
        
            
                
            
        

    What others are saying about
STRANGER IN THE MIRROR
 
 
Tina has unforgettable female protagonists and action-packed, almost haunting plotlines. – Janet Evanovich New York Times bestselling author
 
Magical! Tina Wainscott pens a marvelous tale that will capture your imagination! As entertaining as [Until I Die Again]! For readers who wondered what happened to Hallie DiBarto, this story will answer all your questions! Once again, Tina Wainscott takes us to heaven and back! What a delightful journey! Contemporary romance with a fascinating twist! Romantic and charming! Kristina Wright – Copyright © 1994-97 Literary Times, Inc. All rights reserved – From Literary Times
 
Tina Wainscott is a promising author with her star on the rise. [STRANGER IN THE MIRROR] is a touching and memorable tale of second chances and the love and courage it takes to accept them. –Jill Smith, RT Bookreviews
 
 
 
STRANGER IN THE MIRROR
by
Jaime Rush/Tina Wainscott
 
 
(originally published as Shades of Heaven in 1995 under Tina Wainscott, from St. Martin’s Press)
 
 
 
Copyright © 1995 Tina Wainscott
 
For more information, sneak peeks, and contests, go to www.jaimerush.com
 
 
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only and may not be re-sold or redistributed. If you would like to share this book, please purchase additional copies for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use, please purchase your own copy.
 
Thank you for respecting the author’s hard work.
 
 
 
DEDICATION
 
Dedicated to Billy Dean, country music singer, for inspiring me as Jesse came to life.
 
 
 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
 
Thank you to Tammy Walp for help in reading and editing and converting, 
and to Linnea Sinclair for the awesome cover!
 
 



PROLOGUE
 
 
The carat diamond on her wedding set sparkled as Hallie DiBarto ran her fingers across the black velvet surface of the sofa. Not the appropriate distraction to avoid her husband Jamie’s eyes, she realized, and shifted her vision to her silk stockings. She deserved the bitterness those blue depths radiated at her. But if she didn’t go through with this, who knew what Mick would do to her. Or to Jamie.
“I want a divorce,” she said softly, her words absent of emotion. She would have to put more meaning into them to convince him. If only her migraine would subside enough for her to summon her acting skills.
As it turned out, she didn’t need to.
“Absolutely,” he told her.
That word sent a chilled rush to her bones in spite of the warm California sun pouring through the windows.
Her voice quivered. “Just like that?”
Jamie sighed, running a hand through his blond hair in frustration. It was a gesture she had seen many times, had caused many times, if she was honest with herself.
“What do you want me to do, Hallie, drop down on my knees and beg you to stay, to stop seeing that maniac? No, I’m done. Done with you, this marriage, and the farce it’s become.”
Pain shot through her skull like an iron lance. She’d had horrible headaches all her life, but this sense of fear enveloping her was new, the pain sharper. She dropped her head into her hands, and her thoughts scattered like ants on a trampled hill. Jamie’s words were unintelligible, as if spoken through layers of gauze. Her body convulsed under tremors of cold, and she slid onto the tile floor, unable to stop herself from falling.
“Make it stop. Make it stop!” she cried out through a fog of pain.
The touch of Jamie’s hand, tight on her arm, seemed to tingle, then disappear. She tried to move her hand, her arm. In sheer horror, she realized she could not. Black dots clouded her vision, and she heard her heartbeat slowing to nothing as the darkness closed in. She heard a whistling sound, like a faraway train. As the pain lessened, she welcomed the dark cloud of death as it took her away. Anything to make the pain go away.
 
 
 



CHAPTER 1
 
 
Hallie DiBarto had come back from the brink of death a changed woman. That in itself was not unusual. Coming back in a different body was.
And not just a different body, but a different life. Someone else’s life. Marti, they kept calling her. Who was Marti? Hallie felt the surge of panic that enveloped her every time she realized that she was Marti. Before she’d had a chance to ask where Jamie was, or tell them they’d made a mistake in her identity, she realized something was terribly wrong.
She glanced down again at short fingers and stubby nails, at the body of a stranger. She took a deep breath, willing away the panic. How had she ended up in Chattaloo, Florida? In this bruised and aching body? She remembered dying as if it were years ago, remembered jagged pieces of a life in California. During her stay in the hospital, those memories melded together to form a past that did not coincide with what she’d found here.
She had never before been to Florida, been a brunette, or been short. She had never seen the tall man who helped her out of the wheelchair after they went through the hospital doors, watching her with a worried expression. The man who claimed to be her husband, Jesse.
Jesse’s thick, brown hair lifted in the fat breeze as they bid the doctor farewell and walked into humid sunshine. He was twenty-five years old; she’d seen his date of birth on a form. He studied her openly, and for that she could not blame him. After all, he’d been told that his wife had been assaulted, nearly raped, and hadn’t spoken to anyone since the attack. She didn’t know how the man with those dark green eyes would take her crazy story: that a tall, blue-eyed, blonde stranger lived inside his wife’s petite body. Hallie had to cling to the only truth she knew: that woman still existed.
For now, playing the part of silent trauma served her best. She looked to the cloud-riddled sky. God, I know I’ve made mistakes. Okay, I was awful, hating myself and taking it out on the people closest to me. Looking back, I see how much anger I held inside me. Lord knows
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CHAPTER 2
 
 
For the rest of the day, Jesse kept busy around the house, staying close in case Marti needed him. What a heavy story she’d laid on him that morning. He couldn’t ignore the possibility, bizarre as it seemed, that it might be true.
Wherever she had called that morning, she’d talked to real people. And knew the numbers by heart. Marti didn’t know anyone in California or some place called Caterina. His curiosity got the better of him, and he figured he deserved some answers. He pressed the redial button on the phone.
“‘Mornin’, Caterina. May I help you?” a woman’s rich voice sang out.
“Where are you located?”
“We be just east of Jamaica, on da Isle of Constantine.”
That threw him. That was nowhere near California. “I see. And is there a Hallie DiBarto there?”
“Yah, ‘dere is. I can put you through to the house, or to her husband, Jamie’s office. She do the books ‘dere. Which you like?”
“Uh, no, don’t put me through to either. But can I ask you another question? Did Hallie
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CHAPTER 3
 
 
Marti hadn’t gotten much sleep after Bumpus’s barking fit. Shadows had her jumping, frightened of some faceless man with his fingers outstretched toward her.
As soon as Jesse stirred, she sat up and stretched. He turned over on his back, and she found herself grinning at his early morning hairdo. Just as she was about to say something, a strange twinge lighted in her stomach. Hunger? Ooh, the thought of food turned the twinge into a full-blown twist.
“Crackers are in the top drawer over there.”
Inside she found half a package of Saltines. She grimaced as another wave of nausea washed over her, then jammed one in her mouth.
“Please don’t tell me I have morning sickness,” she said through a mouthful of crackers.
“Okay, I won’t.”
As she swallowed the lump of chewed-up cracker, she held her stomach and ran with as much dignity as she could muster to the bathroom.
“You okay in there?” Jesse called from the other side of the door a few minutes later.
“Fine and dandy,” she mumbled into the towel she held over her face as she emerged.
He rolled out of bed and scooped up the jeans he’d deposited on the floor the night before. His briefs were bright white, and why she was watching him pull up his pants baffled her. She looked elsewhere, floor, dresser, jeans pockets, whoops, back to the floor.
“You ready for some breakfast?” he asked as he buttoned his fly.
She shot him a dirty look. “You’ve got to be joking. I don’t feel like eating anything for the next two days.”
He leaned close and brushed his hand across her stomach. “I don’t think he’d like that too much.” With a smile, he disappeared into the hallway and was soon clattering pots and pans.
She called out, “What makes you think it’s a boy?”
“That’s what I want it to be. And I always get what I want,” he called from the kitchen.
She shook her head. Exasperating male, she could already tell.
Jesse poured two glasses of orange juice and put them on the table as she moseyed into the kitchen. She dropped down into the chair and took a sip, testing. After a moment, she dared another sip. So far, so good.
At those words, her gaze drifted to Jesse, cracking eggs one-handed into a pan like he knew what he was doing. She found herself studying his broad shoulders and the faint spray of dark hair that sprouted from the indent in his chest. With every movement, his muscles rippled beneath his tan skin. She used to enjoy watching Jamie swim his laps, marveling at how beautiful the male body could be. Now she marveled at Jesse.
“Do you work out?” she asked.
He gave her an odd look. “I don’t lift weights at the gym, if that’s what you mean.” He flipped the eggs, a perfect toss that landed them back in the pan. “What makes you ask that?”
“Just wondered. You’ve got a nice build.”
He shrugged. “Working on engines and pushing cars into the garage are my weights.” He lifted hands cleaner than most of the pampered men she’d known had, though they had their share of calluses. “My boss gives me hell for putting more effort into washing my hands than anything else.”
Good grief, let’s stop talking about his body, Marti. Food’s safer. “You’re not making grits, are you?”
“Not unless you want ‘em. I hate ‘em.”
“I thought everybody down South liked grits.”
“I guess I’m not everybody then.” He leaned on the counter separating the kitchen and eating area. “And speaking of cooking, my gourmet abilities end with breakfast.”
“Meaning?”
“I could use your help in the kitchen.”
“Well, as far as cooking goes, I’m useless. I forget about boiling water and it all burns out. I can’t even get Jell-O to set.” She gave him a smile. “We could eat out a lot.”
Jesse smirked. “In case you haven’t noticed the fine selection of restaurants Chattaloo offers, we have one pizza place, two diners, and a deli. I think we’d get tired of that real quick.”
“I’m telling you, I cannot cook.”
“We’ll have to fix that, won’t we?”
She did not want to cook, did not even want to talk about it. Time to change the subject again.
“I want to go back to work,” she told him as he set down a plate of toast and jam in front of her, waffles and bacon in front of him.
“Are you sure you’re ready?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
He shrugged. “When? Tomorrow?”
“Yeah. I don’t suppose you could give me any training tips on the waitressing part?”
“Oh, that’s right. A model from California wouldn’t know much about that working-class thing.”
As if he really believed her. “My experience ends with a six-month stint at a beach-side burger joint, and the customers came to me for the food and threw away the plates and utensils when they were done.”
“Being on the receiving end of the restaurant process, I wouldn’t be much help. Caty’d be your best bet. I could stick to the story I already told them, which is you don’t remember much since the assault. I was going to ask you if you wanted to have dinner over at Ma’s tonight anyway. She and Caty have been asking to see you.”
“Might as well get it over with.” As if meeting his family wouldn’t be hard enough. Now she was facing her first speaking part as Marti May West.
 
As they drove over to Jesse’s mother’s that evening, the tension coiled tighter inside Marti. Money, escape. She kept telling herself that she had to go through this process before she could get back to California.
“Does your mother like Marti? She probably hated the woman who trapped her son into marrying her.”
He shot her an odd look, then shook his head and concentrated on his driving again. “I don’t know. She’s definitely not used to the idea of me being married and expecting a kid. Heck, neither am I.” His fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “Besides, couldn’t prove you got pregnant on purpose.”
“Now we’ll never know.” She turned down the radio. “Can’t we listen to something other than country music?”
He turned the volume up again, giving her a stern look. “Never, ever, turn down Kenny Chesney in my truck.”
“Well, excuse me. I didn’t know the rules.”
He gave her a sharp nod. “Now you do.”
How was she supposed to discern between Kenny Chesney and all the other crooning country singers? Katy Perry, Adele, Lady Gaga, all artists she could intelligently discuss. She wondered if her fidgeting hands in her lap betrayed her nervousness.
He took the curve rapidly, his hands firmly on the wheel. Strong hands and long fingers. Hardly nothing sexier than strong hands. Except for a guy wearing jeans and nothing else, like he had while making breakfast. She averted her attention to the dirt roads that spread out like fingers to the right. On the left was a golf course.
“I wouldn’t expect to see a golf course around here,” she said.
“Didn’t think country hicks liked golf, did you?”
She shot him a look. “I didn’t mean it like that.” Well, she did, sort of.
“Mark, Alan, and I play golf there in the summer, when the snowbirds go back up north.”
“You play golf?” She tried to picture Jesse teeing up in yellow pants and a green-checkered shirt and almost laughed.
His tone dropped to a low, Southern drawl. “Yep, ‘magine that, a redneck like me playin’ that there golfin’ game. ‘Course, for a while, we thought hittin’ a birdie was aimin’ fer a blue jay. Poor birds didn’t know what hit ‘em. H’yuck, h’yuck.”
She nudged his arm, trying to keep the smile from her lips. “Yeah, yeah.” She still couldn’t see him playing golf. Nor could she figure out why her fingers tingled where they’d touched his bare arm.
So not her type.
When he stopped at the one traffic light on the main road, he turned to her. “I’ve heard of strokes damaging the memory areas of the brain. Do you think that being strangled deprived those parts of your brain of oxygen too long? I’m serious, Marti,” he added at her impatient expression.
“Have you ever heard of those people remembering pasts that were not their own? I know you’re looking for some logical explanation; I was looking too, that whole time I was in the hospital. But I remember my other life, right up until the time my brain felt like it exploded.”
He bit his lower lip, tapping a beat on the top of the steering wheel before shaking his head. “I know a way to tell if you’re Marti or not. It’s an instinctual kind of thing. If you’re game.”
“What is it?”
“Uh uh, can’t tell you. You’ll have to go along with it. That is, if you want me to believe your story.”
She narrowed her eyes at him. What could it be? Probably taking her to the place Marti had been attacked to see if she had any reaction.
“Fine, do what you have to.”
As she prepared for him to continue driving, he leaned forward and kissed her, pressing her right against the window. His mouth engulfed hers, his tongue teasing its way inside her mouth. For a moment she felt dizzy, and her stomach did flip-flops. As her mind told her hands to push him away, her mouth responded to him in exactly that instinctual way. A warmth spread where his hand rested on her thigh. Why was he kissing her like this? her mind asked. Who cares? her body answered, drowning in the sensations.
In a second Jesse leaned against his door with a resounding thud.
She didn’t wait to catch her breath. “W-why’d you do that?”
He rubbed his fingers across his parted lips, still moist from their kiss. “The test.”
She straightened, stiffening her shoulders. “That was your test to see if I’m really Marti?”
“I wanted to compare how you kiss now with how you used to kiss.”
“So, did I pass?”
He ran his fingers over his lips again. “Inconclusive. It was different, but I have to take the element of surprise into account.”
“Don’t tell me you have to kiss me again.” She hoped he didn’t pick up that ridiculous tremor in her voice.
His gaze dropped to her mouth, tightening her stomach. “No, I’d better not. I mean, I don’t think it would do much good.”
Marti held onto her seat as the truck lurched through the green light. How dare he tell her that kissing her again wouldn’t do much good! How dare he kiss her like that in the first place. Who cared if he believed her or not? She crossed her arms over her chest and ignored him
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CHAPTER 4
 
 
It was still dark when Jesse led Marti out to the truck the next morning. He told her he was driving her to work until he’d had a look at her car. It only needed gas, but he wanted to have some control over her movements for a while. Bumpus followed them out, wagging his tail. Jesse glanced at Marti’s uncomfortable expression, then back at Bumpus, who was used to accompanying Jesse to work at the garage.
“Another time, boy.”
It was odd, but she didn’t look right in the dress with the Bad Boy on the apron anymore. He knew she hated it, a California model in a polyester waitress uniform, but he’d reminded her how lucky she was to even wear the thing.
He reached over and touched her chin, lifting it to face him. “Cheer up, doll.”
Something warm lit in her brown eyes, and she smiled. He didn’t know why he was calling her that now. The word seemed to slip out of his mouth. He removed his hand, suddenly feeling too intimate with her.
She tugged down the skirt, which came to mid-thigh. “I’ll be okay. Once I get used to it.”
“You’ll be fine.”
A few minutes later, he pulled into the dusty parking lot of Bad Boys Diner. As promised, Caty had shown up early to show Marti the ropes.
“Take good care of her,” he said to Caty. “She’s feeling queasy this morning.” He gestured to his stomach and made a rolling motion with his hand.
“I won’t work her too hard.”
Marti nodded. “I’ll do the best I can. As soon as I learn what I need to do.” She looked around, scanning the long counter top, the tables that seemed to number in the hundreds.
Jesse touched her arm. “Good luck. See you at lunch.”
He walked away, feeling almost like a father might after taking his daughter to her first day of school. Ah, she’d be fine.
 
With Caty’s good grace, and a smaller than usual section, Marti made it through the breakfast crowd. By ten, only a few people lingered, reading the paper and drinking coffee, only requiring the occasional fill up.
Caty looked at the clock, her curly ponytail swinging over her shoulder. “The owner should be here any minute. Chuck usually gets here after the breakfast crowd.”
As if on cue, a short, skinny man in his thirties nearly crashed through the door. He surveyed the few people in the diner and headed right to Caty.
“How was the breakfast crowd? Better than this, I hope.”
“Chuck, you ask me that every morning. Why don’t you come in earlier so you can see for yourself?”
“Yeah, yeah.” Chuck stopped when he looked at Marti. “Gawd, you look awful. Do you want to scare the customers away with those bruises?”
With that, he walked back into the kitchen.
Marti frowned.
Caty waved him off. “Sensitivity isn’t his strong point. Before the hour is up, he’ll be asking you, in his gruff way, how you’re feeling.”
Marti glanced at Chuck, now wearing a white baseball cap and moving purposefully around the kitchen as he talked to the cook. “I hope he doesn’t say anything to me at all.”
Fifty-two minutes later, Chuck walked over to where Marti was wiping down the counter. “D’ya know who did it?”
She shook her head, wishing he would go away. “No, I don’t remember anything about it.”
“Probably better.”
“Yeah, probably.”
He looked at her for several seconds past the comfortable range. “Do you think you’ll ever remember?”
“I don’t think so.”
He shrugged. “Sick son-of-a-bitch outta pay for what he did. Well, I’m glad you’re back. That table over there needs clearing.” With that, he walked back to the kitchen.
When she relayed the strange conversation, Caty didn’t think it sounded out of the ordinary for Chuck. Marti wondered. He did seem concerned about her remembering her attacker. Would it be his face Marti would remember? He was watching her again when she glanced toward the kitchen.
A while later, a woman walked in and sat down at the counter. She had a barrel-body, with short, almost-white blonde hair, and a phony smile. Marti glanced at Caty, who sidled over.
“That’s Donna Hislope. She’s a gossip and general bitch. A while back, she had a thing for Jesse, and he pretty much gave her the brush off. Definitely not his type. Anyway, that’s the history. Go see what kind of small prey she wants.”
“Goody.” Marti sauntered over. “So, Donna, what can I get for you?”
She picked up the menu and looked it over. “Um, diet soda
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CHAPTER 5
 
 
“Have you ever seen Paul’s eagle pendant?” Marti asked around a forkful of pancake the next morning.
Jesse’s eyes narrowed across the Formica table at the Someplace Else Cafe. “I meant it when I told you not to talk to him again. He’s trouble.”
Her shoulders stiffened in response. “Keep your rifle in your jeans, cowboy. Husband or not, you can’t tell me who I’m allowed to talk to. The only reason I brought him up was because
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CHAPTER 6
 
 
The following Monday was another long struggle of balancing trays. Marti saw a lot of the same people she had seen on Saturday.
“Don’t these people have anyplace else to eat?” she’d whispered to Caty during the afternoon rush. “The same people keep coming in, day after day, meal after meal.”
“There’s only two other places in town to eat lunch besides us. At least we offer more variety than Pie in The Sky.”
“Yeah, well, I guess you can only eat so much pizza.”
Marti caught Chuck watching her again. Often he seemed to be studying her from his steamy place in the kitchen. Was he just curious about the changes in her work habits? Sometimes she’d look back at him, and he’d grin at her, then resume whatever he’d been doing.
Jesse was always a welcome visitor, even though he could only order a couple of sandwiches to go today. He sat at the counter and watched her shoulder a tray of meatloaf specials.
“How’s it going, doll? Any better than your first day?”
Whenever he called her ‘doll,’ her legs got all jiggly. Which was not good when shouldering a tray of food. Why he could say it so casually and make her go silly boggled her mind. romantic. And you don’t want it that way, do you? Her self didn’t answer, but she was sure she didn’t.
She tried to remember his question. “Uh, it’s okay. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this kind of work.”
“Wish I could stay for a while, but it’s busy today at the garage. I’ll see you after work.”
As he grabbed his white bag, his smile promised more than his words. She was imagining it, of course. That lazy smile, the way he held her hand and called her ‘doll,’ he probably did that to all his women friends. There were no doubt a lot of them, a whole lot of them. She tried to push away the fuzzies dancing in her stomach with reality. And they could have him, because she would be leaving soon.
Once she and Caty cleaned up everything, they locked up the diner and got into Caty’s compact. She didn’t mind riding with Caty, but Marti resolved to start driving the Accord on her next workday. Jesse’s tinkering with the engine was probably a farce to keep her with someone at all times. A little independence sounded good, and she had the can of tear gas to protect her now, courtesy of Jesse.
Caty swerved into Harry’s parking lot like a speedster, pulling the compact car up short just before they would hit the building.
“Do you race cars, too?” Marti asked, prying her fingers off the dash.
Caty’s eyes sparkled. “Jesse lets me drive his stock-car sometimes. Well, I gotta get ready for a test tonight in class. See you tomorrow.”
“Yeah, tomorrow. Thanks for the ride.”
Marti walked into the open bay, but didn’t see Jesse at first. He was talking, his voice muffled. She approached a red Chevy facing the back wall with the hood up. The engine revved, but no one sat in the driver’s seat. When she walked around the hood, she was taken off guard to find a woman leaning on the car peering down into the engine. A tall, lean woman with short brown hair and dark eyes.
She turned and said, “Hey, Marti. How are you feeling?”
Before Marti could answer, she heard a scooting noise, and Jesse rolled out from beneath the car. “Desiree stopped in to see how you were doing.” His subtle way of letting her know the woman’s name. But who was the beauty wearing a black tank top and jeans?
Marti shrugged. “I’m doing pretty good. Considering.”
Desiree walked around the car and leaned against the side near Marti. “What an awful thing to happen, especially around here. You grow up feeling safe and secure and then something like this happens to rock your boots. Your voice still sounds hoarse, but you look good.”
Jesse grinned. “She sounds like Demi Moore. I like it, kinda soft and sexy.”
Marti turned to look at some tools hanging on the pegboard, hoping to hide her uneasiness. “I want my old voice back.” Hallie’s voice.
“I agree with Jesse. It probably sounds worse to you.”
Something about Desiree bothered her, but she couldn’t pinpoint it. Maybe the way she moved, confident, hips swaying as she walked toward the bay door. That’s what it was. Desiree reminded her of Hallie, seductive, with a full mouth and soulful eyes.
Marti watched Jesse’s reaction around Desiree. For some reason, she was curious about his feelings toward her. Why did it make her feel good that he was busy putting his tools away and not watching Desiree’s exit?
“See you both later,” Desiree said as she walked toward a shiny black Jeep. Her snakeskin cowboy boots kicked up puffs of dust.
“Who is she?” The strain in her voice was not jealousy. Couldn’t be. Jesse wasn’t even her type.
“She’s a friend,” he said, glancing up to see her Jeep pull away. “Let me wash up and I’ll be ready to go.”
Marti wandered around the shop, kicking at a tire, feeling grungy and small compared to Desiree. A spotty mirror concluded what she didn’t want to know: she was absolutely no match for someone like Desiree, someone like Hallie used to be. The part of her so concerned with appearance still lived inside her. She wished it didn’t. Desiree and Jesse looked good together, both tall, Southern. They both fit in here. She certainly didn’t. It bothered her far too much for her comfort.
His voice broke her out of her thoughts. “Ready?” He came up behind her, smelling of industrial-grade soap. “What’s wrong? You’ve been quiet since you got here.”
“Long day. Let’s go.”
What was wrong? she wondered as they drove home. She had been in a good mood until she’d gotten to the garage. Now she was eager to leave, get her new life started.
When they pulled into the driveway, Bumpus ran out to greet them, barking happily. Strangely enough, his loud happiness at their arrival seemed comforting in that familiar kind of way. Jesse greeted him by grabbing his snout and growling, riling him up even more. Bumpus ran over to Marti and barked, bowing. Yeah, bowing.
“That’s dog language for ‘play with me,’” Jesse said.
Start with the dog. She picked up a nearby rubber bone and tossed it for Bumpus to fetch. She was getting too comfortable here, so much so that Desiree’s presence threatened her on a deep, territorial level. She didn’t even have a territory. No, she had to do something about this comfort level.
“Jesse, I want to leave in one month.”
He stopped trying to tug the bone out of Bumpus’s mouth. “What are you talking about?” He looked surprised.
“You knew I wasn’t going to stay.”
“Yeah, but I thought you’d stay until you had the baby.”
“That’s seven months away. Here, I have to play the part of Marti. It’s hard to fit into someone else’s life. I’ll come back before the due date.”
Jesse strode back to the truck and pulled a manila folder from beneath the seat. “Let’s go inside and talk.”
She steeled herself to defend her reasons for leaving.
Jesse sat down at the table. He looked business-like, sifting through papers with a somber expression. She joined him at the table.
He pulled out a piece of paper, unfolding it carefully. “I talked to the doctor’s office and the insurance company. If the pregnancy is normal, no complications, this is what our bill will be. My bill. The loan officer at the bank said I could qualify for this much money. That leaves a balance of $8,752. I’ll give you the rest if you stay.”
“You’re buying me off. That’s ridiculous.”
“What are you going to do, drive that piece of junk of a car out to California with a couple hundred bucks in your pocket? You’ve never lived on your own, have you? I mean really on your own.”
“No, but I can take care of myself.”
“That’s not the point. By the time you get there, you’re going to be broke. Where are you going to live, in a homeless shelter? You’re not going to have any money to get your new life started. No money for food, rent, or doctor visits. What if you go into labor early? You want to get out of here so bad, you’re not being realistic.”
He was right, of course. She hated thinking about reality. In her mind, she was going to make it, no matter what. But she had to deal with reality now. He was being fair. After all, she needed money to get a new start, and that was more than she’d ever be able to save working at the diner, or even seven months.
“But you’ll be in debt,” she said.
“That’s my problem. What do you say?”
She looked at the list of numbers, the calculations on that folded piece of paper. “As soon as I’m released from the hospital, the money’s mine, and I’m free to go?”
Jesse’s expression hardened. “You can leave and never look back.”
“You won’t try to convince me to stay and play mommy?”
He leaned back in the chair and crossed his arms over his chest. “Nope.”
“Promise me you won’t put a guilt trip on me for leaving. Because this baby wasn’t my decision. I didn’t ask for this.”
“I promise.”
Then she had a heart-clenching thought: maybe he didn’t want her in his or the baby’s lives. Gawd, you’re insane.
She put her hand on her stomach, the baby’s presence still unnoticeable. “Okay, I’ll stay.”
 
Marti breathed in deeply. “I love the smell of clothing stores. Seems like forever since I’ve been shopping.”
Caty eyed her. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone get so excited about shopping. You buy clothes, you wear them. Sometimes you even have to try them on.” She wrinkled her nose at that.
“I’ve never met a woman who didn’t love shopping. It’s an experience. The excitement of finding a dress that fits perfectly, spotting something outrageously cool that nobody else has. Even better if it’s marked down. It’s absolutely excellent!”
Marti had talked Caty into going to the Ft. Myers mall that evening. She needed decent clothes. Lugging twenty bags of clothing and merchandise finally satiated her need. She glanced at Caty, who was carrying some of the bags over her shoulder, and grinned. Caty was the first woman friend she’d ever had who hadn’t made her feel competitive. Caty was just as attractive as she was, more so. Yet she wasn’t concerned with one-upping her or pretending to be something she wasn’t. It was a new experience, a true friend.
Without thinking, she leaned over and gave Caty a sideways hug. “Thanks for keeping me company. Shopping alone isn’t the same.”
Caty smiled wearily. “No problem. It was different. I’m not sure I’m going to get used to that hair, though.”
Marti touched the blonde curls, her most impulsive purchase. The hair stylist had done wonders with the straight brown hair using dye that wouldn’t harm the baby. “I thought it would make me feel more like my old self.”
“Does it?”
She shook her head. “Not really. But I like it. You don’t though.”
Caty forced a smile. “Ah, it’s okay. It’s a pretty color.”
That was another thing; Caty meant what she said. There wasn’t the second-guessing Marti had with Joya.
Feeling warm and thankful, Marti spotted a shirt she thought would look great on Jesse. “What do you think about this for your brother?” she asked, holding up the purple, teal, and maroon shirt with the swirly design.
Caty cocked her head. “Hm, I don’t know. It’s not him.”
Marti took it to the counter. “It’ll do him some good to get out of character once in a while. Look what it’s doing for me.”
“Well, you’re really out of character. Or out of body.”
Marti blew out a breath. “Ain’t that the truth.”
Caty gave her a wry grin. “He’s going to have enough of a time getting used to that hair of yours.”
“You don’t think he’ll like it?” she asked, handing the clerk her new account information.
“You’ll have to find out for yourself.”
“I’m staying, you know,” she said, signing the receipt and cramming the bag in with the rest of her bags.
“You are? Does Jesse know?”
“Of course. He’s the one who proposed the deal.”
“‘The deal’?”
“He’s going to take out a loan to pay the hospital bills and give me the balance.”
Caty processed the information, and suddenly her opinion was important.
Marti turned to her, pausing in the middle of the mall. “Am I a terrible person for taking his offer? For not wanting to stay in the first place? Tell me.”
She shrugged. “I’m not in the habit of judging people. Everyone has their motives and values. I couldn’t begin to imagine what it’s like being in your shoes. I think I would have stayed to have the baby without the bribe.”
Guilt weighing her down, Marti found a nearby bench and sat down. “But you have a family, people who love you and whom you can depend on. It’s different for me.”
“I know it is. You asked my opinion, and I gave it to you. As long as you feel it’s the right thing to do, then it is. You have to trust your gut.”
That was the problem. Her feelings weren’t particularly thrilled about the deal, and buying a silly shirt wasn’t going to allay the guilt for putting him in debt. But I’m staying here, putting my life on hold for seven months for him. He proposed the deal, so he must think it’s okay.
“We went to the doctor this morning, Jesse and I.” Marti wanted to change the subject.
Caty’s smile returned. “Jesse went, too?”
“He insisted.”
“He’s going to make a great father.”
“We heard the baby’s heartbeat. It sounded so fast and loud, kind of like panting.” Marti grinned, then leaned closer to Caty. “You should have seen Jesse’s face. He was like a little kid who just found out he’s getting a pony for his birthday.”
“Aw, that’s sweet. What did the doctor say?”
“Well, I’m eleven weeks pregnant, due June twenty-second. Everything’s fine. I think he took half my blood for all these tests. He prescribed prenatal vitamins and recommended vitamin B for nausea.” She put her hand on her stomach. “Caty, I’m scared. This baby is going to go through so many changes. Things could go wrong.”
Caty patted Marti’s leg. “Everything will be fine, you’ll see. And Jesse will be there with you. We all will.”
Wow, the thought of having people to depend on. It’s only because of the baby. For Jesse.
“Dr. Diehl isn’t going to charge us for his services. He said he owed Jesse a lot because he saved his daughter’s life. Desiree’s life.” She’d been dying to know more but hadn’t felt comfortable enough to ask Jesse at the time.
“Well, that’s more money for you then,” Caty said in a tight voice.
“I told Jesse to put the amount he allotted for the doctor back on the loan. I don’t want it. What I do want to know is what he did to save her life. And who is she? To Jesse, I mean.”
Caty leaned back, a contemplative look on her face. “And you want to know because…”
“Just curious.”
“Sure.” Caty nodded. “Jesse and Desiree started dating back when he was in high school. I think part of it was the older woman allure. They were pretty hot and heavy. It wasn’t love so much as lust. That part fizzled out, but they remained friends.
“About six months later, she up and married some guy who’d just moved into town. Desiree’s new husband wasn’t only crazy about her, he was insane. He beat her up. She tried to hide it, but Jesse saw through that and when he couldn’t talk her into leaving him, he did some checking on the guy. Turns out he was wanted in Kansas for nearly killing his last wife. Desiree didn’t even know he was married before. Jesse notified the police, and they arrested the bastard. Jesse made sure the guy knew he’d better never come back.
“It took a while for Desiree to get back on her feet, esteem-wise, but Jesse stood by her and talked her into getting counseling. He doesn’t think he did anything special, but I believe he saved her life.”
Caty’s story made Marti feel many different things, some of them she couldn’t explain. Her mind threw her a picture of Jesse and Desiree in a hot clinch. Then she saw him befriending her, standing by her. He might have been hurt himself if her husband had caught him talking to Desiree. Now they had a special bond. She pushed the pictures from her mind. Not bothered.
Just like you weren’t bothered seeing them together.
Yeah, exactly.
 
Jesse fixed himself some spaghetti, knowing Marti wouldn’t be home until well after nine o’clock. He thought he’d enjoy having the evening to himself, but long before nine, he was already bored and restless. He wandered down by the river, watching the moonlight ripple along the currents. His thoughts were far from the sound of the frogs singing in different pitches, far from the shadows of the trees as they swayed in the cool evening breeze.
He shook his head, remembering Marti stretching up to push the box of old clothes into the cavernous hole of the Goodwill box, eager to get rid of them. He had offered to pitch the box in, but she wanted to do it herself. So he’d wrapped his arms around her and hoisted her up. She had waved goodbye to the bags and boxes, giggling, but he’d been caught up in how small she felt in his arms. Inside that delicate body, his baby was growing, a reality that had overwhelmed him. He’d set her down slowly so he could savor the feelings that coursed through him.
Thinking back on it, he realized her laugh was different. So was her smile. Before, she only smiled tentatively, as if she was breaking some rule and someone might catch her. She put her hand in front of her mouth to hide it. The only time he’d really seen her smile was when she told him she was pregnant. He certainly hadn’t been smiling then.
Now she was smiling again, a new woman inside. When he’d asked her why she was so happy at giving the clothes away, she’d said she felt in control again. His heart chugged like a train racing down the tracks, then and now. For the first time, his wife made him feel something.
And she was leaving.
Headlights slashed across the oak trunks, and Bumpus raced toward the house barking. Jesse headed toward the commotion of Caty’s voice greeting the dog and the crinkling of bags.
At first, he didn’t see Marti, only Caty and a blonde. Bumpus recognized Marti before he did. Jesse stared at the woman who had left a straight-haired brunette several hours earlier.
Caty watched the two stare at each other for a moment, then asked, “Well, what do you think, big brother?”
He walked closer, touching her hair to make sure it wasn’t a wig. “You dyed your hair?”
Marti smiled. “Yep. This is sort of how my hair was before. Do you like it?”
“Well, ‘like’ wouldn’t be the word for it. Aw, I don’t know. I liked it well enough before. Why’d you change it?”
Marti tossed her hair and stalked toward the house. Caty gave him a sheepish grin.
He asked, “Well, what do you think about it? You were a party to the deed.”
Caty raised her arms. “Not me, no sirree. You think I could’ve told her otherwise? Nope. I didn’t like it at first, but I’m getting used to it. However, I don’t have to live with her, so you’d better march your butt in there and tell her you like it.”
Jesse ran his fingers through his hair. “I never tell a woman something I don’t mean. That policy has kept me out of trouble more times than it’s gotten me into it.”
Caty brushed a lock of hair from his face and said with a sigh, “You sure do have a lot to learn about women.”
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CHAPTER 7
 
 
After he’d seen Caty off, Jesse wandered back inside and peered into Marti’s room. She sat on the edge of her bed, staring at her reflection in the mirror over the dresser.
“Hey,” he said as a greeting, leaning against the doorframe. “I
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CHAPTER 8
 
 
Marti was having trouble conjuring up the Christmas spirit, even though it was only a week away. It was even harder to drum up excitement for Harry’s holiday bar-b-que. She’d laid three different outfits on the bed trying to figure out what to wear, wondering why it even mattered. It was unbearably warm for December, not at all suitable for the season. At least it got cold in southern California, even if they didn’t have white Christmases.
Finally she chose a teal top that laced up the front and took advantage of her swelling chest. White, low-waisted jean shorts went well with that. She pulled her blond curls into a ponytail and tied a ribbon around it. No pearls, lace, or sequins for this party. An outside bar-b-que with a roasted hog and a bunch of burping, dirty-joke-telling, country-music-listening hicks. She stared grimly into the mirror and set her mouth in a straight line. Worst of all, she couldn’t even get drunk to numb the situation. The baby was more important than her temporary comfort. Besides, Jesse would never allow it, not even a sip.
Her bottom lip puckered at the thought of Jesse. He had forced her into this. This hadn’t been the first party they’d been invited to, and every time he brought one up, she told him to go without her. But he didn’t want to leave her alone, not with Bumpus’s barking fits in the middle of the night and no raccoons to be found as the cause. So he had declined them, never citing her as the reason. He wasn’t so obliging with Harry’s shindig. It was his boss, and the biggest event of the year, besides the one Harry gave after the Fourth of July parade. Jesse called her selfish, and for some reason it bothered her when he called her that more than when anyone else had. The selfless bastard.
When she opened her bedroom door, the country music seeping under her door in polite volumes now pounded against her. With her hands over her ears, she went in search of the stereo controls. Jesse found her first. He appeared out of nowhere, pulled her into his arms, and danced her across the living room.
“Yeah-eee!” he hollered with a twang.
“Jesse!” she exclaimed, but to no avail.
The room spun around her as his arms held her tight. She could only see Jesse’s face, lit with a two-thousand watt smile. On his head was a black cowboy hat tilting low over his forehead. When the heel-kicking song ended, he slowed his pace to match the slower melody. He also pulled her close against his body, and she could feel the heat of his heartbeat against her cheek.
“Jesse,” she murmured against the texture of his shirt.
“Shh, I like this song.”
A man’s voice sang out that he was born to love her, and the warmth froze over in her blood. Of course, Jesse didn’t mean anything by it, she told herself. Still, she moved out of his arms and turned down the stereo. His dismayed expression only held her attention for a minute before her gaze drifted down over his bolo tie, white shirt with cowboy stitching, black leather belt, and indigo jeans. And black leather cowboy boots.
“I’ve never seen you dressed like this before,” she said, a grin creeping over her face.
He tilted his head and smiled, those indents in his cheeks not quite full-fledged dimples. “I don’t put on the dog very often. Just when I’m in the mood.”
“Your cowboy mood, huh?”
He turned the stereo back up and pulled her close again. “Yep, my cowboy mood. Are you afraid to dance with me?”
She stiffened. “No. Why would I be?”
He started slowly moving her around, swaying to the music. “I don’t know. Why would you be?”
“I just don’t
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CHAPTER 9
 
 
During the entire Christmas Eve day, Marti was surrounded by a flurry of activity. First work, where Chuck gave them fifty-dollar bonuses and let them go home early. He’d actually smiled.
After cleaning up, Jesse locked himself in his bedroom while he wrapped packages. Dressed in a red and black flannel shirt, he looked like a misplaced lumberjack. Handsome, but misplaced.
“I won’t tell Caty what you got her,” she’d teased.
He had pinched her chin. “But you’ll tell Marti what I got her, so scoot.”
She had turned crimson, realizing for the first time that Jesse had actually bought her something for Christmas. It was the perfect time to wrap her own presents, and she scrounged up a pair of children’s scissors with green plastic handles and some tape. For once, the country music took a backseat to traditional Christmas music by Bing Crosby and Johnny Mathis. It filled the house with the sweet warmth of anticipation.
All those empty Christmases with her mother slipped away with every song, with every package she wrapped in red and gold foil. This year she would spend the most special day of the year with a real family. As Jesse had said, she would treasure the memory when she was alone in California. She shook her head, flinging the lonely thought from her mind.
Marti saved Jesse’s presents for last. They were more expensive than the other gifts put together, but it would be worth it to see his face when he opened the box and pulled out the gray ostrich-skin boots. The other box contained a gray cowboy hat with a matching ostrich band. She’d known the moment she saw them in the window that Jesse must have them.
Later in the day, Caty, Helen, and Billy showed up to decorate the tree. Marti felt like a kid, stringing fresh popcorn and twirling it around the tree. Dinner was eggnog, tarts and fried cheese. Helen snapped a picture of Jesse wrapping his arms around Marti’s waist and lifting her up high to put the angel atop the tree.
Bumpus even got into the act, fetching the red velvet balls that got knocked off the tree and rolled away. Marti tied a red ribbon around his neck, although it dangled upside down beneath his chin most of the time. And hell’s bells, they even had country Christmas music, but she could live with that. Nothing was going to spoil her evening.
Except Billy. Melancholy tinged his smiles, and sometimes she caught him staring off. She remembered his boys, celebrating Christmas without their father. He had made mistakes, but he still deserved his kids for the holidays. Marti involuntarily put her hand on the small mound of her stomach. This baby, she knew, would never be without his father.
She found Billy standing in the kitchen alone, looking out the window. His wispy hair stuck out in places, reaching way past his collar. He was always either quiet or making jokes, and those wild, beady eyes of his fit both personas. She had all but ruled him out as her attacker.
Marti had never quite connected with him, as she had with the other Wests. Most of the time, she wasn’t bothered, but watching him standing there like a lost boy made her approach him. The part of her that said go back to the fun and forget about his problems lost out to this new side of her.
“Billy?” she said softly.
He turned. “Nice night out, huh?”
“I’m sure they miss you as much as you miss them.”
He rubbed his nose, looking away. “I wasn’t....” Then he met her eyes and shrugged. “I hope so. How’d you know I was thinking ‘bout my boys?”
She put her hand to her belly. “Woman’s intuition. We’ve got a box of tinsel out there that we could sure use your help with.”
Jesse’s expression was one of curiosity when she and Billy walked out of the kitchen together, sharing a private smile. Let him wonder, she thought with a grin.
After every inch of Jesse and Marti’s tree was duly covered with ornaments, everyone packed up the food and eggnog and drove over to Billy’s to decorate his tiny tree (because Jesse insisted that he have one), and then to Helen and Caty’s house. Even though it wasn’t exactly frosty outside, Jesse lit the fireplace. Billy lifted Caty up to top the tree with a sparkling star. By the time their tree looked as merry as everyone else’s had, exhaustion claimed Marti. She glanced at the clock: nearly midnight. Almost Christmas.
Billy settled in for a night on the recliner. Jesse was sprawled out on the couch, his bare feet resting on the arm at one end. Helen had retired some time ago. Christmas music floated faintly on the air. After throwing scraps of wrapping paper away, Marti sat down on the floor in front of Jesse. He looked like a sleepy-eyed boy with his head resting on his hand.
“Did you have fun?” he whispered, trying not to wake the others.
Marti didn’t have to worry about whispering. Her voice was still soft and raspy. “Yes, I did.”
He glanced toward the tree where Caty shifted in her sleep in front of the fireplace. “When we were kids, we used to sleep under the tree every Christmas Eve. Even after we knew there wasn’t a Santy Claus (that’s what we used to call him) and Mom and Dad put the presents underneath early, we still spent the night there.”
His eyes sparkled with the reflection of the flames. “Pa used to try to talk us into going to bed ‘or else Santy Claus won’t come for you’ he’d say. That’s when we believed. The three of us would conspire to go to bed, then get up and meet under the tree. And we did, although one time Caty fell asleep and didn’t come down. She was mad because we didn’t come get her, but we didn’t want Pa catching us.”
Marti watched the amber glow of the fire dance across his features. “Did Santy come?”
“Yes, he did. We were usually asleep when Santy Pa did his thing. One time we stayed up late, and you know what? My pa actually dressed up in his Santy costume before he came downstairs. Billy and I had already figured out by then that Santy was pa, but we didn’t want to spoil it for Caty. She was so cute, her eyes were this big.” He gestured with his finger and thumb, then glanced Caty’s way again. “I’d feel silly sleeping under the Christmas tree now, and so would Billy, I’m sure. But Caty looks just right down there, like she did when she was six. Hey, what’s wrong?”
Marti snapped out of the mental pictures she’d conjured of the Wests’s Christmases. She didn’t even realize tears had been slipping down her cheeks until Jesse reached out and wiped one away with his thumb.
“I wish you could give me your memories for Christmas. They sound so wonderful.”
He pulled her close. “I can share mine with you.”
“You are,” she said, her voice a squeaky whisper.
What is wrong with me? she thought as they drove back home. This was Christmas Eve, and thousands of lights cheerily lit the town. She stared out the window and hoped he couldn’t see the silly tears that continued to flow. But she knew what was wrong. Christmases without Santy Clauses and family and lots of presents were normal for her. Then, when she got older, watching people trying to outdo one another with the most expensive presents.
Everything she’d been told ‘was just on the television’ had really been happening at Jesse’s house. The warmth and love and sharing
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CHAPTER 10
 
 
Most of the town’s Christmas decorations were gone by the second week of January. The lunch crowd had dispersed at Bad Boys, leaving Marti time to count her tips and wonder how she was ever going to pay that awful department store bill from her two shopping sprees. Still, she was glad she’d spent the money. It was the most peculiar phenomenon, but buying gifts for other people was more fun than buying stuff for herself.
She looked up when the door opened. Carl stepped inside, smoothing his hair back. He settled onto a stool in Marti’s section. It was unusual that he was without Lyle for lunch.
“How are you doing, young lady?” he asked, green eyes sparkling.
“Fine, thank you.”
“I understand you were in the office looking at the photos of yourself.”
“I didn’t think it would be a big deal to look at photos of my body,” she stated, ready to defend her actions.
“Well, it is official property now.” He smiled graciously. “But it’s okay. Lyle seemed to think you and Jesse were onto something. An idea, maybe. Care to let me in on it, considering I’m the investigating officer?”
She shrugged. “It’s only a theory. We’ll let you know if it pans out.”
His smile disappeared. “You think Paul has something to do with it, don’t you?”
Of course, Paul’s father would be aware that they had checked into his son’s whereabouts on the day of the attack. Even as recently as last week, she overheard Jesse discussing it with someone on the phone. “Maybe. It might be, well, hard, to investigate your own son.”
Carl’s eyes narrowed, all traces of friendliness gone. “You think I wouldn’t nail that good-for-nothing son of mine if I thought he’d done that to you?”
She stepped back, the anger in his eyes steaming like the coffee in his untouched cup.
“I
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CHAPTER 11
 
 
It seemed to Marti that Jesse had been awfully quiet in the last week and a half since she’d come home to find him and Desiree cozied up by the river. Marti settled on the bench swing with a sigh, wondering if she would have found Desiree’s Jeep parked outside the garage had she driven by. Wondering if he was really working on his stock-car on a Sunday morning. He told her he had to get it ready for the point races and something about a transmission.
As soon as he left, she’d gone to work on the living room curtains, pulling down the old ones and installing crisp linen and blue ones. She hoped he’d like the new look; she needed a victory to counteract her string of recent failures.
She tried to ignore the bumpy, jumpy feeling in her heart when Jesse’s truck barreled down the driveway. When she stood, she pulled her top down to cover her growing tummy.
He jumped down from the truck. “Hey. Hope I didn’t wake you this morning.”
“Nope. I was already up.”
He walked by her and into the house. She wondered if by leaving the front door open he was inviting her to follow. He paused in front of the curtains, she was sure of it. Then he returned with an icy beer and a small carton of orange juice for her, a towel draped over his shoulder.
“I like the curtains. Please tell me you did that this morning. I’d hate to think they’ve been up all week and I just now noticed.”
She smiled. “No, that’s what I started doing as soon as you left.”
“Mom’s been telling everyone what a great job you did with her living room and bedroom. You might have something with this budget redecorating.”
“Nah.” She saw no teasing in his eyes. “You think so?”
“Sure. You could do anything you set your mind to, Marti.”
Everything that didn’t involve other human beings, she thought. Especially their hearts.
“Come on down to the river with me,” he said, stepping off the front porch.
She hesitated. Was he going to tell her that Desiree was moving in? The thought made her feel panicky, and her hand involuntarily went to her stomach. When he paused and looked back, she hurried to catch up.
Once they reached the river, she sat down on the grass. “I can’t believe it’s so warm. It’s January! I
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CHAPTER 12
 
 
Even before Marti pulled in to find the strange car sitting in the driveway, she sensed the intrusion into her territory. Strewn along the path to the front door were children’s toys: a red spotted ball, a plastic baseball bat, and a spongy baseball. Even the absence of Bumpus’s sloppy greeting felt amiss.
The noise she expected to hear when she walked inside made the silence even more profound.
“Jesse? Bumpus?”
Nothing. She changed out of her greasy uniform and slipped into jean shorts and a white shirt. As soon as she walked out back, a high-pitched child’s squeal pierced the air. She followed it down to the river.
The disquiet that had settled under her skin sunk deeper when she saw a woman sitting next to Jesse on the bank. They were laughing at something in the water. Whoever she was, she felt relaxed around him, touching his shoulder as she giggled. She was wearing crisp white pants and a blue dress shirt, and beneath her was a towel Jesse had thoughtfully placed to keep those pants clean.
Bumpus’s greeting barks made the pair turn around. Jesse got to his feet and walked toward her with an easy smile. She wished she could look that easy-going. He put his arm around her and steered her toward the woman.
“Hey, doll, I want you to meet someone.” The woman stood and extended her manicured hand. “This is Abbie, Billy’s ex-wife. And those rugrats in the river are her boys, Turk and Clint.”
Abbie squeezed Marti’s hand, giving her a warm smile. The boys perfunctorily waved and went back to splashing each other. Marti found it hard to imagine this attractive woman married to Billy.
“It’s nice to meet you, Marti. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
Marti forced a smile. “Nothing bad, I hope.”
“No, of course not.” He gave her a slight shake of his head; he hadn’t told this woman the truth.
Jesse gave Abbie a sideways hug. “When this lady left, she was running around barefoot in cut-off jeans.” He gave her an appraising look. “Then she shows up in a business suit, a sophisticated banker from the big city.”
Marti felt grubby all of a sudden. If she’d known the visitor was a woman, she would have dressed nicer.
Abbie smiled modestly. “I’ve been working my way up. I manage the loan department at one of the largest banks in Atlanta.”
Marti forced a smile. “That’s great. And you’re down for
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CHAPTER 13
 
 
Marti wailed and trembled violently in Jesse’s arms. He held her so tight his muscles ached, but he managed to stroke her hair and whisper calming words against the top of her head. His eyes never left the open window, his emotions warring between staying with her and going after the son-of-a-bitch with a rifle. Marti’s grip was too tight to even think about leaving her.
“Tell me what happened. Can you do that for me, doll?”
Her cheeks were wet with tears streaming down her face. She was still sucking in deep breaths, but she nodded. He tucked the strands of hair that stuck to her face behind her ears.
“I thought … dream … not a dream … standing there … came at me.”
He pulled her close again. “Doll, I can’t understand what you’re saying. Come on, walk with me to the kitchen. I’m going to call the sheriff’s office, then get you something to drink.”
He helped her to unsteady feet, then guided her into the kitchen where he poured her a shot of whiskey. Damn, she wasn’t supposed to have alcohol. He tossed it down his throat instead and poured her water instead. She gulped it, then coughed and sputtered.
He put his hands on her arms, facing her. “Marti, did you see him?”
“He was black.” She shook her head. “No, that’s not right. He had a KKK-type hood, only it was black. He was tall, not heavy, not skinny.” She was trembling so hard, her teeth were chattering.
“Think. Could it have been Paul?”
She bit her bottom lip, obviously trying to conjure up a painful memory. “It could have been, but I don’t know. I just don’t know. It was dark, and he … he … “
“It’s okay, doll.” He rubbed her arms, pulled her close, and called the emergency number.
Lyle answered. “‘lo?” Then he cleared his voice and seemed to come awake. “Deputy Thomas here.”
“This is Jesse West. Somebody just broke in and tried to kill Marti. Get over here right away.”
“Oh, m’gosh! Should I call an ambulance?”
Marti was already shaking her head, clutching tighter to him. “No, I don’t think that’s necessary. She’s just shaken up.”
“Okay, let me call Carl, and we’ll be right over.” To his wife’s urgent inquiries, he answered, “Marti just got attacked.”
Jesse knew Eileen would be on the phone until sunrise telling everyone about it. No matter; it would get around anyway.
Jesse called Helen to tell her what happened and warn her that he was bringing Marti over after the questioning. Then he took Marti’s hand and squeezed it. “I’m going to get you some clothes.”
She nodded, but her grip didn’t lessen, so they both went into her room. He picked out some clothes and led her to his bedroom. “I want you to stay right here, lock the door behind me, and get dressed.”
Her eyes filled with panic. “Where are you going?”
“Outside to take a look around.”
“I’m going with you.” She ripped off her nightshirt and changed while he turned away to give her privacy.
He grabbed his rifle, took his fishing flashlight out of the closet, and led her by the hand outside. He found the half-moon shaped glass on the ground outside Marti’s window but saw no footprints in the mat of oak leaves.
The sound of flapping ears preceded Bumpus, who appeared out of the blackness, glistening with water.
“The son-of-a-bitch went to the river.” Which would end tracking completely.
“What’s that?” she asked, pointing to something on the ground up ahead.
A single blue glove lay on the damp leaves. He didn’t touch it but trained the flashlight on it as he crouched down closer. “It’s a golf glove.” His eyes narrowed as he tried to remember if he’d ever seen it before. Who noticed golf gloves, anyway? But he did know one thing: Paul played golf.
His anger boiled as he imagined Paul running through the woods. Jesse stood when he heard sirens wailing in the distance.
Carl was the first to show up, and Jesse clenched his fists as he walked outside. Carl was as put-together as he always was, even at 1:15 in the morning. Still, his face was stiff with tension.
“What the hell happened? Lyle told me someone broke in and tried to kill Marti.”
“What happened is that the bastard who’s been running around since November is still trying to kill my wife. Where’s Paul?”
“Paul’s asleep on the couch. I saw him when I left. Did she see the man?”
“No, he wore a head over his head. There’s a golf glove out back. Come on, I’ll show you.”
Lyle’s car slammed into the driveway, lights flashing in silence. He jumped out and met the two men near the front door.
Carl took charge. “Jesse, show Lyle where Marti was sleeping. Lyle, interview her, find out if she can identify the man who broke in. I’ll take a look outside and go over the window for prints and anything else I can find.”
Jesse didn’t want Carl to walk around back alone, where he could do away with any evidence that could convict his son. But he didn’t want to leave Marti alone either. Damn, but things were complicated.
Before Carl reached the corner of the house, Jesse said, “Sheriff, don’t lose the evidence this time.”
Carl turned around in a bull-charging stance, fingers curled like claws at his sides. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You know exactly what it means. I think you’ll do whatever it takes to protect that good-for-nothing son of yours.”
“Paul had nothing to do with this. If I thought he did, I’d throw his butt in jail as fast as I’d throw yours in.” He pointed to Jesse. “And I’d watch what I’d say if I were you, or I’ll do just that.”
With every passing second, Jesse was surer that it was Paul. He led Lyle to Marti’s bedroom, then took her aside.
“I’m going to keep an eye on Carl.”
Her eyes widened. “You really think it was Paul, don’t you?”
He put his hand on his stomach. “Right here in my gut, I do. Carl would be a fool to get rid of the glove, because he knows I’ve seen it. But there might be something else I missed. I’ll be right outside if you need me.”
“I need you now,” she whispered, then said, “No, go. It’s important.”
With a last look at her, he went outside to monitor Carl. The blue glove was in a plastic bag on the ground. Carl was dusting the window with one hand, holding a flashlight with the other. He gave Jesse a sidelong glance before returning to his task.
“I don’t see any prints on the outside. We might find some inside. There probably won’t be any on the glove, but I’m going to check to see where it was bought.”
Jesse watched him work without comment. After they’d dusted the bedroom, Carl and Lyle packed up. Marti had stayed in the living room, huddled in a blanket.
“Lyle,” Carl said. “Why don’t you go on home? I’ll take this stuff in and go over it tonight. It seems that I’ll have to find this guy so Mr. West here won’t think I’m covering up for my son.”
“That’s the only way I’ll believe Paul’s innocent,” Jesse said, Carl’s comment grating on him.
When the sheriff and deputy left, Jesse packed up a few things and reached down to take Marti’s hand. “We’re going to Ma’s for the night. Tomorrow, I’ll fix that window, but you’re sleeping with me from now on.”
She nodded instead of giving him the protest he expected. Probably tomorrow he’d hear one, but she wasn’t going to win that argument. If she’d been sleeping next to him tonight, the bastard would be dead.
Once at Helen’s house, she led them up to Jesse’s old room and settled Marti into bed with a cup of chamomile tea. Bumpus curled up at the foot of the bed.
Caty sat next to Marti. “The tea will help you sleep.”
Marti shivered. “I don’t want to sleep. I keep seeing floating eyes.”
Jesse rubbed her shoulder. “Floating eyes?”
“That’s the first thing I thought when I saw him. All I could see were his eyes and, in the dark, they appeared to be floating.”
“You didn’t notice anything about them? Like their shape or color?”
“No, it wasn’t light enough to see color, and the shape … I don’t know.”
She drank the rest of the cup, then snuggled under the blankets.
Helen looked expectantly at Jesse as he moved closer to the door. “And where are you sleeping?”
“Right here. When I get back.”
Both women looked at him with worry in their eyes.
Marti sat up. “Where are you going?”
He tried to keep the hatred from showing in his eyes. “I’ve got some checking to do.”
“Jesse…” Helen warned.
“I’ll be back shortly.”
“I’ll stay here until you get back,” Caty said, giving him a knowing look. “Be careful.”
Helen followed down the stairs. “Whatever you’re thinking, it’s trouble.”
“It’s trouble all right, but not for me. For the guy who tried to kill my wife. And my baby.”
“Jesse, don’t
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CHAPTER 14
 
 
Donna Hislope walked into the diner, flashing Caty and Marti a phony smile before prissily sitting at the counter. She licked her finger and ran it down the hair that tapered to a point at her temple.
“She either wants to know something, or wants us to know something,” Caty whispered before slowly making her way over. “Hi, Donna. How’s your dad?”
“Oh, the usual. And speaking of that, can I have my usual?”
“Chocolate milk shake,” Caty said with a nod, turning to prepare it.
“Oh, you’re funny. No, a glass of tomato juice. Got to watch my figure.”
Marti lifted an eyebrow at Donna’s barrel torso leaning against the counter. Not that she felt particularly shapely, but at least she had good reason.
“Marti, how are you doing? I heard about the break-in last week. The creep broke into your bedroom, I understand. Too bad he picked the time you and Jesse are, uh, having problems.”
Either the sheriff or the deputy had a big mouth, Marti thought, cursing the gossips of the small town. She smiled. “Yeah, well, back ache or no, our bed will have to do until the baby’s born.”
Donna showed her large, flat teeth in a lascivious smile. “If I had a husband like him, I wouldn’t let him sleep alone for a minute. Speaking of that, guess who asked me for a date next Friday? Paul Paton.”
Caty’s eyes widened. “I hope you didn’t accept it.”
Donna pulled at her polyester mini-skirt, shifting around on the stool. “Oh, come on. You don’t really believe he’s after Marti, do you? He’s too good-looking to go around attacking women. And he’s a lot hotter than the other guy who’s been flirting with me lately.”
Donna examined her fingernails, forcing Caty to ask, “And who’s that?”
“Dean Seeber.”
Marti saw Caty’s spine stiffen. “Dean asked you out?” Caty asked in a thin voice.
“Well, not directly. Yet. But he sent me flowers today. I have to call and thank him, I suppose, but that’s all he gets. I wouldn’t be caught dead with him.”
Caty’s face flushed, a mixture of disbelief and betrayal in her eyes. Marti spoke up before Caty could give away the affection for Dean she always hid, even from herself.
“What’s so bad about him?”
“He’s just weird, that’s all. Not bad looking or anything, just too strange for me.” She took a sip of her tomato juice, left a dollar on the counter, and stood. “Nice chatting with you, girls.”
“Be careful on that date, Donna,” Marti said.
She held out her arm and dropped her wrist. “Oh, pooh. I think you two aren’t getting enough. You’re too uptight.”
Marti shook her head as the glass door swung shut. “I’m uptight not because I was almost killed last week, but because I haven’t had enough sex lately. There’s logic for you.”
Caty stared out the window with narrowed eyes, watching Donna get into her new sports car. “Do you think Dean really sent her flowers?”
“There’s one way to find out: ask him. Um, your concern wouldn’t be anything other than friendly, would it?”
Caty met her eyes. “Of course not. But I’d break his nose if he went out with her.”
 
Later that evening, Marti sat across the table from Jesse, watching him pick at his food. Mostly he was stirring it around, and she couldn’t take blame for lousy cooking; the peas were canned and the roasted chicken came from the grocery store.
With her toe, she tapped his leg. “What’cha thinking about?”
“A lot of things. I’ve asked Paul twice why he didn’t press charges. He doesn’t even meet my eyes, just shrugs and turns away. That isn’t like him. It’s not that he’s even acting guilty, just preoccupied. He knows I’m still determined to prove his guilt. I don’t get it.”
“Maybe Paul isn’t the one. I mean, whenever I’ve seen him, in the diner, he never acts like he’d murder me if he had the chance.”
“Don’t be fooled. Paul has always been superb at masking his emotions. But I’m going to have all day Sunday to watch him. You’re coming with me, aren’t you?”
“To where?”
“Racing.”
She shifted in her seat. “I don’t know. I’m not really into that racing stuff, the noise and crowds and all.”
His flash of disappointment turned smug. “That’s okay. I’m sure I’ll have a couple of women in the stands to cheer me on.”
She stood and threw her napkin across the table at him. “Desiree and Abbie can wear cheerleading outfits and wave pompons for all I care.” At his grin, she added, “I didn’t say I wasn’t going, just that I wasn’t sure. And don’t use your women to manipulate me into doing things, Jesse James.”
He shook his head slowly. “You’re something else, you know that? I was referring to Caty and Ma.”
She threw a bun at him, smearing his nose with butter when he didn’t duck in time. “I know exactly who you were referring to, and it was not them.”
When she grabbed her plate and glass and headed into the kitchen, he came up behind her and leaned down next to her ear. “Anyway I have to get you there. I don’t want you here by yourself while I’m at the race. Besides, I want to keep an eye on Paul’s reactions to you all day.”
“Sure, use me.” She turned on the water.
Sliding his arms around her belly, he whispered, “Don’t tempt me, Marti. Don’t tempt me.”
 
It seemed like hours before Marti drifted off to sleep. Jesse had shifted and moved for a while, but she lay silent and still, not wanting him to know she was awake. There was something intimate about sharing a midnight conversation in bed in the dark.
Now she was awake again, and it was still dark. She wasn’t worried about waking up with somebody standing over her bed, not with Jesse beside her. Something woke her, and then she realized what it was. She felt his warm hand on her bare belly and knew he was awake. The blankets covered her waist, but her shirt had bunched up. Her eyes adjusted to the ghostly light streaming through the curtains. She turned her head toward him, finding him lying on his side facing her.
She couldn’t see his eyes, only shadows. “Jesse? Are you awake?”
“I couldn’t sleep,” he whispered, his voice velvety in the darkness. “I felt the baby move, and I started thinking about him in there.”
She felt a shifting in her stomach and smiled. “What were you thinking about?”
He trailed his fingers lightly over her belly, and in the moonlight, she could see the smile on his face. “What his life is like, what he feels. Is he happy, or does he know what happiness is about yet? Could he feel your terror last week? Can he feel when you’re happy?”
She remembered his kiss in his old bedroom, and her heartbeat quickened. Did the baby feel that, too? Part of her wanted to feel Jesse’s mouth on hers again, desperate to experience that new sensation of tenderness and masculine sensuality. Part of her wanted to pack up that very moment and run to California as fast as she could because it hurt too damned much.
He reached up and touched her cheek. “You are so beautiful.”
“Jesse…”
His finger grazed her lips, skin rougher than his lips would have been. “You are.”
“I feel like a duck,” she murmured against his finger. “I look like I swallowed a bowling ball.”
“You have a glow that’s like gold, and your eyes sparkle. Your belly is one of the most beautiful parts of your body.”
The glow, the sparkle, they were from the baby. Only from the baby. Her dry throat, the warm flush on her face, that was all from the pregnancy, too. He touched her chin, drawing her closer for another devastating kiss that would rock her insides and her resistance. She squeezed her eyes shut as he moved closer.
“Don’t kiss me.”
“Why not? I like kissing you.”
“I can’t handle it.”
Well, at least she was being honest. He had kissed her four times, and each time she had felt it farther down in her heart, pushing away reason, lulling her into a false confidence that she could deserve a man like Jesse.
“What’s there to handle? I kiss you, you kiss me back. Are you afraid I’m going to jump you?”
She found herself adopting that awful habit Jesse had started, tucking her hair behind her ears. “No, actually, I’m afraid I’ll jump you. You know, pregnant women, hormones, all that.”
He leaned closer again. “I can deal with that risk.” His mouth grazed hers before she backed away.
“Jesse, I don’t want to
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CHAPTER 15
 
 
The drone of the engines continued throughout the evening, and heat off the racetrack made Marti think about the day she had gone swimming in the cool river with Jesse. She was now more relaxed, more confident in his driving abilities. He was just finishing his feature race, and he’d be done for the night.
Only the very close calls made her tense and grimace. With Paul out of the race, after his car started making guttural noises, she relaxed even more. The first group of four cars raced around for the last lap, and Jesse roared beneath the checkered flag first. Their whole section, and a lot of other people, stood and cheered.
Bugs swarmed around them, dive-bombing the bright lights above. The smells of French fries and onion rings permeated the air.
“I’m going down to get a soda. Anyone want anything?” Marti asked, standing and stretching. Really she just wanted to walk around.
After getting everybody’s orders, she carefully walked down the steps to the concession stand near the entrance. Before the girl loaded six cups into a carryout container, Marti wolfed down a greasy, forbidden hot dog. Then she balanced the drinks with four more hot dogs for the others. When she turned around, she nearly dropped everything. Paul stood there, his face ashen, not a trace of his usual arrogance.
“Can I talk to you a minute?” he asked.
“We shouldn’t be talking at all.”
“Marti, I did not break into your house last week, nor did I attack you the first time. I wish to hell I knew who did. And if Jesse wants to keep investigating, fine, I hope he finds the guy. But it isn’t me. How can I get you to believe that?”
“I can’t talk to you,” she said, hurrying away with her load.
Helen wouldn’t have talked to him in the same situation, and Marti wouldn’t either. As she walked up the stairs, she realized she was doing that more often lately: asking whether Helen would do this or that in the same situation. Her own mother’s antics seemed like some long-ago movie now. California, beaches, Jamie
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CHAPTER 16
 
 
He sat in the dusty, dark attic. Alone. Filling his lungs with stale air and the aroma of lingering ghosts. Ghosts that taunted him, calling him a failure, a weak, good-for-nothing pile of flesh. He thrashed around in the darkness, shoving boxes onto the floor. A box filled with old china dropped with a muffled shatter. Dust clouds filled the air as he pushed over a coat rack and toppled framed paintings that were stacked along the wall.
Spent, he dropped to the floor and coughed, and those coughs turned into sobs. He let himself cry for two seconds. Then he stopped and listened. Nothing.
Clutching at his head, he wished he could make the buzzing and the words go away. Failure! Weak! It wasn’t his fault. If only the blood of his heart would have married him. If only his love would have seen that he was the only man for her. None of this would have happened.
Marti had looked so helpless, so female. Like that day long ago when his love had broken down on the side of the road and he’d given her a ride to the service station so many years ago. She had smiled nervously, the same way Marti had after admitting she’d run out of gas. Somehow he’d felt he had another chance to win his heart’s blood
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CHAPTER 17
 
 
Lyle Thomas stopped in at the Someplace Else Cafe for a quick dinner before returning to the station. When Carl had asked him to cover the weekend shift so he could spend some time alone, Lyle breathed a sigh of relief that the sheriff was finally grieving.
“Hey,” Lyle mumbled to Nolen Rivers as he headed to his favorite booth in the corner. He settled in and scanned the nightly specials. The place was busy for a Saturday night. Sunday was usually the big night in Chattaloo, when all the families went out for supper after evening church services.
“Any leads on Paul’s murder?” Nolen asked from the counter. “Newspapers ain’t partin’ with a word.”
Lyle gave Nolen an official smile, tinged with smugness. “And neither am I.”
Elwood Skoogs walked in and glanced at the busy counter, noting with chagrin that all the stools were taken. His short, squat frame and large belly made his arms look too small. They barely reached his thick waist. Lyle gave a thought to inviting him to join him, but having dinner with the Lee County medical examiner didn’t bode well with his appetite. Elwood had the annoying habit of sharing his day’s work over a meal.
Elwood made the decision for him. “Hey there, Lyle. Mind if I join you?”
Lyle waved for Elwood to take the seat across from him.
“Busy tonight, ain’t it?” Elwood said absently, perusing the menu.
“What brings you ‘round this end of town?”
“Wife has her women friends over playing some fancy card game tonight, so I’m in no hurry to get home. She was pretty mad at having to cut our vacation short. So I visited a friend out this way until his wife gave me the old heave ho. And I remember this place having good food and the prettiest waitress in town,” he said as Rachel sauntered over to take his order.
“Why, thank you,” she said, pink tinting her cheeks. She wrote their order on her pad as if she was signing an autograph, in big, loopy handwriting. Lyle thought she could easily be a movie star with those big, blue eyes and loopy blond hair that matched that writing of hers.
“Thank ya, boys,” she said with a wink and departed with a swingy little step, moving in tune to the Alan Jackson song on the jukebox.
“Sounds like you people have quite a case this way, what with the sheriff’s own son gettin’ killed.”
Lyle glanced around for nosy eavesdroppers, then whispered, “Well, not to be pushy, but we’re anxious to get that autopsy report from you, I’ll tell you that.”
Elwood straightened. “I delivered that report yesterday, right to your office.”
Lyle leaned forward. “What do you mean? I didn’t hear about no report.”
Elwood’s bushy brows furrowed. “You didn’t? That’s mighty strange. No one was up front, so I left it on the desk, but I called Carl to let him know. He said he’d take a look at it right away.”
“What did it say? I never saw it.”
“Pretty strange, if you ask me. Paul had been dead for hours before Marti found him, figure it happened around seven that morning. It wasn’t the knife that killed him, though. His heart wasn’t pumping anymore when that knife plunged into him. Broken neck did him in, poor kid. Then the sick bastard, whoever did it, stabbed him. Now, why do you think someone would go and do that?”
Why hadn’t Carl released Marti? Maybe he had some other evidence to tie her to the murder. “Maybe there’s more to Marti’s involvement than that.”
“Not with Marti. I saw her working the breakfast shift that morning at Bad Boys Diner. Paul was killed sometime during her shift, and the investigator’s already confirmed that she was there the whole morning.”
Lyle stood and dumped some wadded up bills on the table. “I gotta let her out of jail. If I can’t find that report, I’ll need another copy.”
“Sure. Look around, I’ll stop by before heading home.”
Lyle rushed back to the station and searched both his and Carl’s desk, but turned up nothing. Why would Carl keep it from him? Maybe he hadn’t read it yet. Yeah, that had to be it. After all, the man had just lost his son. His mind couldn’t be completely on his job.
Lyle was still searching when Elwood walked in. “Did you find it?”
“No. I’m afraid I’m going to need a copy.”
“No problem. Wife’s playing cards tonight. Got nothing but time on my hands.”
They drove over to the medical examiner’s office the next town over. While Elwood logged into the computer, Lyle wandered around out front, looking at the secretary’s picture collection. Couple of fat kids, fat husband, fat dog. Skinny secretary. Hm, figure that. Then he saw the scrawled note on top of her in-basket:
 
Send Sheriff Paton another copy of coroner’s report on Paul (son). He lost it. (What a dip.)
 
Lyle breathed a sigh of relief when he realized that Carl had just misplaced it. He probably hadn’t even read it yet, maybe couldn’t bring himself to do it. Well, he’d be proud that Lyle put everything right. It was nearly ten o’clock, but at least Marti would spend the night in her own bed.
Marti sat on the bottom bunk reading the magazine he’d given her earlier. She looked up when he stepped into the hallway.
“Well, little lady, looks like you’re off the hook.”
Her expression was a mixture of joy and disbelief. “You found the killer?”
“I wish. But you’re cleared. I just got hold of the medical examiner’s report, and Paul had been dead for hours before you found him.”
“I knew he had been dead for a while when I found him.” She shivered. “He was cold and stiff.” Then her expression changed to panic. “Lyle. I’ve got to get out of here and stop Jesse from racing!”
Lyle quickly processed her paperwork, feeling guilty for Carl’s mistake in losing the report in the first place. Now she seemed frantic to get out and keep Jesse from doing further damage to his person. Lyle knew too well how painful broken ribs were.
Getting her belongings back, she pulled out her cell phone. It was dead.
“Why don’t you use the phone here?” he offered.
“Thanks.” Marti called Jesse’s phone but obviously got his not-available recording. “Jesse, it’s me, Marti. I’ve been cleared. Don’t race. Please.” She hung up. “Maybe I can catch him at his hotel room.”
She tried that, to no avail, and then tried Helen’s and Caty’s numbers. No luck. He wished he could help her, but he couldn’t leave the station. He’d tried the sheriff’s house earlier, but there’d been no answer. She grabbed her bag of possessions and headed to the door.
“I’ve got to go to Georgia. If Jesse should call here for me, please tell him I’m out and not to race.”
With that she was out the door, and Lyle realized he could help, even if in a small way. Marti was on her way back in.
“My car isn’t here,” she said.
He held up his police car keys. “I’ll get you to your car in a big hurry.”
 
He found a spot on the bleachers amidst what looked to be a noisy crowd of racing enthusiasts who got there early like he did to get a good seat. Everything had gone as planned. And Jesse was pole position, primed for a quick start. Damn, the kid was good. Too bad he had to die.
The accident should happen sometime after the tenth lap, maybe the twelfth. Hopefully he hadn’t gotten overzealous and cut too much. Then he could get back and console the widow, who would still be in jail. He had once loved somebody else, many years ago. Marti would take her place.
 
“Jesse, are you sure you wanna do this?” Harry asked. “You looked like hell yesterday after qualifying.”
Jesse leaned against the hood of the car, willing the blood to his face so Harry would shut up. “I got the pole position, didn’t I?”
“I didn’t say you raced like hell, I said you looked like hell. And you don’t look so great now. How do you expect to get by with a lousy grapefruit for breakfast?”
“I had toast. I always eat light on race days, you know that.”
“It’s different this time. Did you take your meds?”
“Of course not. I’ll get by, Harry. It’s painful right now, but it’ll pass.”
“Pass my ass. You were like this all day yesterday. I should have the infirmary black-flag you.” At Jesse’s hostile expression, Harry raised his arms. “Okay, you wanna kill yourself, be my guest. I just gotta bad feeling that your judgment isn’t going to be so great out there today. I see the expression every time you climb in this car. But go right ahead and do your thing. I know you’re gonna anyway.”
“Harry, can’t you see I don’t have any choice. I’ve got to get Marti out of jail, and this is the rest of the bail. I’ll be okay.”
Harry leaned against the car and slid his hands in his pockets. “You gonna walk the track?”
“Not today. I’ve been here before.”
“You always walk the track, Jesse. No matter how many times you been at a place, you always walk it.”
“Harry, are you going to fight me all morning? ‘Cause if you are, I’d rather you go hassle one of the other drivers.”
Harry’s expression became stern, almost fatherly. “I don’t want to see you kill yourself out there. And I ain’t leaving. One of us has got to have sense, and it ain’t you. Just remember, you don’t have to. We can raise that money another way. I talked to Chigger yesterday, gave him an update. He says you won’t be letting him down if you don’t race. I’m just telling you what he told me.”
Jesse turned away from Harry and stared hard at the red and yellow Thunderbird, wishing the pain would go away. Crawling in was the worst part. Once he was in, he was okay, after that moment where it hurt so bad he thought he was going to pass out. Once his vision cleared again.
The excitement stirred through the crowd of drivers and mechanics as they readied their cars for the race. Almost time.
 
Marti fought exhaustion throughout the night, stopping only twice to buy a super-duper coffee and get gas. She should have asked Dean to drive up with her. Billy, Caty, and Helen were already there. Now that the sun was coming up, she felt more awake. A glance at the rearview mirror showed bugged-out eyes and disheveled hair. No time to pretty up.
She got off at the exit for the racetrack and immediately got stuck behind a stream of cars backed up for half a mile. She also knew she was running out of time. Once he was on the track, there would be no way to stop him, short of walking out on the racetrack and waving her arms. That wasn’t out of the question.
When she neared the entrance, she realized how far away from the track the cars had to park. Too far for a pregnant woman to run. She raised an eyebrow as the idea popped into her head. Sure, she could pass for nine months. She felt big enough. Whipping the car to the shoulder, she sent rocks and dirt spinning as she raced alongside the waiting cars. They yelled and shook fists and fingers at her, but she was readying her speech for the attendants who were ready to turn her back.
A man wearing a bright orange vest leaned down as she rolled down the window. “Ma’am, I’m afraid
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CHAPTER 18
 
 
Carl’s hair was disheveled. “Or did you
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CHAPTER 19
 
 
The door opened, and Marti’s knees gave way as she sank down to the mattress. Jesse stood there, his expression a mixture of relief and fear as he rushed to her. She started crying, unable to talk for a few seconds.
“My God, Marti, are you all right? The baby?” He looked around. “The sick son of a bitch.”
She clung to him for a second, then came to her senses. “Jesse, he’ll be back up in a few minutes! Does anyone know you’re here?”
“No. I came on a hunch when I realized what Caramel might mean after knowing something wasn’t right with the Oklahoma thing.” He looked down at the cuffs on her ankles. “I’ve got to get you out of here.”
“You’re not going anywhere with her,” Carl’s voice said in a deadly tone. He shut the door behind him.
Jesse rushed him, shoving him up against the wall. Chips of plaster rained down on the two. Dammit, she felt so helpless, chained to the bed. A sharp pain ripped through her stomach, and she grimaced, squeezing her eyes shut for a moment. When she opened them again, Jesse was looking at her. She shook her head, telling him not to worry.
Carl emitted a caterwaul as he twisted a distracted Jesse around and shoved him to the floor. Jesse moved right before Carl dropped down knees first, ready to crush him. They wrestled on the wooden floor until Carl pinned Jesse with his legs. He reached for a pipe wrench lying in the bathroom and swung it high in the air as Jesse struggled to free himself.
A severe cramp seized her. She managed to scream, “Carl, you can’t kill your own son!”
Both men stopped and looked at her. Carl’s fingers trembled, and Jesse grabbed the wrench and lurched upward, tumbling Carl onto the floor. He beat Carl until he was no longer fighting back.
Marti doubled over in pain, reaching for the handcuffs her hands had been in. “Here,” she said breathlessly. “Put him in here.”
Jesse dragged Carl to the bed and cuffed one hand to the rail. Then he searched his pockets for the keys to the cuffs around Marti’s ankles. Carl’s head lolled about before his glazed eyes settled onto Jesse, right in front of him.
“I’m your father,” he uttered. “I just wanted another chance. You were never going to love me, but that baby would have.”
Jesse gave him a disgusted look. “You are notmy father, and I ought to kill you for saying it. I should kill you anyway.” He slugged Carl in the jaw, silencing him.
When Jesse found the matching keys, he freed her ankles and helped her from the bed. Her legs were stiff from disuse. She groaned, leaning on him, her pain overwhelming.
“Marti, what’s wrong? Is it Eli?”
She nodded. “I think
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Epilogue
 
 
Eli hobbled unsteadily down the beach, intrigued by every shell and bit of seaweed. Marti and Jesse walked hand in hand behind him. She relished the feel of his fingers intertwined with hers as much as the warm splash of the waves around her ankles.
She took a deep breath. “Caterina seemed so dull to me a century ago. Well, it seems like a century. Now I see the wonder of it.” She looked at Jesse. “And the romance.”
He swept her up into his arms and twirled her around, kissing her all the while. “As long as you don’t see the romance while you’re thinking about the rich, blond guy.”
“Jamie? You’ve got nothing to worry about, darling.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Hm, I don’t know. I’ll probably never be able to buy an island.”
She hugged him. “Yeah, but you can give me a ride in your fancy new racecar, and I get on television because they like to do those family interviews in the pits.”
He touched her chin. “My two good luck charms cheering me on.”
Eli’s squeal of laughter made them turn. A baby girl, about Eli’s age, ran toward them with her hands poised for a hug. Eli, not knowing what else to do, sat on the spot.
“Kayla, what are you doing, sweetie?”
Marti looked up at the couple walking from a path that led from the jungle. Her heart stopped momentarily, and she felt dizzy. Jamie and Hallie both grinned when they saw that their little girl had found a friend. Three Shetland sheepdogs followed behind, interested only in chasing each other. Marti clutched at Jesse’s arm to steady herself.
“Hi, welcome to Caterina,” Jamie said, casually offering a hand. “I’m the owner, and this is my wife, Hallie. This is our daughter, Kayla. We own this little place.”
Jesse stiffened but shook Jamie’s hand heartily. “I’m Jesse, and this is my wife, Marti.” He planted a kiss on her temple. “I think Eli’s found a girlfriend, huh, doll?” He pointed to the toddlers, probably drawing their attention away so she could gain her composure.
She had never seen Jamie so happy before. Seeing her old body was stranger yet, but she felt no ties to it anymore. The woman in it obviously took good care of it. Marti had never seen it looking so fit. Jesse noticed, too, and she nudged him.
“How do you like it here so far?” Jamie asked in his owner’s voice.
“It’s absolutely excellent!” Marti replied, and the look on his face revealed that he still remembered her old expression. Hallie’s old expression. “What’s wrong?”
Jamie put his smile back on. “Oh, nothing. I knew someone who used to say that all the time. Just like that, same inflection and everything.” He shook his head, as if to throw off the memory. “Where are you two from?”
“Florida,” Jesse answered, watching her carefully. Suspiciously. She could read his thoughts in his narrowed eyes: What are you up to?
Marti turned to Jamie. “I’m from California, originally. Oceanview.”
Again, Jamie’s expression looked haunted for a moment. Marti found herself wanting to tell him who she was. She could apologize for what she’d put him through, explain her messed-up-ness. What would his new wife think? Had she told him about her true identity? Hallie seemed just as interested in the ‘coincidences’ as Jamie.
“Well, maybe we’ll see you later on,” Jamie said, taking Hallie’s hand. “Tonight’s Jamaican Night at BooNooNoos. Great food, limbo, that sort of thing. My wife’s one of the best limbo-ers around, and she’ll be glad to show you a thing or two.” He paused, giving her an interesting smile. “In fact, you’re welcome to sit with us for dinner. It sounds like we have a few things in common.”
“We’ll do that.” Marti pulled her gaze away from his speculation and glanced around. “Things have changed a lot since the last time I was here.”
Jamie’s eyebrows drew together. “You’ve been here before? I don’t remember seeing you here before.”
She took in the water and palm trees. “Feels like forever.” She scooped Eli up in her arms, then spared an arm to link with Jesse’s. “It was a time in my life where I made a lot of mistakes. Hurt people. Coming back is part of some healing I intend to do, so I can put my past behind me. Because life is all about second chances.” She gave them both a knowing smile. “We’ll see you at dinner, Jamie. Hallie.”
She turned and walked away from them, Jesse at her side. Her lips twisted in a huge grin.
“You are bad,” Jesse said, though he was smiling, too.
“No, I’m good. I meant every word I said. The past is gone forever. I’m so glad they found their second chance, too. I lost the island, but I got the West. And the West is a lot better.” She pinched his cheek. “Besides, Jamie isn’t my type.”
 
 
 
THE END
 
 
 
Here’s a sneak peek for Woke Up Dead, another Soul Change novel!
 
 
Jennie Carmichael rolled her wheelchair through the doorway of Sam’s Private Eye and over to her desk by the window. Sam Magee’s low, rumbly voice coming from his office was as familiar and welcoming as the scent of aged wood, the heat of the furnace, or coffee…which, she noticed, was absent this morning.
Darn, he’d forgotten to pick some up again. The coffeepot looked cold and impotent in the corner. The mug she’d bought him for Christmas sat next to the empty pot, the hound dog face waiting patiently to be filled.
Speaking of hound dogs, she heard a jingling sound and turned to greet Romeo, the reason she’d picked that particular mug for Sam. Romeo’s tail arced gracefully, and his dripping chocolate-brown layers of skin flopped this way and that as he ambled over for his rub. She always rubbed her cheek against the top of his head. He had the softest fur, but she really loved the way his eyes rolled in ecstasy.
Romeo’s presence meant that Sam planned to be in the office for most of the day, and Jennie felt like rolling her eyes at that thought, too.
She shrugged out of her coat and then her sweater, hanging both on two low hooks Sam had put in just for her. She pulled the knit cap off her head, feeling several strands of her light brown hair crackling with static. Outside, snowflakes covered the city of Chicago, making her dread leaving and dealing with the snow.
She organized the papers on her desk as Romeo settled onto his dark green pillow with a contented sigh. She put copies to be made in one pile, reports to be transcribed in another. After firing up the computer, she put the tiny tape into the transcribing machine. She might have hated transcribing, but Sam was a good speaker and he had a voice she could listen to for hours.
“Sam’s Private Eye,” she answered cheerfully when the phone rang.
She put the call on hold and wheeled across the wood floor to the doorway nearby. Sam looked as if he’d been poured into that high-back chair. He had the old leather chair he’d picked up at an auction tilted all the way back, and his sock-clad feet were perched on the desk as he dictated another report.
That huge desk would have made most men look like elves, but not Sam. Not that he was a big guy in a burly sense; his strong shoulders tapered to a lean waist. He just had…presence. His ash-blond hair was brushed back in waves, highlighting his broad forehead and blue eyes. Here, the aroma of leather and the citrus cologne he wore almost made up for the lack of coffee.
“Upon further surveillance, the subject twice stood and
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