plying Alex with ice cream?”

“No, I’m plying you with ice cream.  I know how much you love maple walnut.”

“How would you know?  There was never any good ice cream places on that island we stayed on.”

“I remember.  You said that many times when you had a craving it was for maple walnut ice cream like you used to get in Vermont.  You said it every time you tried to make pineapple papaya ice cream.”

She made a disgusted face.  “I can’t believe you remember that.”

“I remember everything.”  He looked at her for a long moment until the school bell rang, signaling the end of the school day.  Within seconds, the doors to the elementary school opened and kids filed outside, walking toward the buses.  

“I don’t know.  I have a lot to do when I get home, Wade.”

“I’m surprised you don’t work at the school.  You were always good with the little ones in Samoa.  You used to talk about wanting to get your teaching degree when you got back to the states.”

“I couldn’t.  Alex was too little,” she said.  “I wanted to spend as much time as possible with him.”

Skylar saw Poppy’s car pull into the parking lot.  There were no free parking spaces now that most of the parents picking up their kids were here.  The five buses that would transport the remainder of the school population home were blocking the small parking lot entrance.  Poppy parked on the grass, got out of the car, and walked over to them.  

“We’re going to be seeing a lot of each other,” she said, watching the faces of all the kids coming out of the school just as Skylar was doing.

“Maybe we should set up a schedule and take turns picking the boys up,” Skylar suggested.

“Sure.  It might be easier.  I can pick them up and drop Alex off at the diner if you’re still there.  Otherwise I’ll let the kids play and you can pick him up at Logan’s when you’re ready.  There’s no need for you to rush.”

Skylar wanted to mention that she may not be living in Rudolph for very long, but decided against it.  She hadn’t even spoken to Cara yet.  She had no firm plans.  When she had them, she would let everyone know, just as she promised Kate she would do when they’d spoken earlier in the week.

The boys took that moment to come rushing over to them.  The backpacks on their backs bounced up and down as they ran.  In their hands were pictures they’d colored in class.

“This is for you, Mommy!” Alex said, handing her the picture.

“Thank you, sweetie.  It’s beautiful.  We’ll have to put it on the refrigerator when we get home.”  She turned the picture so Wade could see it.  His eyes were immediately drawn to the name Alex had written on the paper.  Even though she’d wanted to give Alex Wade’s surname, she’d used her maiden name of Barnett on his birth certificate, just to be safe.  

“I’m impressed boys,” Wade said.

Keith handed his picture to Poppy, who inspected the picture and said, “I think we have a couple of artists here.”

Keith smiled at the compliment and then asked, “Can Alex come over today?”

“Not today, Keith.  Your dad wanted to take a ride to Rapid City.  We’ll probably have dinner there.”

That seemed to satisfy Keith.  He waved to Alex as Poppy led him by the hand to where she’d parked the car.  “See you both on Monday!”

Wade waved and then turned to Skylar.

“So?  What do you say?”  She appreciated that he didn’t mention ice cream out loud while Alex was in earshot, giving her the opportunity to shoot down the idea.

“I don’t know.  I have a lot of packing to do tonight.”

His bright expression collapsed.  “Already?  I thought you said you were staying in Rudolph for a while.”

“I am.  But there are a lot of things in the house that I’ve accumulated over the years. I want to sort it all out and get rid of it before we make the move.”

“Where are we going?” Alex asked.

“Home,” Skylar said, brushing her hand over his head, messing up his hair.  Alex giggled in response.

“How about dinner then?  I can stop by the market and get something to grill.  This way you can work without having to worry about fixing dinner.  I can even pick up a half gallon of your favorite i-c-e c-r-e-a-m.”

She grunted. “You do know how to get to me.”

The smile on Wade’s face told her he knew it, too.

He was wearing her down.  But Skylar knew the work she had ahead of her and she was already wiped out from a week of being on an emotional roller coaster.  

And it would give Wade more time to spend with Alex.  It didn’t have to be the two of them.  The McKinnon men had always been strong male figures for Alex in his young life.  But none of them were his father.  That was Wade’s role.

“Make sure you pick up a half gallon of mint chocolate chip, too.  That’s Alex’s favorite.”

“Is it?”

“Yeah!” Alex said, finally understanding the conversation.

“And don’t get vegetables.  I have plenty in the garden that I have to use up.”

“You still tend a garden?”

“It’s not nearly as big as the one we had on Samoa.  But you know how it is.  Old habits die hard.”

 “Okay.  I’ll meet you both at the house in a little while.”

She watched Wade as he turned away.  His shoulders were still as strong and wide as she’d remembered in her dreams.  She’d forgotten just how wide a gait he had when he walked until she saw him pulling the keys to his car out of his denim pocket and rushing across the parking lot.  

She looked down at Alex, who was now pulling at her arm. 

“Come on, Mom!”

“Okay, okay.”

For the past five years, she’d relied on memory when looking at Alex, or the precious pictures Kate had shared with her.  But the resemblance between father and son was even more striking than the resemblance everyone always saw between Alex and Keith.  One day her little boy would grow up to be a mirror image of Wade.

She led Alex to her car and helped him strap himself into the booster seat in the back, all the while thinking of Wade.  That’s all she ever seemed to do these days. 

A half hour later, she was freshening up while Alex chattered on about how he couldn’t sit next to Keith in class because the teacher said they talk too much.

“Then don’t talk to him when you’re in class and maybe she’ll let you sit next to Keith,” she said.

Alex pondered the thought for a moment.  “But he’s my best friend.”

Skylar laughed and proceeded to put colored lip-gloss on.  Then she turned her face to the left and then to the right as she inspected herself in the mirror.

When she looked back at Alex, she saw the frown on his face.

“What?”

“You look funny.”

“Thank you.”

“What’s that stuff on your lips?”

The doorbell rang and her pulse quickened.  What was she doing?  She couldn’t remember the last time she’d put makeup on for a man.  What did it matter what she looked like tonight?

Glancing at herself in the mirror, she realized it did.  She’d put on a fresh pair of blue jeans and a crisp white shirt that she only wore when she wanted to look nice.  Most all of her other shirts had stains on them from working in the yard or just doing activities with a young boy who didn’t think twice about getting messy.

The doorbell rang again.

“Mom?  Someone’s at the door.”

“It’s probably your…Uncle Wade.  Why don’t you let him in?”

Alex ran out of the bathroom quickly. Even without his sneakers on, he sounded like a stampede of elephants running down the hall to the door.

Placing a hand over her heart, Skylar took a deep breath.  The anger that had sustained her earlier in the week, making her charge like a work horse through a field, had eased.  She needed to give Wade a chance to build a relationship with Alex before she left Rudolph.  She only hoped that she wasn’t setting their son up for another heartbreak.

She walked out of the bathroom and strode into the kitchen with more confidence than she felt inside.  Her nerves were frazzled, but she kept her hands tucked into the pocket of her jeans to help steady them.

Alex was standing on a chair at the kitchen table helping Wade take items out of the shopping bags he’d just brought.

“What’s all this?” she asked.

“We have ice cream!” Alex said, his eyes bright with excitement.  “Uncle Wade brought chocolate sauce and whipped cream, too.”

She chuckled and glanced at Wade.  “You scored some major points there.”

“With which one of you?”

“Both.”

He looked at her for a lingering moment, noticing the wardrobe change she’d made and perhaps even the small extra step she took in applying some makeup, something she normally didn’t do.  She knew Wade too well to imagine the thoughts running through his mind.  

He lifted his eyebrows with a smile.  “You look nice.”

“She put red stuff on her lips,” Alex added without looking up from the bag he was emptying.

“It’s called lip-gloss.”  She gave a little shrug, slightly embarrassed by how obvious her transformation had been.  “It’s supposed to protect the lips from the sun.”

Wade’s gaze dropped to her lips and he gave her a slight grin.  “Very nice.”

Heat filled her cheeks.  “Alex, why don’t you show Uncle Wade where the grill is outside?  I’ll make a salad.”

Within minutes she was standing at the counter with an assortment of washed vegetables in front of her.  The kitchen window was open.  An early September breeze made her white linen curtains billow.  As she cut vegetables on the bamboo cutting board, she heard the chatter of a deep male voice and a high-pitched young boy’s voice as they got to know each other.  

For a moment, Skylar’s world seemed to be suspended.  It was almost as if she were living the fairy tale she’d dreamed of so long ago.  And yet, reality slapped her in the face when she looked around the kitchen and realized where she was.

Buying this house had been Jay’s idea.  He’d wanted to give her a home as a way to tempt her into marrying him.  But when he’d left, he’d wanted nothing of it or from it.

She pushed thoughts of her ex-husband aside as she cut the carrots and red bell peppers she was putting in the salad.  That was her past and she wanted to keep it there.  She didn’t want it to intrude on her evening.  She could allow herself at least one evening with Wade and her son, and cherish what could have been with them if things had been different.

They sat down to dinner and Alex regaled both of them with the wonders of being in kindergarten and how hard it was.  Little Susan Weston didn’t like to share the blocks and kept throwing them at Keith.  Alex felt the need to defend his friend.  But that resulted with the teacher shutting down the block station, which in Alex’s opinion, was utterly unfair.  

He seemed to get over that travesty quickly while they were making hot fudge sundaes with mint chocolate chip ice cream, and instead announced how cool it was that he and Keith would have recess every single day.  As Alex sat in front of the television, eating his ice cream and watching his favorite DVD, the house was finally quiet.

Skylar took that time to finish cleaning up the dishes and let the boys have more one-on-one time.  But as she turned on the faucet and filled the sink with hot, soapy water, Wade came up behind her.  She felt the heat of his body first, coming in close, but not touching her.

“He’s amazing,” Wade said.  She could hear the pride in his voice.  “He could only have become this amazing because of you.”

It was something so simple, and yet Wade’s validation for the job she’d done with their son meant the world to her.

She turned off the water and turned around.  Wade was impossibly close to her, making all her senses come alive.  She had no willpower with him.  She never did.

Clearing her throat, she moved around him to the table where the ice cream cartons were still open.  She closed them, and used a paper towel to clean the drippings on the outside of the box.  Then she put them away in the freezer.

“You’re more beautiful than I remember, Sky.”

“Please don’t do this.”

“Do what?”

She needed distance.  But after all this time, she didn’t want to run.  Not like she had the other day.

“You stand there as if no time has passed.  As if you understand what I’m feeling.”

# # #

 


Chapter Seven

 

“I do.  I have been going through hell without you, Sky.”

And she didn’t know the half of it.

“You have no idea what my life has been like.”

“Then tell me.  I want you to share that with me.”  

Skylar quickly glanced through the doorway into the living room.  Alex was sitting on the floor with the bowl of ice cream in his lap.  He was totally engrossed in the movie he was watching.

With her voice lowered, she said, “You don’t know the half of it, Wade.  Jay isn’t a monster.  I’m the monster.  I should have never married him.”

“Then why did you?”  He hadn’t meant his voice to sound so accusing, but from the range of emotions that crossed Skylar’s face he realized it had.

Looking wounded, she said, “I wanted to have a family.  I was having a family.  All by myself.  But I didn’t want Alex to grow up without a father.”

“Why Jay?  You had the whole McKinnon clan to step in and be a father to Alex.”

Her eyes blazed.  “Don’t turn this into something it wasn’t.  You were dead, Wade.  Dead.  You know, no passing GO.  No collecting two hundred dollars.  Game over for us.  I realized pretty quickly that it didn’t matter who I married.  No one was ever going to be you.  So why not Jay?”  She lowered her voice to a whisper.  “I thought he’d be okay with Alex not being his son.  I think it surprised even him that he wasn’t.  He wanted more children.  But deep down I knew it was because he wanted a child of his own.”

She turned her back to him and picked up the few pieces of silverware left on the table and dropped them into the soapy water in the sink. 

“Anyway, he didn’t want to be in South Dakota anymore so he got a job in Casper.  He didn’t tell me about the new job until he’d accepted it because he knew I wouldn’t want to go to Wyoming.”

“But he did.”

“It was away from here.  He did the every-weekend-visit thing for a while.  But the drive was tiring.  Pretty soon every weekend stretched to every other weekend and then once a month.”

Hearing her talk about a man who’d shared her bed was killing Wade.  But he hung on every word Skylar said, hungry to understand why they’d drifted so far apart.  If he had any chance at all of winning Skylar over again, he had to know what was haunting her now.

“The hard truth of it is that I was relieved when Jay would leave.  It was easier to be away from each other than to be together.  I didn’t have to pretend when he was gone.  That’s when I realized how unfair I was being to him.”

Her heavy sigh should have made him feel bad, but Wade couldn’t help but think the reasons Skylar couldn’t make her marriage work was because she was still in love with him.  That gave him hope, even if Skylar wouldn’t.

“He wasn’t a bad man.  It was all me.  I failed our marriage.  Anyway, he’s engaged to someone else now.  I hear she’s a nice girl and my ex-mother-in-law loves her.”  Skylar laughed, shaking her head.

“What’s so funny?  She didn’t like you?”

“Not at all.  Right from the beginning she’d made up her mind about me.  And she was right.  I can’t really blame her for that.”

“You’re being too hard on yourself.”

“No, I’m not.”

Skylar laughed.  He realized it was the first time since he’d been home that he’d heard a real laugh from her that wasn’t filled with cynicism.

“She’s always referred to me as ‘the other woman’ in his life.”  Her face changed and the humor that he’d seen moments ago evaporated.  “I didn’t have a problem with the way she treated me.  But she never warmed up to Alex.  Kate has always been more of a grandmother to Alex than Jeannine was.  It wasn’t just the distance.  Who knows, maybe she knew it wasn’t going to last and she didn’t want to get attached.  In any case, she hasn’t seen Alex since he was a baby.  Alex only remembers them through pictures.”

“Did you ever tell Alex about me?”

“No.”

“You just pretended I never existed?”

“Jay asked about you once and I told him.  But that was near the end of our marriage.  He told me never to talk about it again.  Let’s face it, there are a whole lot of McKinnons in Rudolph.  It’s kind of hard to ignore them.  I think that’s why he wanted to get away from here so badly.”

Music from the show that Alex had been watching grew louder, signaling the end of the program.

“I should get him ready for bed and then start my packing.

“Surely you don’t need to do any packing tonight.  What’s the rush?”

“I have to.  I just do.”

They walked into the living room and found Alex propped up against the sofa.  The half empty bowl of ice cream was now soupy and still sitting in his lap, although his hands were barely holding it in place.  His head was drooped over and he was fast asleep.

“The poor guy is wiped out,” Wade said, smiling down at him.

“If I get him changed into pajamas now it’ll just wake him up and he’ll be up half the night.”

“I’ll carry him to bed.”

Skylar picked up the bowl of ice cream from Alex’s lap and rushed to the kitchen.  Wade lightly brushed his hand over Alex’s head.  The boy didn’t rouse at all.  Scooping him up in his arms, he carried Alex down the hall to his bedroom.  Skylar moved ahead of him, pulling the blanket back so Wade could set him down.”

Once he was under the covers, Skylar bent down and kissed his cheek.  They quietly left the room and closed the door.

“Thank you,” she said as they walked down the hallway.  “And thank you for dinner.  I think he had a good time.”

“I had a good time.  But then I always had a good time when I was with you.”

She drew in a slow breath.  “Yeah, well.”

“I should probably go, too, then.”

Leaving now was the last thing he wanted to do.  But the day had been good.  He didn’t want to push it too far and ruin what had been wonderful.  So he followed Skylar as she walked him to the door.  Still, there was one thing he had to know before he left.   

“Can I ask you something?” 

Her delicate eyebrows drew together.  “Sure?”

“Was it hard letting him go?”

Her lips tilted on one side of her mouth.  “You mean, Jay?”

He nodded.

She clearly struggled with her answer as she shifted in place.  “The truth?  No.  Admitting that was harder than going through it.  He got the job in Wyoming.  He wanted me and Alex to go with him.  I didn’t want to go.  It was that simple.” 

“Was it Wyoming or him?”

She closed her eyes for a brief moment, as if she were hiding from ghosts again.   

“I hear Wyoming is a beautiful place to live,” she said.  “But it didn’t have what I wanted.  It was never going to have what I wanted.”

Relief washed through Wade. 

“Thank you for that.”

“You’re welcome.”

Wade felt infinitely better as he stepped outside onto the porch.  As he looked up at the sky, he said, “Would you look at that moon.”

Curious, Skylar followed him out to the porch.  The front yard was lit up from a near perfect full moon hanging high in the sky.  And Skylar was truly breathtaking under the moonlit sky.  But then, her beauty had always taken his breath away.

* * *

Skylar looked up at the sky, amazed at the brilliance of the moon.  “Wow.”  

“I love looking up at the stars here in South Dakota.  I missed that while I was away.  But this moon is drowning out any stars we may have been able to see tonight.”

A small ache formed in the center of her chest.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“It’s not nothing.  Tell me.”

She shrugged as memories invaded her mind.  “Do you remember when we were on the island and we’d sit out on that old lawn chair with the broken pieces that kept coming unwoven?”

“The one I eventually fell backside first through?”

She laughed, recalling the never ending quest they’d had to always repair it.  “Yeah, that’s the one.”

“I remember that well.  I remember getting stuck with my behind on the cold ground and trying to pull myself out with my legs and arms.  But the chair just kept breaking.”

Tears filled her eyes as she laughed.  “I can’t believe that chair held the two of us for so long and then the one time you sat in it alone, it broke.”

His rich laugh stirred a longing deep in her belly that was familiar and yet terrified her.

When their laughter calmed, she took a cleansing breath.  “You used to say there was nothing like a Dakota sky.”

He looked at her directly.  His face was so handsome and sure.  She’d always loved that confidence in him.  She wished she had even an ounce of that now.

“I’ve been all over this world and I can honestly say there isn’t,” he said.  “There’s nothing like you either, Sky.  There’s still no one else I’d rather be with.”

He reached for her and to her surprise, she didn’t pull away.  The memory of the first time Wade had brushed his lips against her after a long midnight walk on the beach consumed her.  His had arms enveloped her, yet she could have slipped away from him at any time.  

She’d been nervous then.  And now Skylar thought about how foolish she’d been to feel that way.  Wade McKinnon was the most intoxicating man she’d ever met and she’d never had anything to fear with him.  Especially when she was in his arms.

She reached up and touched his face and traced his lips with her fingers.  He kissed each fingertip as she moved them across his mouth.  And when her hand settled on his cheek, he bent his head and brought his mouth over hers.  

She’d wanted this for so long it was hard to believe it was really happening.  She was in Wade McKinnon’s arms again.  

Skylar abruptly pulled away from him.  “This shouldn’t happen,” she said, out of breath from their kiss.  She turned her face away from him with all the strength she had.  “Alex is in the house.”

“And we’re outside on the porch.  He can’t see us.  Besides, lots of married couples kiss in front of their kids.  They make love when their children are asleep in the next bedroom.  It’s not scandalous.”

“We’re not married.”

“We were planning to get married.  Just say the word and we can pick up where we left off, Sky.  I’m ready.”

“I’m not.  Don’t make this complicated, Wade.  This is already confusing enough for me.”

“I want you, Sky.  Not just to make love with you.  Although I very much want that, I know it’s probably too soon.  I just want you next to me when we sleep.  I want to feel your warm skin.  Leaving you the other night nearly killed me.”  He bent his head and nuzzled her neck, brushing his lips lightly against her skin.

“Please stop.  You and I know from experience it won’t end there.”

He smiled devilishly.  “Would that be such a bad thing?”

“Yes.”

“Why?  We’ve made love before.  Many times.  We made a baby.  We’re wonderful together.  You can’t deny that.”  

He’d leaned over and whispered the last words against her ear, tickling her senses, making her lightheaded as if she’d been drugged by him.  He’d always had that way with her.  Damn him!

“Wade, please stop.”

Instead of pouting, as Jay used to do when she’d refused him, Wade simply leaned against the porch rail and draped his arm on her shoulder.

“In my mind, we’ve made love a thousand times,” she confessed. “But that’s where it has to stay.  I can’t allow myself to go there again, Wade.”

“Why not?  I can see it every time you look at me.  You still love me.”

Moisture filled her eyes.  “Yeah, I do.  That’s the sad thing.  I wish I had gotten over you.”

“Then I don’t understand why you’re holding back.”

“Wade, we can’t just pick up where we left off.”

She cleared her throat and slipped her hands into the pockets of her denim jeans to keep from reaching out and touching him. 

“Why not?” 

“You don’t want to hear this.”

“If it gets us to the place we need to be, then yeah, I do.  It’s okay.  You’re safe with me.  You can tell me anything.”

Skylar shook her head.  Thinking these thoughts in her mind were horrible enough.  Confessing them seemed so much worse.

“Just say it.”

Skylar swallowed to rid herself of the lump in her throat.  “I wasn’t the wife I should have been.  Not in the way it mattered anyway.  Every time Jay wanted me, I...”

She felt his body tense, but he didn’t turn away.  She almost wished he would.

“It wasn’t like with us.  When I had sex with Jay, it was just that.  Just sex.”

Wade shifted uncomfortably, as she knew he would.

“Forget it,” she said, waving a hand as if that would wipe a slate board clean of all the things she’d just said.  “This is what I mean.  Too much has gone on.”

Before Skylar could go into the house, Wade caught her arm.

“Don’t go yet.  I want to know.  I want to understand this.”

The night had turned cooler and the breeze floating across her skin caused raised goose bumps on her arms.

She took a deep breath and blurted out the very thing that had been haunting her for so long.  “I thought of you.  Not all the time.  Alex kept me busy.  My work at the diner, too.  But you’d creep into my mind at the most odd times.  Sometimes…during the most intimate of times.”

She looked at his face and saw his jaw tighten, telling her he understood her meaning.

“I thought that if I kept my fantasy to myself, it wouldn’t matter.  But Jay must have known.  How could he not have known?  I gave him the shell of who I was.”

Wade dragged his fingers through his short-cropped hair.

With a heavy sigh, he said, “It doesn’t have to be a fantasy anymore.  I’m right here.”

“That’s the problem.  I don’t know how to separate the two anymore.  It wasn’t fair to Jay for me to be thinking of you when I was in his arms.  I don’t want to be in your arms and remember what it was like with Jay.”

“It won’t be that way with us.”

She took a step back toward the kitchen door and just stared at him.  Every feature of his face had haunted her for years.   

“Are you sure about that?  Everything about my time in South Dakota is filled with all these memories that didn’t include you.  I can’t piece what we had together overseas to fit my life here.  How can I be with you and not have Jay intrude on what should have always been just us.  Look at what it’s like with Alex.  Jay never wanted to be his daddy but he’s still here in Alex’s life even if he’s not physically here.”

“Don’t we owe it to ourselves to try?”

“What we had was beautiful. It was special.  So much so that it ruined my marriage to Jay.  I don’t want the ghost of my life with Jay to turn what we had ugly like that.  And I’m so afraid it will.  There are too many things I can’t wipe from my mind.  That’s why I have to leave.  You belong here, Wade.  Not me.”

She turned and ran into the house before he could reach for her again.  She knew that Wade would.  And when he did, he’d win her over.  At least for tonight.   

# # #

 


Chapter Eight

 

They’d spent the week trying to be “normal”.  But it quickly became apparent to Skylar that normal was never going to be a part of her life again.  At least not while she was in Rudolph.

She’d finally gotten up the nerve to call her college roommate, Cara, and to her surprise, she learned that Cara had gotten married over Labor Day weekend.  Although happy for her friend, Skylar couldn’t deny the twinge of jealousy she’d felt when she’d learned that the man Cara had married was an old friend who’d reappeared in her life after seventeen years apart.  She listened to her friend talk about their romantic and “odd” reunion that Cara’s mother had orchestrated.  But in the end, Cara realized her mother had been right and Devin Michaels was the only man that Cara had ever loved.

Skylar understood exactly what Cara was saying.

She was happy for her friend.  But now the idea of staying in Boston for a while would need to be revisited.  At least for a little while.

She and Wade had fallen into a routine of seeing each other at the diner when Wade would eat meals there and then on the days when Skylar would pick up Alex and Keith from school.  Skylar found that she looked forward to seeing Wade, even though she didn’t like feeling that way.  She tried to keep their time together all about Alex.  But she couldn’t deny that Wade, in his charming way, was getting under her skin.

And when she was alone at night in her bed.  She’d think of him again until memories of her time living there with Jay would intrude on her mind and she’d force thoughts of Wade into the past.

The next Friday, Wade wasn’t at the school when she picked the boys up.  She tried to squash her disappointment as she looked around the parking lot.  But when Alex and Keith got out of school and it was clear Wade wasn’t coming, she piled the boys into her car and drove over to Logan’s ranch.  She was surprised to see Wade’s car sitting in the driveway.

After parking the car, she climbed out of the driver’s seat and opened the back door so the boys could get out.  Logan came out of the house with an armful of camping supplies in his arms.  Wade suddenly appeared from Logan’s barn carrying several fishing poles and a tackle box.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“We’re going on an overnight fishing trip,” Wade said.

“Where?”

“We’re going camping?” Keith asked, running over to Logan.

“Sure are.  Right here in the back of the ranch.  There’s a nice level spot near the river.  I finally had a chance to clean out all the debris from the storm.  We’ll have ourselves a nice campfire and roast marshmallows.”

“And make S’mores?” Alex asked.

“He’s got your sweet tooth,” Wade commented.  “Is it okay with you if he camps out with us?”

Alex glanced up at her with pleading eyes.

“Of course. It sounds like fun.  But I don’t have any of your clothes.”

Logan dropped the camping gear he’d been carrying into the back of his truck.  “He’s the same size as Keith so he can wear his clothes.  I have extra sleeping bags.  He’ll be fine.”

Feeling a little disappointed that she wasn’t going to share in the fun activities planned, she said, “I guess I’ll spend the night packing and cleaning.”  

“He’s going to be fine,” Wade said.  

“Oh, I know.”  She looked at Wade for a long moment and then added, “Well, have fun.”

The boys were already climbing onto the back of the truck with excitement.  She gave Alex a quick kiss and then waved to the boys as she climbed into her car and drove home.  Alone.

* * *

The only thing to make this overnight complete would be to have Skylar and Poppy join them.  But Wade wasn’t about to complain.  He had some real time with his son and he’d hoped that their time together would be the start of a real father and son relationship that had been missing in Alex’s life.

They drove the truck out to the back of the property and found the perfect camping spot that Logan had cleared.  It was far enough away from the water that they wouldn’t worry about the boys playing, but close enough that they didn’t have to walk far to go fishing.  It was already too late in the season to swim.  

They unpacked the camping gear, fishing poles and tackle box.  But seeing that they were still missing one sleeping bag, Logan drove back to the house to retrieve it while Wade set up the tent.  The boys were supposed to help him, but like all young boys, they soon tired of the details of constructing a tent and decided to go in search of worms so they could fish.

He’d just hammered the last stake into the ground that would hold the tent in place when the air around him became eerily quiet.  The sound of little boy laughter had faded while he’d set up the tent and yet he hadn’t noticed until just then.

“Alex? Keith?”

It had only been a few seconds.  But with little boys, that’s all it took.  He glanced around the camp.  The fishing poles were gone.  The tackle box was open and new lures he’d bought to try out were gone.

“You two weren’t supposed to go to the river without us,” Wade called out as he hastily walked down the short trail toward the water’s edge.  He shook his head as he saw the two boys on the trail ahead of him, running toward the large boulder Logan had said was the best spot for them to stand while fishing.  Alex climbed up the boulder first, holding his fishing pole in one hand.  Keith followed.  

Wade couldn’t help but smile at the unbridled determination both boys had for this adventure.  It reminded him of Hawk and himself when they were kids.

“Don’t go to the edge of the rock, boys,” Wade called out, keeping his voice steady so as not to startle them.  “I don’t want to have to rescue you two if you fall in the water.”

Keith laughed, giving him a look that reminded him of his late sister-in-law, Kelly.  Alex took an unsteady step back as he struggled with the fishing pole, making Wade’s heart jump in his chest.

“We’ll be careful,” Alex said, looking up at Wade with a wide smile.  Wade saw the stick under Alex’s foot before he stepped on it.  The stick rolled under Alex’s sneaker and made his already unsteady step more unstable, causing him to fall backward.

“Alex!” Wade yelled.  But it was too late.  Alex tumbled off the boulder onto the hard ground below.  The fishing pole was still in his hand when Wade reached him.  Terrified, Keith slowly climbed down from the rock to see if is best buddy was okay.

Alex was momentarily quiet, as if the shock of the fall was still stunning him. Wade pulled the fishing pole out of Alex’s grip and looked him all over to inspect him.  Blood was already pouring down the front of Alex’s face, covering his cheek and staining his shirt.

Keith started crying before Alex did and when Alex saw the blood, he wailed.  Wade scooped Alex up in his arms and started running.

“Stay with me, Keith,” he called out, looking over his shoulder to make sure his nephew was with him.

Relief filled Wade when he heard Logan running down the trail before he actually saw him.

“Get the truck,” Wade yelled to Logan.   

The drive to the clinic was a blur.  Keith stayed behind with Poppy as Logan drove Wade and Alex to the Hawk’s clinic.  His mother and Skylar were waiting at the clinic when they arrived.  When Alex saw Skylar, his wails increased. Wade didn’t want to upset Alex any more than he already was, so he stayed in the waiting room while Hawk examined the gash on Alex’s head.  Skylar stayed with him to keep him calm while the wound was being stitched. 

Wade sat in the chair, looking at the blood on his shirt, knowing it was his child’s blood and feeling guilty and helpless that he’d done nothing to stop Alex from getting hurt.

“Knock it off,” his mother said, settling into the chair next to him.  “Why are you beating yourself up about this?  You and your brothers have had a million scrapes like this.  Hell, Hawk was getting to the point where he knew how to stitch himself up.  It’s no wonder he became a doctor.”  

“I should have been watching him closer.  I didn’t even know they went down to the river.”

“Kids do things in the blink of an eye,” Kate said, chastising him for his reaction, not his actions.  “You said yourself he was standing on the rock with Keith when you got there.  He fell right before your eyes.  So you tell me what you could have done to prevent it?”

“I don’t know.  I keep thinking if I hadn’t noticed they were gone, he might have fallen into the water and drowned.”

“And a meteor can strike us all tomorrow.”

He looked at his mother, wondering what she was talking about.   

“It’s the same thing.  Don’t look at me like I’m an old, crazy woman.  I raised five boys to adulthood.  Stuff happens.  Boys get into messes.  They get scrapes and stitches and broken bones.  Lord knows you all had enough of those.  If you let yourself think back to how many emergency room visits I had to bring one of you to, then you’ll understand that this won’t be the last time either of those little boys gets into trouble.  This is just the first of many.  It’s call life.”

* * *

Silence had a way of healing.  And sometimes, it had a way of hurting.  Skylar looked at Wade while he drove her car back to the house.  He’d left his car at Logan’s, but Skylar was glad that Wade offered to drive her home so she could sit in the back seat with Alex, who was still clinging to her after getting five stitches in his forehead.  Hawk had been quite animated as he stitched up the wound, easing some of the trauma of it all for Alex.

For Skylar, it was a different story.  Looking at the worried lines on Wade’s face in the rear view mirror as he drove, Skylar knew it was the same for Wade.  It always is when it’s your child.  And Alex was Wade’s son.

She hadn’t been fair to Wade.  But life hadn’t been fair to any of them.  She thought back to the conversation she’d had on the phone with her friend Cara.  The one thing she’d taken away from that phone call was that Cara was happy.  She’d heard it in the bubbly way Cara spoke.  It dawned on Skylar that it had been a long time since she’d ever even considered that notion.

When they got to the house, Alex was so emotionally exhausted that he didn’t even argue with Skylar when she got him ready for bed and tucked him in.  She went to the kitchen to grab him the glass of water he’d asked for and by the time she returned, Alex was fast asleep.

Wade was sitting on the sofa with his head in his hands.  She was tired.  Too tired to keep fighting battles she was creating.  Walking up to him, she put her hand on his head and pulled him close to her so his head was nuzzled against her stomach.

“It’s not your fault.”

He lifted his head to look at her face.  “Yeah?  He never needed five stitches when you were watching him.”

She chuckled.  “He gave himself a black eye on the coffee table right in front of me.  For a week I felt like I’d been the one to give it to him.  He’s had plenty of falls and scrapes.  There’ll be more.  Are you going to blame yourself for all of them?”

Wade leaned back on the sofa.  “I guess not. It’s just, I spent all this time trying to protect the two of you.  The one time I had him alone, he nearly loses an eye.”

Her mouth dropped open. “Quit being so dramatic!  The stitches aren’t anywhere near his eye.”

“They could have been.”

Disgusted, she grunted.

“I should call Logan.  He said he’d pick me up here.”

She took a deep breath.

“He already called.  I told him not to come.”

“What?”

“You…don’t have to leave.”

Skylar could see Wade spark to life right in front of her.  She quickly put up a hand to halt him from moving closer and taking her invitation the wrong way.

“Before you go getting excited about the offer, I’m talking about this couch, not my bed.  It’s been a trying day and I can see how wiped out you are.  There’s no need having Logan come out here and then having you drive all the way back to your house.  So just stay here.”  

His disappointment clouded his expression.  She couldn’t help but laugh.  She shook her head, and under her breath, she said, “You’ll never change.”

“Not where you’re concerned.  You ruined me, Sky.  I haven’t been with another woman since the last time we were together in Samoa.”

His blue eyes were beautiful as he gazed up at her.  She remembered them so well.  The sincerity of his words made them hard to ignore.  She shifted uncomfortably where she stood unable to squash the flash of guilt that she felt.

“Don’t.  This was my choice.  Even after I learned you got married, I didn’t want to be with another woman.  No one was you.”

“You had all the choices, didn’t you?”

“Not all.  If I could have stopped Jay from touching you these last few years, I would have.  It damn near killed me thinking about that.”

# # #

 

 


Chapter Nine

 

Wade watched Skylar as she turned away from him.  But not before he saw her bottom lip tremble with emotion. Wade wondered what was haunting Skylar the most.  Was it the failed marriage, or the fact that it hadn’t been him loving her as she’d confessed she’d wanted? 

Before she could leave the room, he asked, “Did you ever love him?”  

Wade told him himself plenty of times he wasn’t going to ask Skylar that question.  Ever.  It wasn’t fair to her and she didn’t have to tell him.  But the need to know the truth was so strong, he couldn’t stop himself.

“Sadly, no. That’s the worst of it.”  She laughed at the look he gave her.  “Don’t look so relieved.”

“I never claimed to be perfect, Skylar.  But I can’t help the way I feel.”

“There was so much I wanted to say to you.  I would find myself standing in that kitchen wondering about what you’d think about Alex.  He’d reach a milestone and I’d ask Kate about you.  All that time she never knew.  At night I’d sleep on the corner of the bed and cry.  I was wearing another man’s ring and yet I was crying for you. 

“They say it takes two for a marriage to fall apart but it was my fault.  All mine.  I didn’t let Jay be a father to Alex, and he always felt it.  Something in me was always holding back.  I never should have married him.”  She said the last part quietly.  “You ruined me, too.”

The urge to touch Skylar overwhelmed him beyond what he’d imagined was possible.  She was still standing across the room.  But Wade could almost smell the scent of the citrus lotion she used to put on right before bed.  He wanted to lean into her to see if it was still part of her nightly ritual.  

But they’d already been through enough today.  The fact that she was even willing to let him stay the night was a war he didn’t think he’d win just days ago.

She took a deep breath and lifted her chin.  “If you need another blanket, there are more in the linen closet in the bathroom.  Fresh towels, too, if you want to take a shower.  You used to always take a shower before bed,” she said quietly.

“That’s right.”

“Well, goodnight, Wade.”

“Sleep well.”

He dragged his gaze away from Skylar as she left the room and headed down the hallway, but only because watching her leave would have pushed the longing he felt to have her in his arms deeper into his gut. It was already so strong it threatened to level him.  He waited for the sound of her bedroom door to shut before he turned back to look in the direction she’d just walked, wishing he was on the other side of that closed door with her.

He pulled himself up from the sofa that would be his bed for the night, and walked to the bathroom.  Once inside, he closed and locked the door, but didn’t feel the lock connect.  He played with the button again and pressed on the door to see if the mechanism wasn’t connecting with the metal plate against the doorjamb.  When the lock failed again, he abandoned the door.  Although he’d love it if Skylar joined him in the shower, the likelihood of her doing so with Alex sleeping just a few feet down the hall was zero.

Pulling the linen closet door open, he found the towels stacked neatly inside.  He grabbed a fresh white towel from the top of the pile and closed the linen closet door, tossing the dry towel over the shower curtain rod to keep it dry while he showered.  He was inside the shower and just soaping his body under the hot spray when he heard the door creak as it opened.  A few seconds later he saw the shower curtain billow from the cool rush of air the came in with the opening of the bathroom door. 

“Alex, sweetie, you have to wait,” Skylar whispered.  “No, you can’t go in there yet.”

The toilet seat dropped with a thud and Wade immediately got the image of a little boy struggling to do right, but who was too sleepy to be coordinated.

“Alex?”  The whisper was a little louder and this time Wade couldn’t help but laugh.  

He turned off the water and pulled the towel from the shower curtain rod.  He quickly dried what he could and wrapped the towel around his waist.  Then he pushed the shower curtain open.  Skylar stood in the doorway, flustered by the site of him.  Alex barely turned to notice Wade standing there.   

“Why don’t I give you a little privacy, Big Guy?” Wade said, walking toward the bathroom door where Skylar was standing.  “You may want to grab me another towel so I don’t drip all over your hardwood floors.”

Skylar disappeared for a second into the bathroom.  “There you go, sweetie,” she said before he heard the linen closet door open and then close.  When she came out of the bathroom, she handed him a dry towel which he immediately put on the floor under his feet.

“I’m sorry,” she said.  “The lock on the bathroom door is broken.  Alex had a habit of locking himself in there a few years ago and after a few times of jimmying it open, it finally broke. I never got it fixed.”

“That’s okay.”

“It’s a really big deal he’s not wetting the bed anymore like he did after Jay left.  We’ve been working on that for a long time.”  

She looked down at the towel wrapped around his waist.  Her eyes slowly made a trail from the towel, up his broad chest and to his face.  The smoldering light he’d seen in her eyes earlier ignited to a full flame.

“My clothes are still in the bathroom,” he said.

“I’m so sorry, Wade.  Half the time I think he’s still asleep when he does this.”  The flustered look on Skylar’s face was truly adorable and he couldn’t help but smile.

“I did the same thing when I was a kid.”

“I know.  Kate told me.  She said you didn’t grow out of it until you were in junior high school.  The sleep walking part.”

His cheeks flamed.  “How much did she tell you about me?”

“A lot.  Probably every embarrassing thing imaginable.  You know your mother.  Let me get him back to bed before he really wakes up.  He’ll be up all night if he does.”

Still wrapped in the towel, Wade watched Skylar take Alex by the hand and lead him to the bedroom.  He took those few moments to return to the bathroom, finished drying off, and getting dressed.  

The shirt he’d worn on the camping trip was covered with blood stains.  Logan had been the one to pack up all their gear while he’d been at the clinic with Skylar getting Alex’s head stitched.  He decided not to wear the shirt to bed and walked into the living room wearing just his jeans.  He was surprised to find Skylar waiting for him.

“You might be more comfortable sleeping in these,” she said.  In her hands, she held a pair of gray sweatpants. 

He stared at the clothes and tried to relax his tightened jaw.  “I’m fine.”

Skylar cocked her head to one side.  “These are yours.”  

“Mine?”  

“Well, the sweatpants are anyway.  When I left Samoa, I took one of your T-shirts and a pair of your sweatpants so I could sleep with them.  For the longest time they had your scent.  It was comforting.  Especially after we got word of the tsunami.  Don’t worry, I’ve washed them a few times since I stole them from you.”

He shook his head as he took the sweats in his hand and unfolded them to see.  “I thought…”

“You thought they were Jay’s.  Shame on you.  Do you really think I would do something like that to you?”

He shrugged.  “It’s been a long time.”

“The T-shirt is long gone. I wore it out until it was pulling apart everywhere and I eventually threw it away.  I got this shirt from a fundraiser Regis did for the Wounded Veterans Center your cousin Ian is working on with Ethan.  It should fit you.”

“This will be fine.”

She walked to the hallway leading to the bedrooms and then turned back.

“Just for the record, I didn’t keep any of Jay’s clothes.”  She looked directly at him when she spoke.  They were simple words, but they filled an empty spot that had been aching inside Wade since he’d arrived back in Rudolph.   

He’d seen that look on her face before.  Five years ago it had been an invitation.  She wasn’t wearing a bra under the over-sized T-shirt she wore now.  She’d managed to put on a pair of fleece shorts that were barely visible beneath the hem of her shirt.  

Everything in him was alive, on fire and wanting nothing but to be gloriously naked with Skylar.  But he didn’t want to misstep or misread the signs after how far he’d come.

Then she lifted her hand to him and his heart slammed against his chest.  

“There was a time I didn’t have to do this,” she said with a coy grin.

“If that time is now, just say the word.  You’ll never have to do it again.”

The smile that played on her lips faltered.  “He usually sleeps through the night after getting up like this.  But we should still…be quiet.”

She turned and walked to the bedroom slowly.  Wade followed her as if he were in a dream.  If he was, he never wanted to wake up from it.

Shutting the door behind him, he turned just in time to watch Skylar slip out of her T-shirt.  She looked around the room.  At the bed.  At him.  And then she covered her bare breasts by crossing an arm over her chest.

He walked over to her slowly, looking into her eyes and then slowly letting his gaze make a trail down her body as he ran his fingers gently down her arm.  He pulled her arm away from her chest and basked in the beauty before him.

“They changed when I was pregnant.  And then I nursed for a while.”  She drew in a heavy sigh and looked up at him.

“They’ve always been beautiful.  You are so beautiful.”

Tears welled up in her eyes.  But then as she looked at the bed, she bit her bottom lip.

“There are no ghosts in here with us, Sky.”  He tipped her chin up with his fingers until she looked at him.  “But if it makes you feel better, we can keep the lights on and make love on a blanket on the floor.”

She chuckled.  “I wouldn’t mind looking at you.”

Slowly he lowered his head until his mouth connected with hers.  Wade thought that nothing could ever be better than the kiss they’d shared on the porch the other night.  But he was wrong.  With Skylar in his arms, feeling her moist mouth pressed against his, he was about to self-combust.

As he ran his hand slowly across her bare back, Wade felt Skylar’s sharp intake of breath against his mouth.  Her skin was warm and smooth, the way he remembered it to be.  

He made a trail of kisses from her face, down her neck and then to her chest.  His hand grazed her breast and he felt her nipple harden beneath his touch.  His mouth came down over her other nipple and he gently sucked it, teasing it with his tongue and reveling in the taste of her until he heard her soft moan.

Her body stiffened and he stopped abruptly to see what had caused her reaction.

* * *

Skylar had forgotten the kind of passion Wade McKinnon could bring out in her.  It wasn’t until she was hearing her own moan of pleasure that she realized if she could hear it, so could Alex.

“I need to be quiet,” she whispered, chuckling softly.  “Let’s get the comforter on the floor.”

They made a soft spot on the floor out of the blankets and pillows from the bed.  After ridding themselves of their clothes, they quickly crawled on top of the blankets.  Skylar loved the feel of Wade’s hard body pressing against the softness of her skin.  It had been too long.

She wanted to feel every touch, every kiss and know that it was really Wade loving her.  Her hands roamed his body as if they had a mind of their own.  Each touch, each taste ignited a flame so strong she wanted to scream.  She kept herself mindful that they weren’t alone in the house.

And when Wade finally entered her and she felt the completeness of a long journey that had been off course for far too long, she cried.  This was the way it should always have been.  Just her and Wade.  No ghosts or pretense or lies.

His hands cupped her bottom and pulled her closer to him, making him go deeper with every thrust of his hips.  She felt the building of tension inside her, rising higher to a point she could no longer control until her orgasm ripped through her in waves of ecstasy. 

Wade stifled her cries with a kiss so passionate she barely felt herself floating back to reality.  And then his body became stiff and his thrusts became more pronounced.  He closed his eyes as his orgasm took hold.  She watched the joy play on his face and couldn’t help but reach up and touch his face.  When he opened his eyes, she saw they were filled with tears.  And her heart burst with love for the first time in years.  

# # #

 


Chapter Ten 

 

“You can’t stay in here,” she whispered against his cheek.  She wanted Wade to stay.  She didn’t want to let go of him.  Ever.  But tonight wasn’t like those long nights of lovemaking they’d shared in Samoa. 

His eyes were closed as he lay half next to her, half on top of her.  “Are you already sick of me?”

“Alex can’t find you here.”

“I’ll stay on the floor. You can get into the bed in the morning.”

“No.  He always comes into my room in the morning and crawls into my bed  if he gets up before me.  He’ll see you.  What am I supposed to say if he sees a naked man next to me in bed?”

“But we’re not in bed.”

“Wade, I’m serious.”

“So let him come in here.  My brothers used to pig pile onto my parents bed when we were his age.”

She sighed softly.  “Wade, he won’t understand.  It’s too soon.”

Wade opened one eye and looked down at her.  “You really want me to leave?”

“I’m not talking want here.  There’s a big difference.”

He groaned his displeasure, but then gave her a half grin that told her he understood.

“Our first night together and I’m already in the dog house?”

“I don’t have a dog.”

“Would you like one?”

She chuckled.  “Don’t ever mention the word dog to Alex or I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“A boy needs a dog.”

“Forget it.  I’m busy enough as it is.  Help me get these blankets back on the bed.”

Together they quickly made the bed.  Skylar pulled on her T-shirt and shorts and watched as Wade pulled on the sweatpants she’d stolen from him over five years ago before she’d headed to the airport to come back to the United States.

“I can’t believe you’re sending me to the sofa.”

“Don’t pout.”

“I’m going to be thinking incredibly sinful thoughts of you all night.  You do know that, right?”

“You can fill me in with the details in the morning.”

She kissed him goodnight and let her lips linger on his. And when she climbed into the bed she thought would always haunt her, she felt only one thing.  Happiness.

* * *

“Alex?”

Wade opened his eyes and tried to focus on the room around him.  The image of a little boy sitting on the coffee table started to come into view.  Alex didn’t seem to be concerned with the stitches that had caused him so much trauma the day before.  Instead, he just stared at Wade quizzically.

“Good morning,” Wade said.

Alex frowned.  “Did you sleep over?”

“Alex?  Come get breakfast,” Skylar called out from the kitchen.

“Seems so,” Wade said, slowly pulling himself up to a sitting position.

“You slept on the couch?”

Wade glanced at Skylar, who rolled her eyes as she stood in the doorway.  “I’m making scrambled eggs, honey.  Your favorite.”

Alex didn’t pay any attention to his mother.  He just sat, swinging his legs back and forth under the coffee table as he waited for an answer.

“Ah, there wasn’t a bed for me to sleep in.  So I slept on the sofa.”  Wade glanced again at Skylar, whose face was growing more crimson by the moment.

“Yes, there was,” Alex countered.

“Really?  Where?”

“Enough, Alex,” Skylar said.  “The eggs are almost done.”

Alex didn’t even look at Skylar.  “Next time you can sleep in my room.  I have another bed under my bed.  Keith sleeps on it all the time when we have sleepovers.  But you can’t sleep there when Keith sleeps over cuz you’re too big and there won’t be room for both of you.”

Wade couldn’t help but smile at the simple purity of Alex’s offer.

“Thanks for the invitation.  I’ll remember that next time.”

Alex nodded, then hopped off the coffee table and ran into the kitchen.  Wade could hear the low chuckle Skylar tried to stifle as Alex climbed into a kitchen chair.

“Hurry up and eat your breakfast.  Uncle Keith is going to be here to pick you up soon.”

* * *

Since the overnight fishing trip was cancelled due to Alex’s fall, Hawk had promised Alex an afternoon of fun riding the four-wheeler with his best buddy over at Uncle Logan’s house.  Although it was the perfect activity for Wade, Alex didn’t ask him to go.  Rather than push, Wade decided to stay back at the house and give Alex a break.

Once Hawk drove away with Alex, Wade walked barefooted into the house, and stopped short when he saw Skylar putting photo albums in a cardboard box she had set up on the coffee table.

He stared at the box and then her face.  “What are you doing?”

She glanced at Wade, but continued putting the items she’d pulled off the bookcase into the box.  “I told you.  We’re moving.”

The disappointment that pulled at the handsome features of Wade’s face was almost heartbreaking.  Almost.

“I thought things were going good between us,” he said.  “I thought they were changing.”

“They are changing.  That’s why we’re moving across town.”  

“What?”

Skylar looked around the house she’d lived in for the past four years.  “I woke up this morning and decided that I’ve never really liked this house.  It’s only big enough for a small family and I want to have a big family.  McKinnons have big families.  So that’s what I want.”

Wade looked into her eyes for a moment, searching.  Abandoning the box, she reached for him and wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him firmly on the lips. 

When they parted, she said, “It’s going to take some time, Wade.  I don’t know how long.  But I do know one thing.  You make me happy and I don’t want to live another day without you.  I think we’ve waited long enough to start the life we dreamed of having together when we were in Samoa.” 

Relief washed over his face.  “I couldn’t agree more.”

Her heartbeat quickened as she thought about her fears.  “I can’t say that I’m not scared that everything that has happened over the last five years won’t somehow build a wedge between us.  All I know is that I’m willing to fight for you.  For our love.”

“It’s worth fighting for.”

“Yes, it is.”  

He pulled her closer, crushing her against the length of his body and making her feel so complete.  

“Oh, and I was thinking that maybe instead of calling you Uncle Wade, we could come up with something else. I think it might be too confusing for Alex to call you Dad. How do you feel about being called Papa?”

Moisture filled Wade’s eyes.  “You were doing a lot of thinking last night after I left you.  How’d you come up with that?”

“I had a friend who used to call her father Papa.  I never really thought much about it until this morning when Alex was scrutinizing you as you slept on the sofa.”  She chuckled.  “I can’t believe he offered to let you sleep on the trundle bed in his room.”

Wade laughed softly, nuzzling her neck as he kissed it.  Then, with his fingers buried in her hair, he whispered against her ear, “We’re going to have to work on the sleeping arrangements.  But I’m willing to take it slow.”

“Good, because he’s going to need that.”  She placed both of her hands on his face and kissed his lips.  “We’ll get there Wade.  I never thought we would.  But we will.” 

“You don’t hate me anymore?”

“No.  I’m not happy about how things happened.  I wish they hadn’t.  But I can’t change any of it.  All I know is that I have always loved you, Wade McKinnon.  Always.  Even when I was throwing my shoes at you.”

“You’re not going to do that again, are you?”

She touched Wade’s face and brushed her fingers across the light stubble of his morning beard as he smiled down at her.  “No.  As long as you promise to never leave me again.”

“That’s a promise that I will fight until the end of time to keep.”

“I’m holding you to that.”

Wade took Skylar by the hand.  “You know, I just realized something.”

“What’s that?”

“We have the whole day to be naked together without anyone barging in on us.”

She smiled as she started to unbutton her shorts.  “You’re just figuring that out?  Why do you think I called Hawk to take Alex for the afternoon?”

Wade turned back slightly to look at her as he pulled his T-shirt off.  “You wicked woman.”

She pulled his shirt off the rest of the way and tossed it to the floor.  “You love it.”

“I love you.  I always have.”

As they collapsed on the bed, naked and laughing, Skylar knew it would always be that way.

 

The End

 


Dear Reader:

 

Thank you so much for reading HIS DAKOTA BRIDE, book 5 of the Dakota Hearts series.  I’ve had such wonderful response from readers about the series that I can’t end it here.  Several readers have asked me if there will be a story about Ian McKinnon, the McKinnon’s Wounded Warrior cousin.  The answer is yes.  However, it won’t be right away.  I’m scheduling Ian’s story, DAKOTA WEDDING, for a fall 2014 release and will be putting the book up on pre-order.  Keep checking Amazon.  

I have a lot in store for readers who like all my series.  This year two more TEXAS HEARTS books will be published alone with DAKOTA WEDDING and another story for the FATE WITH A HELPING HAND series, called MY LUCKY CHARM.  Make sure you sign up for my newsletter to get release dates, order information and for a chance to win a free EReader. I’m giving away an EReader every month to one lucky newsletter subscriber.  

 

All my best,

Lisa Mondello

 


Ebooks by Lisa Mondello

 

Texas Hearts Series (Contemporary Western Romance)

Her Heart for the Asking - book 1 

His Heart for the Trusting - book 2 

The More I See - book 3 

Gypsy Hearts - book 4  

Leaving Liberty – book 5 (To be released in 2014)

Texas Hearts Box Set (Books 1-3)

 

Fate with a Helping Hand Series (Contemporary Romance)

All I Want for Christmas is You - book 1

The Marriage Contract – book 2

The Knight and Maggie’s Baby – book 3

 

Dakota Hearts (Western Romance)

Her Dakota Man

Badland Bride

Dakota Heat

Wild Dakota Heart

His Dakota Bride

 

Material Witness - book 1 (**Named one of Kirkus Reviews Best Books of 2012)

Nothing But Trouble (Contemporary Western Romance)

 

UK Readers order Here

 

images/00001.jpeg
MONDELLO

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR





