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FLAMES REKINDLED
“How are you holding up, Beth Ann? Really?”
She shrugged, unwilling or unable to explain how the

last few weeks felt like a long slog through the chest-
deep water of an icy lake, how every now and then she
stepped into an unseen hole which plunged her far
beneath the surface. How even the thought of the
intruder in her dark house made her stomach lurch
with the sensation of that sickening drop.

“I’m all right if I don’t think about things too much,”
she finally told him. Whenever she did, she couldn’t
help wondering if the sheriff had been wrong about the
man who’d hurt her—if she really had encountered the
vicious bastard who had killed her mother instead of a
garden-variety thief.

Mark nodded, his brown eyes as warm as a fireside in
winter. Comprehension was written in his features, a
first-hand acquaintance with the deepest grief.

“You shouldn’t be here.” Her words spilled out too
quickly. “I appreciate the thought, but there’s already so
much loose talk.”

“Do you care what people think?”
“Hell yes. Unlike you, I have to live here.”
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Chapter 1

Ask anyone in emergency services—rescue crews or

deputies, even the staff of a rural Texas hospital known

to area residents as Jackrabbit General. They’ll all

swear it’s true, what you hear about the full moon

bringing out the crazies. Friday the thirteenth, too,

draws its share of bad luck. Accidents, assaults, at-

tempted suicides: regardless of how the skeptics or the

statisticians spin them, the unluckiest events take

place on this unlucky day. But every now and then, in

a rare alignment of misfortune, Friday the thirteenth

coincides with a full moon. On this strangest of strange

days, all bets are off and anything can happen.

Including the return of a small community’s most

hated prodigal, a shock too soon eclipsed by the sort

of murder that shatters country-safe complacency and

sends sales of alarms and handguns soaring. A murder

rooted in a tragedy so painful, it formed fault lines in

the bedrock far beneath the time-worn prairie and the

clear, unblinking sky.

* * *
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“I love you like a sister, but don’t be telling me which

patients I can and cannot handle,” Beth Ann Decker

warned from the office doorway. She had already

pulled on a jacket over her white scrubs and picked up

her nursing bag. In ultra-conservative Hatcher County,

residents expected a medical professional to look the

part—even if she was caring for them in their homes.

Flushing to the tinted roots of her strawberry-blond

hair, Cheryl Riker peered up from a cluttered desk in

the center of an office crammed with file cabinets.

Beth Ann saw that she’d moved her computer—which

must have crashed again—into a corner on the floor to

make room for still more charts. These past few years,

revenue had skidded downhill like bald tires on a

patch of ice-slick asphalt. But even in the best of times,

the visiting nurse and hospice program was the red-

headed stepchild of the system.

The chair creaked as the plump Cheryl struggled to

her feet in an attempt to look authoritative. Though she

was technically the director of the program, she had

never been much good at the bossing side of the equa-

tion. “Look, I’m sorry. I don’t think it’s a good idea for

you to take this particular patient, that’s all. Let me call

in Vickie, cancel her vacation.”

Beth Ann shook her head. “You can’t do that. That

poor woman’s been carrying on about this anniversary

cruise for months—and when was the last time she

had two weeks off anyway?”

Cheryl frowned, her face creasing into lines reminis-

cent of her mother’s. Since her fortieth birthday earlier

this autumn, Cheryl had been fretting about ending up

looking like a Texas road map—a worry that only made

her frown more. “If we had any other nurse available . . .”

It wasn’t a discussion worth repeating. With Emma-

Colleen Thompson

2



line Stutz out with a bad back and the current hiring

freeze, there was no one else available—and both

women knew it.

Cheryl shook her head, concern in her hazel eyes.

“You can’t go out there, Beth Ann. Hiram Jessup’s

daughter died in that wreck. And his son—well, you

know what happened with Mark.”

“Oh, for cryin’ in a bucket. Three years in hospitals

and rehab centers, and you think it’s possible I’ve for-

gotten any of the details?” How could she with people

reminding her every time she turned around?

At her friend’s stricken look, Beth Ann added, “Come

on, Cheryl. It’s been sixteen years. Mr. Jessup and I

have long since made our peace.”

Not that they’d ever come out and discussed it, but

at least Hiram didn’t storm out of the town’s only gro-

cery store during their infrequent, chance encounters.

He nodded almost amiably in church, too, when both

showed up for Christmas services and Easter.

“What about that lawsuit?” Cheryl asked.

Beth Ann shrugged. “That’s old business between

him and my mama. It’s nothing to do with me.”

This wasn’t exactly true, since her mother had filed

suit on account of Beth Ann’s injuries—or her medical

bills, to be specific. But Cheryl, bless her heart, didn’t

argue the point.

“Maybe I should take care of this one . . . brush up

on my field experience.” Cheryl fingered the tiny gold

cross pinned to the lapel of her wine-colored blazer.

She had once confessed to Beth Ann that she had only

taken the supervisory position, with its long hours and

myriad headaches, so she could wear “grown-up

clothes.” Scrubs, she complained, made her rear end

look wider than a school bus.
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“When was the last time you did patient care?” Beth

Ann crossed her arms, banging her cane against the

doorframe in the process. The stick was one more

thing that kept her—and everyone else—from forget-

ting.

“I handled Mr. Jessup’s intake after Emmaline went

home with that back strain. Did all the paperwork my-

self—”

“Paperwork.” Beth Ann shook her head. “Just let me

take care of this. Please.”

“Why? Why would you do this to yourself?” Cheryl

demanded. “Why’s it so important to you?”

“Because for sixteen years, I’ve been fighting an up-

hill battle trying to convince everyone in Hatcher

County that my first name damned well isn’t ‘Poor.’ I’m

tired of it, Cheryl, sick to death of my mother having a

better social life than I do—and most people don’t

even like the woman. This is it for me. If I can’t prove

I’m a competent professional with a future and not just

a past, I’m pulling up stakes and starting over some-

where new. Somewhere no one ever heard of the

Hatcher Red Hawks or some old car crash.”

Cheryl sighed, then dropped back into her desk

chair, which gave a squeal of protest. “And you think

that nursing Hiram Jessup’s going to prove to anybody

you’ve moved on?”

“It’ll prove it to me,” Beth Ann said quietly, a little em-

barrassed by her eruption. The outburst had been com-

ing for months, she realized. Since she’d moved into the

new place with her mother—now known as “Lucky

Lilly” in light of last year’s miracle—Beth Ann had been

thinking a lot about her life. Or almost total lack thereof.

She hoped to God it wasn’t too late to step up to the

counter and claim her share. “Maybe that’s all I need.”
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Cheryl glanced toward the Bible-verse-a-day calen-

dar on her desk, then tore off yesterday’s page to ex-

pose the big, black 13 that lurked between the words

Friday and October. Looking up again, she asked,

“You’re sure about this?”

Beth Ann nodded. What did she care about some

silly superstition? She attended deaths year round and

had recently concluded that the failure to live fully was

the only true misfortune.

Cheryl nodded. “All right. If that’s the way you feel

about it. But there’s one thing you’d better know first.

My sister figured out about Hiram Jessup going on

home hospice. And before you start lecturing me

about patient confidentiality, I didn’t say a word to her

about it. She spotted my Tahoe over at his place when

I did the intake, and she was talking to Norma Neder-

hoffer, that woman who does transcription for the doc-

tors. Norma didn’t tell her either, but she has this sort

of grave nod.”

Beth Ann understood. In Eudena, a town of just over

four thousand, the combination of Norma Nederhoffer’s

grave nods and the sighting of a hospice worker’s vehicle

at a person’s house had the authority of gospel, or at least

the Wichita Falls Times Record. Besides that, Cheryl’s

younger sister Aimee—now Aimee Gustavsen—had

been an infamous blabbermouth since Beth Ann first

met her back in kindergarten. That girl could whip a ru-

mor out of less substance than it took a prairie wind to

spin up a dust devil.

“You know how Aimee’s been lately,” Cheryl contin-

ued. “Sort of disillusioned with this marriage business.”

At thirty-three, the same age as Beth Ann, former

Hatcher High Homecoming Queen Aimee was already

on her second go-round. Like her sister, she had cho-
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sen a deputy this time out, although big, blond Ted

Gustavsen was both younger and better looking than

Cheryl’s Pete. Still, not even the good-natured Ted

could hold a candle to his wife’s nostalgia for the days

she’d put out for pretty much every boy her Baptist par-

ents bad-mouthed. Mark Jessup chief among them.

Beth Ann made the connection. “She called him,

didn’t she? Told him about his daddy?”

Cheryl nodded and twisted her plain, gold wedding

band around her finger. “You know Aimee. Once she

decided it was Mark’s duty to come back home, wasn’t

anything going to stop her. A few days ago, she looked

him up on her computer, found a number for that com-

pany of his in Pittsburgh.” Her lip curled in a look of

disapproval. “Then she called him, bold as brass, and

told him it’s his place to come and take care of his

daddy.”

Beth Ann shook her head. “Mark Jessup won’t be

back. Not after his father turned on him like he did. Be-

sides, people around here won’t give two hoots about

how rich he is now. All they’ll think about is the boy

they called Hell on Wheels and three dead cheerlead-

ers, one for each year he served.”

A more disturbing thought struck. “And then they’ll

think of Poor Beth Ann—oh, damn it. I’ll bury him my-

self if he doesn’t have the sense to stay away.”

About an hour later that same October morning, Beth

Ann was stunned to realize her words were more than

bluster. She really did harbor homicidal instincts.

Previously, she would have admitted she could pull

the trigger of a shotgun to save herself from some psy-

cho rapist, or to protect her mama—though some of

Eudena’s population might fault her for the latter
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choice. But no matter how tough she talked, or how

many people she had watched die these past few

years, she couldn’t imagine taking a life in cold blood.

Until she saw the big grille of the Ford pickup

backed into the driveway of the lonely little house

tucked among the scrub mesquites on Lost Buffalo

Road. With pinpoints of light exploding across her vi-

sion, she gripped her steering wheel and dragged in

multiple deep breaths.

“No way is that the same truck,” she told herself. “No

damned way.”

Like the shiny black Camaro she had been driving

that Homecoming Friday, the pickup truck of memory

had to be long gone now, crushed flat and pancake-

stacked behind the fence surrounding Culpepper’s

Junkyard. Beth Ann’s job took her all over Hatcher

County, but she’d drive ten miles out of her way to

avoid both that stretch of highway and the one on

Mustang Road.

With all her flesh-and-blood reminders, she didn’t

need or want one as immutable as steel.

As her vision cleared, she realized that the pickup’s

paint was a darker blue, that its bright chrome wheels

and fancy mud flaps decked out a vehicle far newer

and nicer than the one wrecked sixteen years before.

Still, both intuition and the Pennsylvania plates as-

sured her that the truck belonged to him.

That reckless son of a bitch, Mark Jessup. “Jess” to all

his friends, back in the days when he’d still had some.

Why hadn’t he just taken the easy way out—hiring a

private health care aide or two to supplement the

county’s offering? That’s what a lot of men did when

their mama or daddy’s final illness threatened to part

them from their important, out-of-town jobs. Most of
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the women came back, then tied themselves into tight

knots trying to juggle the needs of their kids back

home along with those of the ailing parent, but the

men . . . Beth Ann wondered if in the high-school shop

classes, the guys spent time soldering guilt-proof ar-

mor around each soft and naked conscience.

But evidently, Mark Jessup’s shielding had a crack.

Maybe on account of what he’d done to his sister Jordan.

At the thought, Beth Ann considered putting her

Subaru, a peeling, red station wagon as homely as it

was indestructible, back in gear and cruising past Hi-

ram Jessup’s place. Once she made it out of sight—a

drawn-out process, considering the flatness of this

stretch of prairie and the crisp brilliance of the cobalt

sky—she could call the old man to say she’d had car

trouble. Anyone who’d ever seen the War Wagon would

believe it.

Then she could phone Cheryl and tell her that

maybe it was time to trot out those mothballed patient-

care skills of hers after all.

But Beth Ann hesitated, convinced that sooner or

later—probably sooner, considering her supervisor’s

penchant for easing her job stress by yakking with her

little sister—Aimee would learn that Beth Ann had

turned tail. And word would hit this county like hail

stones bouncing off tin roofs.

She gritted her teeth as she pictured dings and

dents. Did you hear what happened to Poor Beth Ann?

Would’ve been kinder to whack her upside the head

with a two-by-four than showin’ up the way he did. Al-

ways the nervy one, that Jessup boy. Nervier than a

rabid coyote.

Facing Mark Jessup couldn’t be half as painful as

losing her toehold on what passed for respect here in

Colleen Thompson

8



Eudena. Damned hard-won respect, for a never-

married female on the wrong side of thirty, a woman

who had chosen to ease the passing of the dying in-

stead of working with—or having—babies. A woman

who had once been pulled alive from a smashed

Chevy ringed with dead cheerleaders.

Maybe Beth Ann would have gone inside, or maybe

she would have chickened out and driven north to Ok-

lahoma and straight through to parts unknown. But

she never knew the answer because at that moment,

the house’s front storm door creaked open, and a tall

figure descended the wooden steps that led down

from the front porch.

A man and not a boy. And still every bit as hand-

some as store-bought sin.

Beth Ann felt her stomach drop through the floor-

boards, felt every molecule of air leave her lungs. All

these years later, she still knew him, though time had

filled out the gangly promise of once awkwardly long

limbs, though the king-of-the-world grin that had won

so many conquests had given way to an expression so

grave and guarded it was hard to imagine he was the

same person.

But she’d heard that prison could do that to a man.

There were other changes, too. His once-tawny hair

had darkened to a rich brown. He wore it thick and

wavy and a little on the long side. Reluctantly, she ad-

mitted to herself it suited him, as did the faded jeans

and denim jacket thrown over a navy sweatshirt.

Heavy stubble darkened his cheeks, as if he’d missed a

couple of appointments with his razor. Which made

sense, for he must have moved fast to get here so

quickly after Aimee’s phone call.

But the suddenness of Mark Jessup’s arrival meant

Head On

9



nothing, Beth Ann figured as she pulled her car into

the driveway. It was just a pretense of devotion, an act

to show his hometown he wasn’t some kind of mon-

ster, after all.

Pretty ballsy, considering how people felt about

him. If she didn’t have so much cause to hate him, she

might even admire his nerve.

He didn’t appear to notice her as he opened the

truck’s front door and pulled a suitcase from the nar-

row backseat. A big suitcase and a duffel, as if he

planned on staying a while.

As if he had that right.

Of course he does, the nurse in her insisted. He’s the

only family. No one but his father was entitled to run

Mark off at this point. As Hiram had before, on account

of Jordan. As—dying or not—the old man might again.

Out of pure selfishness, Beth Ann hoped he’d do ex-

actly that. But as she climbed out of her wagon and

went for her supplies, she decided she had earned the

right to peevish thoughts.

She hesitated, frowning down at the cane she’d left

tucked behind her nursing bag. A glimmer of her

mother’s vanity flashed through her, and she thought

of leaving the stick, so Mark’s first impression of her

would not be one of weakness.

Anger flared, and Beth Ann snatched up the thing.

Other than the lackeys who worked for him in Pitts-

burgh, who cared what a murdering ex-con thought?

She needed the cane for stability as she carried supplies

in for her patient, so she would damned well use it.

Besides, that indignity beat the hell out of letting

him see her fall on her rear while she struggled up the

porch steps.
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Leaving the hatch open—she’d need to make a sec-

ond trip—she heard the crunch of footsteps on the

gravel just behind her.

“Can I give you a hand with tha—?”

He stopped speaking as she turned, and Beth Ann

felt perverse satisfaction as she watched the color seep

from his face, heard the sharp catch of his breath.

“Beth Ann—you . . .” he tried, but he could get no

further. Though the duffel remained slung over one

shoulder, his suitcase landed on the gravel with a

thunk.

Once more, tiny lights burst across her field of vi-

sion, but she faked a smile anyway. Or at least she

hoped that’s what it looked like.

Professional, she ordered herself. You’re his father’s

nurse, that’s all. Top of your class at Midwestern State.

She leaned her cane against the bumper and stuck

out her right hand. “Yes, and the last name’s still

Decker. I’m the traveling RN assigned to Mr. Jessup.”

Before taking her hand, Mark stared at her a beat

too long. Looking for damage, she supposed, telltale

remnants of the collision that had forever altered both

their lives.

A chill wind rattled the dry leaves of the front yard’s

single, stunted live oak. The wind stirred the grasses of

the lost Jessup acreage across the street, whistling

through a trio of oil well pump jacks and peeling

more white paint from the old ranch house and its

outbuildings.

Beth Ann stared right back at Mark, daring him to

comment on her reconstructed nose and cheekbones.

They looked good, everyone assured her, with scars so

faint as to be invisible beneath her makeup, yet her fea-
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tures weren’t the same. She would never have the face

she had been born with, or the healthy spine, left leg,

or pelvis. By comparison, the one scar she noticed—an

inch-long, reddish curve beneath his left eye—seemed

like nothing: fate’s hand slap for his guilt.

“And he’s . . .” Mark hesitated, clearly searching for

the right words. “My dad’s okay with having you here?”

“It won’t be a problem,” she said simply. Hiram had

never broached the subject with her, had never re-

minded her that she had been the one to tell his only

daughter, Better hurry or we’re going. Sixteen-year-old

Jordan had had a shy girl’s terror of being bumped

from the fragile fringe of popularity. Even after all these

years, Beth Ann saw the blond girl hesitate, then turn

and wave to her father instead of kissing him goodbye.

Beth Ann had replayed that moment endlessly, since

it was the last intact memory she had B.C.—Before the

Crash.

“Your father’s a forgiving man,” she added. “He’s

never once blamed me.”

“Why should he,” Mark asked sharply, “when he had

me for that?”

She looked away, troubled by that glimpse of anger

and raw pain. Her gaze sought the solace of the near-

est pump jack, the only one still rocking gently back

and forth. The oil men called the things mosquitoes,

for the way they sucked life—and cash—from this dry

prairie.

Yet all around the county, the jacks were going still.

Mama had been smart to insist on a monetary settle-

ment instead of mineral rights. But unlike her recent

stroke of fortune, that prize was gone now, given over

to the hospitals and the doctors: a long, long list of

them.

Colleen Thompson

12



“Let’s go inside,” Beth Ann suggested as she brushed

a flutter of red bangs from her eyes. When loose, her

hair’s soft waves tumbled past her shoulders. Her best

feature, people told her. She had clipped it back this

morning, but the wind was making steady progress

pulling it free, strand by strand. Her nose was probably

red, too, and she could use a tissue.

She must look a mess, she thought, then gave herself

a mental kick. She wasn’t some simpering fool—like

Mama, a traitorous voice whispered—she was a nurse,

here with a job.

And she meant to prove that she could do it, even

with Hiram Jessup as her patient. For Larinda, Heidi,

even Jordan . . . but mostly, for her own self-respect.

Rosario Gutierrez had the key to the columned white

house called The Lucky Pull in honor of the day Lilly

Decker walked into an Oklahoma Indian casino with

the goal of meeting an oil-rich good time and walked

out the winner of the largest progressive slot jackpot in

that state’s history. Though the wind blew cold beneath

the hem of Rosario’s black-and-white uniform, the fifty-

three-year-old woman buzzed again and waited.

Rosario knocked, too, but no luck. Still, the maid hes-

itated instead of letting herself inside. The señora’s

daughter, poor Beth Ann, didn’t know it, but her madre

had a lover. Maybe two of them, from the comings and

goings that Rosario was too discreet to mention. But dis-

creet or not, Rosario had been upset—mortificado—

that day last June when she had taken her mop into the

huge, new kitchen.

It still astonished Rosario, what she’d seen them do-

ing on that hard countertop. And at Lilly Decker’s

age—híjole! Who would have believed it? So this, and
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not the fit of her silk blouses, explained the disgraceful

woman’s visit to the doctor for a pert new set of

chichis.

Still no answer. Rubbing a chilled arm, Rosario

thought of going home, where her daughter Carmelita

had brought the baby for a visit. But Rosario took her

obligations—and her paycheck—seriously, so instead

she walked around to the attached garage and stood

on tiptoe to peer into the window of the left bay.

Señora’s big, new silver Mercedes was still inside, and

the right bay—where Poor Beth Ann parked every

evening—remained empty.

Rosario nodded to herself, satisfied that this after-

noon, no strange man’s car was hidden in the daugh-

ter’s spot. Maybe after all these months, one of the

neighbors had forgiven the señora for building a

palace that dwarfed their fine homes. Rosario smiled

as she pictured blond ladies together in a fussy parlor,

eating tiny sandwiches with their pinkie fingers deli-

cately crooked.

She drew the key out of her pocket, certain it would

be safe to go inside now.

Not guessing that it wasn’t. And that what Rosario

saw would scar far more deeply than a summer after-

noon’s tryst on a cool, custom granite slab.
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Chapter 2

Mark picked up one of Beth Ann’s two cases and said,

“You’re right. Better head in. Wind’s getting colder by

the minute.”

He said that to excuse his shaking. After more than

twenty hours on the road, his eyes were bloodshot and

his nerves overloaded with a combination of caffeine,

exhaustion, and the residue of the shocking news he

had received three days before. Mark might have men-

tioned the hurried trip and his discomfort, might have

offered them as proof of his loyalty, his virtue.

But this was Beth Ann Decker, so instead he fell

back on prison habits to camouflage emotion with a

lie about the cold.

In truth, he barely felt the chill, maybe as a result of

his relocation years before from Bible Belt to Snow

Belt. But more likely, he was still numbed by the sight

of his father, so reduced by age and illness, and by

the man’s reaction when Mark had walked through

his unlocked door.

“You shouldn’t have come.” In his threadbare bath-
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robe and pajamas that probably dated from the Rea-

gan Administration, Hiram Jessup had not risen from

his recliner. “The county people are taking care of me

just fine. And the church’s pitched in, too—even though

I haven’t been real regular with my attendance.”

That was all he’d said, after a nearly sixteen-year sep-

aration. And his father hadn’t even glanced at the bur-

den his son carried. Grimacing, Mark bent down by

the sofa, a worn, plaid hulk his folks had bought when

he was ten, and laid down the sleeping boy. Kissing

the soft curve of Eli’s cheek, Mark tucked a familiar,

dark green afghan over the small form. That done, he

went to get the suitcase from his truck.

Where he’d run into the only one of Jordan’s friends

still breathing. Beth Ann Decker, in the flesh . . . .

As she closed the wagon’s hatch, he couldn’t stop

staring, noting subtle changes. As he’d supposed, her

face looked different, with the features subtly shifted

and a couple of faint scars, too, from all the surgeries.

She wasn’t fat, but she carried more weight than the

nubile figure he’d once lusted after in vain. Hard to

tell, since she was wearing a beige jacket over white

scrubs instead of the cheerleader’s uniform of his old

fantasies, but he had a hunch she had filled out the

way a woman ought to, with generous breasts offset-

ting gently rounded hips—

Horrified, Mark choked off the thought. He didn’t

give a damn about Beth Ann’s curves, only that she

had matured. In his mind, all four girls—including the

survivor—had been locked inside a time warp, stuck

forever in their teens.

Cane in hand, Beth Ann waited, and something in

her eyes—still that startling blue he remembered—

told him she was hoping he would precede her to the
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house. She doesn’t want me to watch her walk, he de-

cided, so he went first, since it would also prevent him

from checking out her ass.

He reached around to get the door for her, his nos-

trils filling with the sweetly subtle fragrance of her

shampoo. That was when a memory of the hair obses-

sion hit him, the hours he’d spent wondering whether

the shade was closer to the color of an Irish setter or a

chestnut horse. Not that she would have appreciated

either comparison. Beth Ann Decker had always made

it plain that she was hell-bent on going places that a

boy up to his elbows in engine grease and horse shit

couldn’t take her.

Funny, how life had made a mockery of both their

plans. And consigned his little sister’s to the grave.

With the curtains drawn against the brilliant sun-

shine, the house’s interior lay in shadow. Once Mark put

down the heavy suitcase, he and Beth Ann navigated

their way into the living room by the flickering glow

from the TV set. His father was watching some shopping

channel, or pretending to, as a plastic-looking hostess

waxed orgasmic over cookware. He tucked his left hand

behind a thin leg, but not before Mark was jolted by the

realization that the thumb was missing.

Once his initial shock passed, Mark took the oppor-

tunity to study the man more closely, still amazed that

a father who loomed so large in memory could look

so small and frail. What hair remained—once thick

with only a smattering of silver at the temples—now

formed a translucent cloud of white fuzz atop an odd-

shaped, spotted head. With his face so shrunken, his

ears and nose looked outsized, and his brown eyes

bulged. Mark would not have known him had his fa-

ther not been sitting in this house, that chair.
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A pang shot through Mark at the thought that his

mother must have changed like this as her disease con-

sumed her. For the first time, he wondered if it might

have been a mercy he’d been imprisoned at the time.

He looked at Beth Ann, asked her, “Where would

you like this?”

She nodded toward the coffee table, where he put

down the plastic case. As she set the other one beside

it, she spoke brightly to his father. “How are you this

fine day, Mr. Jessup?”

When he didn’t answer, she took the remote off his

chair’s arm and muted the TV’s blare. She turned on

the lamp beside him, bathing the room in yellow light.

“Mr. Jessup, can you say hello? I’ve come to see how

you are—and I’ll need to be able to hear so I can

check that blood pressure.”

“I was listening to that,” he sulked, and Mark thought

how he sounded like Eli when he was taken from his

cartoons.

But right now the poor kid was still out cold, ex-

hausted from the long ride. Overall, he’d done pretty

well, excited by the scenery, the night driving, and the

normally forbidden fast-food stops off freeway exits.

The boy was oblivious to whatever odd stares the two

of them received.

But it was Mark’s father’s turn to stare now as he ap-

peared to notice the blanket-covered child for the

first time.

“What the hell is that?” asked Hiram, glancing up

toward his son’s face.

“Appears to be a little boy, almost five years old,”

Mark answered, deliberately ignoring the man’s bewil-

derment.
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Hiram sneered. “Looks like—goddamn—that kid

looks like a ni—”

“A Jessup, that’s what he is.” Mark felt his own eyes

narrow, felt his right fist knot reflexively. “My son and

your grandson. And he’d better damned well never

hear that word you were about to say. I hadn’t better

hear it—or any of those others either.”

Beth Ann pursed her lips as she looked from one

man to the other. Then she smiled at the boy, her blue

eyes lighting with something that looked real.

“He has such a sweet face,” she said. “That silky hair

and those dark lashes—lots of girls around here would

give their eyeteeth to have those.”

Mark was grateful for her kindness and even more

grateful when she went to work, checking his dad’s vi-

tals and asking him about his pain and medications.

And giving Hiram a chance to come to grips with

the existence of a mixed-race grandson in a place

where the only Asian family ran the China Lotus Buffet,

and where sightings of African-Americans were re-

ported as infrequently as those of UFOs.

Deputy Damon Stillwater wasn’t due to go on duty for

another three hours, but when the call came over the

scanner he kept in the living room, he nearly tripped

over his feet racing to the laundry room to see if his

mom had washed his uniform.

She had, but hadn’t gotten around to pinning on his

badge and name tag. But maybe her hands were bad

today, as they often were during a flare-up.

In his hurry to take care of the missing hardware, Da-

mon stuck his thumb, getting a tiny smudge of blood

on one corner of the pocket.
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“Goddammit,” he said, even as he pulled on the tan

shirt and fumbled with the buttons.

“Damon,” Mama called out from the kitchen, the in-

flection warning of her thoughts on taking the Lord’s

name in vain.

Even on her sickest day, the woman had ears like a

jackrabbit.

“It’s a murder, Mama.” Damon felt his ears redden as

his voice slid up an octave in his excitement. “My first

ever real live murder.”

“A murder?” she called back, distracted from giving

a lecture on the Third Commandment. For the mo-

ment, anyway. “Not here in Eudena, I hope. Tell me it

was over across the county, near one of them Mexican

encampments.”

“Right here in Eudena,” Damon said happily. “First

one in . . . I don’t know. Since before I was born at

least.”

His mother emerged from the kitchen, half-moon

glasses perched precariously on a ski-slope of a nose

and her icy blond hair in the same dome-shaped bouf-

fant she had stuck with since her high-school gradua-

tion photos. Though some days her lupus made her so

weak, she could barely stay on her feet for fifteen min-

utes, she never missed her standing Friday morning ap-

pointment at Margie’s Klip N’ Kurl. “There was a killing

about thirty years back, I remember. Drifters from

somewhere up north. Knife-fighting on the Sabbath, if

you can imagine. And gambling.”

She added a tongue cluck of disapproval, but Da-

mon shrugged. As far as he was concerned, any event

dating back farther than his twenty-two years might as

well have taken place in the days of covered wagons.

The important thing was that today, he was about to
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join the big leagues, right up there with those TV CSI

teams he admired. He’d been watching the shows

since he could work a remote, and he’d paid close at-

tention. Even taken a few notes on the real-life cases

that ran on Court TV.

“Don’t forget your belt, son, and your shirttail’s out

in back,” his mama told him.

He hurried to tuck it around his skinny hips before

she took it in her head to try to help him. Sometimes,

the woman had no notion that he was a grown man

who carried a gun and locked up drunks and every-

thing. He’d been in the department for six whole

months now, but as far as she and his daddy and his

married sister were concerned, he might as well still

be frying tater tots down at the Dairy Queen. And Sher-

iff Morrell called him Kid, as if Damon were of too little

consequence to have earned a name.

He was pretty sure all that would change after he

solved his first murder. Not that he was hoping there

would be more. Well, maybe he was, as long as it hap-

pened to vagrants and troublemakers instead of his rel-

atives or any members of their church congregation.

“Did they say who it was got killed?” A note of anxi-

ety had crept into his mama’s voice.

Damon shook his head, then finger-combed what

little there was of his flyaway blond hair. Sheriff Morrell

expected his men to be role models for the commu-

nity’s young people. “No, ma’am. They just gave the ad-

dress. Somewhere over on Mill Pond Bend.”

“O-o-oh.” Mama drew out the word, her tone rising

and falling as it did when she was speaking of what

she called the hoity-toity people. Both of the town’s

doctors lived on Mill Pond, as well as the county judge,

and a handful of wildcatters who’d cashed in their
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chips at the right moment, along with that tacky jack-

pot woman, Lilly Decker. Though everyone agreed

Poor Beth Ann, who had been so kind when Damon’s

Great Aunt Estelle got sick, was an angel-on-this-earth,

in spite of her spotty church attendance. Which just

went to show that sometimes, the apple did roll far

from the tree. As well as uphill, in this particular case.

“Well, you be sure to call me if it’s anyone we know,

so I can get working on a casserole,” Damon’s mother

said, although she didn’t sound particularly married to

the prospect. The Stillwaters, who ran the sole surviving

hardware and lumber outlet, weren’t exactly on the

same social plane as the residents of Mill Pond Bend.

Damon could almost hear his mama thinking how

those women would likely turn up their noses at her

good potato chip–tuna casserole. Since he had suf-

fered through years of this despised dish, Damon de-

cided on the spot that he had something in common

with those rich folks. And once he solved the murder

of one of their own, there was no telling where good

taste and detective skills might lead him.

Excitement zinging through his veins, Damon day-

dreamed about his future all the way to the scene,

while he drove his father’s hand-me-down Ford pickup

along central Eudena’s redbrick roads. He’d forgotten

the exact address, but he had no problem finding the

location, not with two sheriff’s department cars there

plus an ambulance. The latter seemed to have far more

volunteers clustered around than usual, all probably

as eager as Damon to get in on the action.

And they weren’t the only ones. A dozen or so on-

lookers had gathered on the street outside the biggest

house in Hatcher County—a house named for a Lucky

Pull, an unheard-of stroke of fortune.
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But as he hurried to get inside, the irony of the

thought passed Damon Stillwater in both lanes.

“I’ll need your permission to discuss the details of your

care with your son,” Beth Ann told Hiram Jessup after

she had checked his vitals and finally gotten answers

regarding pain management, appetite, evacuation,

medication. Hiram had refused to say a word until his

son had carried the little boy into the spare room to

put him into his pajamas and make up a bed with fresh

sheets.

Even after Mark had left, the old man had seemed

shell-shocked. Not altered in his level of conscious-

ness, as a man in his condition would be later, but wor-

ried and distracted.

“I didn’t ask him here,” he told her. “Didn’t even want

him to know. Wish I had an idea what busybody

thought it was his place to call.”

Her place, Beth Ann mentally corrected, but no

good could come of ratting out the culprit. Nothing

short of a nuclear holocaust would change Aimee Gus-

tavsen’s spots.

“The way I see it,” Beth Ann said, “that genie’s al-

ready out of the bottle. Your son’s come back, and I

don’t think you’re gonna change his mind about it.”

An unforgiving hardness settled over the old man’s

thin features. “Jordan should’ve been here, or his mama.

What he did back then, it killed them both.”

The collective wisdom of Hatcher County agreed it

was grief that buried Letty Jessup in the wake of her

daughter’s death and Mark’s term in state prison. The

doctors called it kidney failure, but that hadn’t swayed

opinion. Beth Ann’s daddy had also died eight months

after the head-on collision. Though his heart had been
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failing long before the crash, his death, too, was

chalked up by locals as another casualty and laid at

the feet of the boy called Hell on Wheels.

“I could send for the chaplain or the social worker to

say this, Mr. Jessup, or I could just tell you how I see it.”

He eyed her warily.

Taking his look as permission, she continued. “Mark

and that boy are what you’re left with. Unless you’d

rather die in the company of strangers. Or worse yet,

alone.”

The ticking of an ancient Regulator wall clock

swelled to fill the dingy confines of a room that could

stand painting. Finally, the old man stretched his one

whole hand to reclaim the remote. As he clicked the

shopping network back on, he said, “Tell him whatever

you like, anything he wants to know. But I already died

alone, girl. Sixteen years ago, like you.”

A mute protest roared through her, leaving in its

wake a shudder of revulsion. When she heard Mark in

the hallway, she turned and nodded to indicate she

would meet him in the kitchen.

Neither sat, though a quartet of captain’s chairs clus-

tered around an old maple table. A reminder of the

family that had been.

“Did he wake up when you moved him?” Beth Ann

asked of the child.

Mark shook his head, and she saw affection warm his

brown eyes. “Barely, but he went right back to sleep.”

“What’s his name?” Her curiosity surprised her. She’d

expected to feel nothing for this man but unyielding

hatred. Except in some mysterious way, the past

bound them together: the only two survivors. Do you

remember that night? Do you remember the things I

can’t?
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“Eli—Elijah, really,” Mark said. “His mother and I—

She’s a fine woman, whip-smart, funny, beautiful . . .

but we’re not together anymore. And when she started

med school in Ohio, we both came to the conclusion

Eli would be better off with me.”

Medical school. Beth Ann’s initial surprise was

dragged down by something dark and ugly, as if Mark

Jessup’s ex had stolen her life and her dream.

Mark shrugged. “I’m glad things worked out this way.

I’m still on decent terms with Rachel—and I’m ab-

solutely crazy about our kid.”

Beth Ann didn’t know how to answer such a decla-

ration. Was he trying to convince her that his life after

the crash had merit? Was playing Martyred Son and

Gushing Father supposed to earn him cosmic points?

She hated to tell him that in her book, he was still

down by a million. That a handsome smile and a pre-

tense of devotion wouldn’t buy forgiveness for the

deaths of three girls, or the wreckage of her body and

her plans.

Time to haul this conversation back on track, she

decided. “Your father’s given me permission to explain

to you what’s happening and answer any questions.”

A look of surprise flashed over Mark’s face. Perhaps

he had expected Hiram to demand that he leave. Or

maybe he’d caught the sudden chill in her voice.

“I’m not sure if you noticed his left hand,” she be-

gan.

“I did. What happened to his thumb?”

She nodded. “It was a malignant melanoma, be-

neath the surface of the nail. Quite an unusual loca-

tion. When he finally went in for treatment, they

thought it was a fungus. But it wouldn’t have much

mattered. It was already too late.”
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“So they amputated?” he guessed. “Then they found

out it had spread already?”

She nodded. “Melanoma likes to metastasize to the

brain. It has in this case. He went to Wichita Falls for

treatment, but it wasn’t making any difference, so he

stopped it.”

Mark looked stricken. “How—do they know how

long?”

She figured he was trying to guess how long it would

take him to get back to his real life, to the thriving com-

pany he had built on ruin. Beth Ann had read an article

about it. Aimee the Insensitive had e-mailed her the link.

“To qualify for hospice, the diagnosis has to be less

than six months.” Beth Ann struggled to keep her tone

professional. “In his case, I’d guess less than half that,

but there are a lot of variables. Dying doesn’t stick to a

timetable.”

“What about pain? Is he suffering?”

“He’s fairly comfortable right now, and we’ll work

hard to keep him that way.” Mechanically, she went on

to talk about medications to control pain and others to

counteract the constipating opiates. They spoke of

plastic gloves and pads and diapers, of challenges

with feedings: the matter-of-fact indignities that domi-

nated the end of life. He paid close attention, and she

realized he meant to tend to these things himself in-

stead of hiring help to do it. Was it possible this wasn’t

about putting on a show after all? Was Mark Jessup do-

ing penance, or could he still feel something for the fa-

ther who’d disowned him?

Before she could decide, she heard a wailing swell

above the canned voice of the preternaturally cheerful

cookware woman. She recognized it as a siren’s blare

a moment before it died outside the house.
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A few steps took her to the kitchen window, where

she twitched aside the faded curtain. She glanced

back at Mark Jessup in confusion.

“It’s a deputy from the sheriff’s office,” she told him.

“Why would he be here?”

Mark’s head jerked toward the sound of the car door

thunking closed. His pulse thundered, and his vision

blurred. He thought of racing to the bedroom, gather-

ing up his son, and slipping out through the back win-

dow to hide among the mesquite and the scrubby

cedars near the draw.

He would take Eli beyond the barbed noose that

was Hatcher County, beyond its cages and its court-

rooms, its grief and its bitter shame. He would run and

never come back—except his legs had turned to

stone.

On the day the sheriff had come for him, he’d been

sitting in this kitchen. Brooding over a cup of Mama’s

tar-black coffee and struggling to fathom that his sister

was really dead.

Though his mother couldn’t look at him and his fa-

ther wouldn’t speak, it hadn’t yet occurred to Mark that

he’d killed Jordan. Still seventeen—just fourteen

months older than his sister—Mark remained too

stunned by the warped jigsaw of mangled vehicles and

bodies to make any headway on the abstract imagery of

blame.

When Sheriff Morrell had walked into the kitchen

with his handcuffs ready, Mark couldn’t have been

more stunned had he been held accountable for a

twister hitting Dallas or a volcano wiping out some is-

land village half a world away.

But that was sixteen years ago. What were they blam-
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ing him for this time? What atrocity had he committed

that he had yet to comprehend?

The knock at the front door came, more tentative

than he remembered. Still, he could not move.

Beth Ann gave him a strange look, then shrugged

her shoulders. “Guess I can get that this time.” The

words trailed behind her as she walked past his father

in the living room. “But don’t start thinking I’m your

maid.”

Her reproach snapped Mark back to the present,

though the bitter taste of ancient coffee lingered on

his tongue. Shaking off his déjà vu, he joined her by

the door as she opened it.

A painfully young deputy held his broad-brimmed

brown hat in his hands. Sorrow filled his green eyes;

his face was nearly the same shade.

“Miz Decker, Sheriff Morrell’s sent me here to fetch

you.” The words were steeped in misery.

Mark moved closer, caught a whiff of bile. Was the

deputy as sick as he looked?

“Fetch me?” Beth Ann sounded thoroughly con-

fused. “Why would— Look, if this is about that overdue

inspection sticker on my wagon, I was fixing to take

care of it, as soon as I finish here.”

The greenish tint of the deputy’s face gave way to a

flush. “No, ma’am. It’s about your mama. Why don’t you

let me drive you home?”

“What about my—” After a long pause, she reached

toward the deputy’s nametag. Deputy E. Damon Still-

water, it read.

The young lawman stepped back, out of range. But

Beth Ann pointed out a tiny red splotch on the

pocket’s corner.
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“That—that’s blood. And there, too.” Her voice went

high and tight as she gestured toward a dark streak at

the calf level of his tan pants. “Tell me, please. Has

something happened to my mother?”

“If you’ll just let me help you to the car, ma’am. The

sheriff will explain it—”

“You explain it. Right now,” she demanded, once

more surging toward the deputy. “Is that my mama’s

blood?”

Reflexively, Mark grabbed her elbow. She had no

idea how quickly this type of situation could turn, how

a person could cross the line between victim and sus-

pect in an instant. How there was no turning back.

Misunderstanding, she tried to tug her arm free.

“Mark Jessup—get your hands off me.”

Mark saw the deputy’s hard blink, saw him put the

name together with the story undoubtedly told to kids

by parents, teachers, and Sunday school volunteers

ever since that fall sixteen years back. Though it would

have begun as a cautionary tale about the dangers of

speed and teenaged drinking, the tragedy would hold

the gory appeal of a horror movie. Did the students

whisper shivery cautions about ghosts that roamed the

halls of the consolidated high school each homecom-

ing? Did they shudder whenever they caught sight of

Beth Ann Decker’s cane or spit each time his own

name was mentioned?

It would be a game to them, but for Mark, the game

was over. He saw it in the blink—and the suspicion—

flashing through Damon Stillwater’s green eyes.
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Chapter 3

How simple it was, to go through the expected mo-

tions as if nothing different had occurred. How glori-

ous, to lift free of the paralyzing blood and horror only

hours in the past.

So complete was the transformation that it was easy

to look back on the moments leading up to it, those

moments when the water from the faucet spilled cold

enough to make hands ache.

“Her fault, her fault, her fault. I. Am not. That monster.”

Yet the lost soul who’d stood there trembling saw a

torrent—saw the whole world—painted in the shades

of blood. Felt the hot spurt of scarlet and the splash of

crimson, the spatter bright as rubies. Heard the puls-

ing, wet and shocking, as pure as the fury of a wrathful

God.

And twice as horrifying. Images ripped through con-

sciousness: the slash and flail and shriek of it, the gape

of a cherry mouth resembling a wound in its own

right.
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Shove the vision down deep, even deeper than the

gore-slicked sack crammed down her throat to stop the

screaming. Yet as if to mock the effort, the memory

bobbed back to the surface like a plastic doll’s head to

stare with fixed, blue nightmare eyes.

“Of course I have the proof still,” she’d sneered before

the red wave of fury broke through the last traces of

control. “A lady likes to keep insurance.”

It was just another dream, came a whisper. More

vivid and more horrible than any of the others, but no

more real, for all that. Yet in dreams, such unholy

strength had never taken over. In dreams, there were

no shoes and clothing buried by a lonely prairie road,

no stripping down and shivering, no washing until the

skin stung and reddened.

The plastic bristles of the scrub brush tore back

each cuticle and dug deep beneath each nail. The

temptation swelled to keep at it, to scour and scrub un-

til the skin peeled from hands that seemed like a

stranger’s. The hands of Cain, a cold voice whispered.

Hands that sliced and mutilated . . . murdered. Totally

detached from the core of good within.

Terror flapped great vulture’s wings, beating against

ribs and chest wall, fanning sparks of panic. The brush

was stowed, the water turned off. Hands were blotted

with the caution one would use to dry an animal that

might turn tooth and claw to rend flesh at any mo-

ment.

And not only mine. Innocents would be wounded,

no, destroyed, should today’s actions be discovered.

An idea formed, as stark and clear as the cross atop

the steeple of the Fundamental News Church, the

county’s tallest structure.
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I was meant—no, I was appointed to deliver the fate

the whore deserved. The punishment that fit her sins so

perfectly, a higher power surely ordained it.

A higher power who would never want blameless

souls to suffer. Who would, of a certainty, condone

anything done to protect them.

Anything at all.

The thought lifted the heavy yoke of guilt. The shak-

ing ceased and the One Appointed went on about the

day’s business with a soul scrubbed as clean as the

hands that did God’s bidding.

During the fifteen-minute drive to Eudena’s Mill Pond

neighborhood, Beth Ann wondered if she could be

having a heart attack. Her chest felt like one big

squeeze, and pain radiated through her limbs like

shock waves from an interior explosion.

Under different circumstances, she would have pried

some answers out of Damon Stillwater. She knew his

mother, Ginny, who volunteered for the hospice pro-

gram whenever her own health allowed it; she could

use the relationship to her advantage. But since climb-

ing into the passenger seat of the patrol car, it was all

Beth Ann could do to keep upright and breathe, to sur-

vive what felt like the longest car ride of her life.

Besides, she felt sorry for the deputy, who was

clutching the steering wheel for dear life in an attempt

to keep his hands from shaking. He wasn’t much more

than a boy, she thought, with healing nicks along his

jawline where shaving had abraded acne. Whatever

waited at her mama’s house, Beth Ann sensed that it

had been his introduction to certain brutal truths of

this world.
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Truths she had first glimpsed in a pair of bright, on-

coming headlights at the age of seventeen. Not that she

remembered on a conscious level, yet she sensed that

the knowledge lurked beneath the surface, an unseen

facet in a prism that colored every day that followed.

As they turned onto the street that encircled

sparkling Mill Pond, Beth Ann saw the neighborhood

had taken on the mood of a block party. Despite the

chill breeze, the neighbors had come out in jogging

suits and jackets. Some walked yappy dog-lets or

pushed infants in strollers. Others struggled to herd

toddlers more interested in chasing fat white ducks

than staying with the adults who had gathered near a

locked bank of steel boxes, though the mail would not

arrive for hours. Outsiders had shown up, too, as evi-

denced by the ragtag collection of pickup trucks and

the presence of plaid flannels and denim, a handful of

cowboy hats. This last group didn’t bother to disguise

its gawking, but clustered hungrily beside the ambu-

lance and sheriff’s department vehicles, with their

lights flashing like a carnival attraction.

“What the—?” Beth Ann’s throat clamped down

around the question as a snub-nosed man with a

scruffy black mustache pointed her out to the crowd.

She stared back blankly, unable to make sense of the

childlike excitement painted on his face. Yet she read

the lips of the small woman standing at his elbow, saw

her mouth three syllables. Poor Beth Ann . . .

Damon pulled past the onlookers and into the gray

brick driveway that flanked her mother’s palace. Beth

Ann didn’t move until he shut off the car, then came

around and opened the door for her. He offered her a

hand, but she refused it.
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Leaning more heavily than ever on her cane, she fol-

lowed Damon to the front entrance. She hesitated

when he opened this door for her as well, convinced

that once she crossed the threshold, her life would

change forever.

“I’m real sorry, Miz Decker,” he told her. Moisture

glimmered in his green eyes, and a fresh flush spread

over his fair skin.

She stepped through, if only to escape the gawking

presence of those at the edge of the front lawn. Once

inside, it took several moments for her eyes to adjust to

the sudden absence of bright sunshine. In that brief

span, she heard a woman weeping.

Mama? Relief swept over her, so strong it buckled

her knees. But as the deputy grabbed her arm to

steady her, she recognized the maid, Rosario, sitting

on one of a matched pair of rich, gold-embroidered

sofas in the formal living room. Hunched over in a

rounded lump, she was sobbing into a linen dishtowel,

with Sheriff Morrell patting her hand.

“Where’s my mother?” Beth Ann’s gaze snapped to

the sitting area at the opposite end of the long room,

where Lilly so often curled up in a striped overstuffed

chair to read. But the chair beside the secretary desk

was empty, save for a historical romance novel left ly-

ing open and facedown on the cushion. An expensive

world globe loomed atop its walnut base above the

steamy cover, as if in disapproval of Lilly’s reading

habits. “Has she been hurt?”

Surely, that explained the waiting ambulance. And

the fact that she wasn’t out here hollering about every-

body walking on her living room’s white carpet with-

out first taking off their shoes.

Sheriff Morrell pushed himself up from the sofa with
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a grunt of effort. A former local football hero who had

traded on that reputation for four decades, Big Jim

Morrell still had the powerful frame of an all-star line-

man, though the years since graduation had added

bulldog jowls and a beach ball of a belly to go with his

salt-and-pepper flattop haircut. Once on his feet, how-

ever, he composed himself with the solemn dignity of

an undertaker.

“How ’bout if we step into the study, Beth Ann?”

He nodded toward the closed door, but a crinkling

sound drew Beth Ann’s gaze to the staircase. A

deputy—it was Cheryl Riker’s husband, Pete—headed

downstairs, a camera in his hands. Plastic covers, the

source of the crinkling, protected his shoes, and he

breathed noisily through his mouth. His skin was as

pale as a catfish belly.

As she gaped in his direction, his look softened into

pity. At the same moment, Sheriff Morrell put an arm

around her and steered her into the study, a room she

used to do her nursing paperwork. He paused to close

the door behind them, which abruptly cut off the

sounds of Rosario’s weeping.

Beth Ann’s gaze touched on rich, wine-colored walls

that Mama’s decorator—some snooty anorexic out of

Dallas—had insisted would complement the golden

built-in bookshelves and the tasteful antique desk. Beth

Ann had lobbied for a color that didn’t call to mind

fresh blood. But the decorator’s haughty, raised brows

had turned Mama against Beth Ann in a heartbeat, a

precedent so often repeated that she gave up arguing

and started strategically placing tacky knickknacks

around the house just to puncture their pretensions.

It seemed so childish now and petty, as did her re-

fusal to let her mama buy her the new Escalade to re-
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place “that horrible rust-heap that drips oil on my de-

signer garage floor.”

Her heart brimming with remorse, she stared up

into Morrell’s face. “Take me to my mother.”

He gestured toward one of a pair of leather chairs in

front of the desk she had claimed as her own. Ignoring

the unspoken suggestion, she insisted, “I need to see

her right now.”

He looked down at the desktop, frowning at a trio of

rubber ducks displayed there, the last survivors of her

mama’s War on Kitsch. They were done up like a mari-

achi band, complete with mustaches, fringed som-

breros and tiny instruments.

Sheriff Morrell leaned forward, looking Beth Ann di-

rectly in the eyes, filling her vision with his grave face

and her ears with the same deep voice that sang bass

in the church choir.

“This is a hard thing, but you’ve got to know it. Your

mama’s upstairs dead.”

Inside her chest, another cold shock detonated. But

he went on, relentless as the most aggressive cancer.

“Somebody’s killed her, in her bedroom. Mrs. Gutier-

rez found the—found the body.”

“We don’t have murders here,” Beth Ann said, and

something in her lightened. The sheriff was obviously

mistaken. This was one of Mama’s misguided bids for

male attention. Everybody in the county knew of

Lucky Lilly’s cravings. And Morrell’s wife, Evelyn, had

left him last spring, so he was probably too distracted

to pick up on Mama’s prank.

Sheriff Morrell shook his head. “We didn’t used to

have murders. But we—I hope you’ll forgive my

language—we sure as hell have one today. Your

mother’s gone, Beth Ann. You have to accept that.”
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She shook her head and used her cane to help her

stand. “Of course she isn’t. Let me see her. I’m sorry

she’s caused all this commotion, but we’ll straighten

this up right now.”

Beth Ann apologized for her mother reflexively, as

she had for years uncounted. But this time, her shame

was almost impossible to swallow. This is the last time

ever, she swore to herself.

The sheriff rose, his head still shaking. If he didn’t

slow down, it was going to come unscrewed.

“You don’t want to see that. You don’t want to re-

member her the way this sonofabitch left her.”

Alarm smashed through Beth Ann’s fragile calm.

“What—how who left her?”

“We don’t know yet, but I swear to you, we’re going

to find out. And if I have a single thing to say about it,

the animal who did this is gonna end up on death

row.”

Beth Ann spun toward the door, and—cane or no

cane—beat the sheriff to it. The bloodred walls were

closing in on her, and his lies throbbed through her

brain like a world-class migraine. Maybe it was true,

the rumor that Evelyn had left Morrell over his drink-

ing. Maybe he was drunk now, even if Beth Ann

couldn’t smell any liquor on his breath. One thing was

certain, though: She wasn’t about to stand here listen-

ing to another second of his wild talk.

She opened the door just in time to see young

Deputy Stillwater escorting Cheryl Riker inside. When

Cheryl spotted Beth Ann, the older woman hurried

toward her as fast as her short legs could carry her, her

arms widening to enfold Beth Ann in an embrace.

“I’m so, so sorry, sweetie. I got here as quick as I

could.”
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That was the moment it hit Beth Ann. This was all

real, not some elaborate hoax or the sheriff’s alcohol-

soaked nightmare. Her face felt hot and wet, and her

nose stopped up. She drew in great gulps of air, only to

expel them in a series of mute sobs that wracked her

body.

As Cheryl stroked her hair and back and made soft

hushing noises, Sheriff Morrell touched her shoulder.

“We’ll find this person,” he repeated, his voice unde-

niably sober. “If we have to work night and day for ten

years and scour every corner of this county.”

As Cheryl’s little cross pin pressed into Beth Ann’s

cheek, Damon Stillwater cleared his throat loudly. Out

of the corner of her eye, she saw him straighten his

spine to look the larger man square in the face.

“I don’t think it’ll take us years, sir, only hours.” The

young deputy’s voice was earnestly insistent. “ ’Cause

I’ve got a pretty doggone good idea of just where we

need to look.”
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Chapter 4

“You want to leave, leave.” Though Hiram Jessup never

took his eyes from the TV screen, he was clearly speak-

ing to his son, who had just come back into the room.

“Surprised you haven’t already lit out, the way your

face looked when that deputy showed up.”

Mark glanced down at his father and resisted the im-

pulse to lay a comforting hand atop that fuzzed and

spotted head. The old man reminded him of a newly

hatched bird of prey, screeching out its hunger—and

an equally fierce determination to take wing.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Mark said. He wanted to

argue that he wasn’t that same scared seventeen-year-

old he’d been sixteen years back. He kept his peace,

though, for the shell-shocked kid remained huddled

inside him, trembling and uncertain. Even so, it

hadn’t taken Mark five minutes from the time Deputy

Stillwater left with Beth Ann to decide he damned

well wasn’t running from anything Hatcher County

could dish out.

What had happened at the Decker place? At the
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memory of Stillwater’s greenish cast and the splotches

of dried blood on his clothing, an aftershock of horror

rippled through Mark, an ancient echo from the colli-

sion that had altered both Beth Ann’s life and his.

Swallowing back the taste of bile, he changed the

subject. “I’ve been working on your kitchen, taking

stock and organizing. I wanted to know how you felt

about the chicken tenderloins I found in the freezer for

this evening. I can make some rice to go with them,

maybe steam some carrots.”

To Mark, this sounded easy on the stomach. Plus, Eli

needed something healthier than the fast food they’d

been living on for the past two days.

One bone-thin shoulder rose and fell. Though he

still wouldn’t look at his son, Hiram’s mouth tightened

in a grimace. “I don’t give a damn what you do. I’m not

hungry. If I want anything later, I’ll have one of them

shakes or some such. Just get up out of my chair my

own damn self and get it from the kitchen—I can do

that much yet.”

“Beth Ann—Miz Decker—says it’s important for you

to eat as much real food as you can.” Mark left the

while you can unspoken. “Small, frequent meals. You

don’t have to eat a lot at one time, but—”

His father whipped around in his chair to shoot a pee-

vish look in Mark’s direction. “I don’t have to do a

damned thing. What do you think, that you’re the daddy

all of a sudden? That you can waltz back in here—”

“He is a daddy. He’s my daddy,” said a small voice

from the hallway. Eli yawned, his black hair sticking up

in the back, where he had the same cowlick Mark had

fought since his own childhood. Tall for his age—as

Mark had always been—Eli wore a pair of light blue
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pajamas with dark blue cuffs and neckband and held

a stuffed blue bunny much like the one his father had

dragged around for years.

Yet as Mark watched his father stare, he knew for cer-

tain Hiram wasn’t seeing the cute kid who would turn

five inside of two weeks any more than he was noticing

the Jessup cowlick or the Jessup height. Instead, the

old man was cataloguing Eli’s differences, the light

golden-brown complexion, the broader nose and

darker hair and the slightly sloped eyes that bespoke

his mother’s Afro-Asian features. Beautiful features,

Mark thought with pride, inherited from a bright, ambi-

tious woman . . . a woman who, despite their differ-

ences, had given him the greatest gift he’d ever known.

He waited, every nerve taut as a bowstring, to hear

how his father would respond. And to know whether

he and Eli could stay here after all. For Mark was ready

to take on his father’s attitude and whatever suspicions

the town had regarding his return, but he’d be damned

if he’d sit back and let anyone hurt Eli.

“He may be your daddy—” distaste simmered just

beneath the surface of Hiram’s words “—but I’m his fa-

ther. And that damn—that darn well means he doesn’t

get to tell me what and when I have to eat.”

Eli’s dark gaze went from the old man to Mark’s face,

and the boy’s mouth pinched, as it did when he was

deep in thought. With a look of intense concentration,

he moved closer to Hiram’s chair, then broke into a

smile. “If you’re my daddy’s daddy, then you’re my

grandpa, aren’t you?”

Mark’s breath hitched as his father’s brown eyes nar-

rowed. Instinctively, Mark moved close behind his son.

“You can call me Hiram,” the old man said.
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Mark exhaled. It wasn’t the open-armed embrace he

might have hoped for, but at least his father hadn’t said

something unforgivable.

“Why don’t you come out to the kitchen, Eli?” Mark

suggested. “You can have a snack while I make dinner,

maybe help me get things ready.”

Eli straightened. “I can set the table. I know all the

places.”

Mark smiled at him, though he ached to hear his son

trying to win over a man whose heart was as hard and

shriveled as a prune pit. How long had Mark strived for

his father’s approval? Was he doing it still, by coming

back here?

“I know you do, champ,” he told Eli. “You’re a big

help. Can’t imagine what I’d do without you.”

He lured his son into the kitchen, where he gave

him milk and oatmeal cookies from a surprisingly well-

stocked pantry. It seemed strange to see the kitchen

arranged differently from the way his mother had al-

ways kept it, but it was clear enough that someone had

been helping Hiram with the shopping and the clean-

ing. Maybe hospice volunteers or some of the ladies

from the church. Mark figured his father must really

feel like hell to have allowed it. After Jordan’s death,

he’d bolted the door against the well-meaning sympa-

thizers with their casseroles . . . .

Only to unlock it for the sheriff when he’d come to

arrest Mark for intoxicated manslaughter.

An hour and a half later, after eating four bites from

the small plate carried to his TV tray when he’d refused

to join his family in the kitchen, the old man repeated

history. Struggling up from his recliner, he walked to

the front door, and unlocked it to let in Sheriff Morrell.

* * *



Head On

43

Big Jim Morrell was shaking Hiram’s hand as Mark

poked his head out of the kitchen. Behind Morrell

stood a deputy Mark would always recognize, despite

the way the years had grayed and thinned the man’s

hair and thickened his waistline. Pete Riker had been

first on the scene after the crash, and he’d been with

his boss when Mark had been arrested, too.

“How’re you doing, Mr. Jessup?” the sheriff asked in

a voice as deep as ever, though he, too, was heavier

than the last time Mark had seen him. Must have been

some big-time chicken-fried-steak lunches at the sher-

iff’s office over the past years.

“Been better,” Hiram answered. Illness had slumped

his back and shoulders, making him look far shorter

than his one-time height of six feet.

“Why don’t you just have a seat then,” the sheriff told

him. He glanced up, in tandem with Riker, and caught

Mark’s eye. “It’s your boy I came to speak with.”

Mark felt time fold back upon itself, but the spell

shattered when Eli slipped a small hand into his. In the

tightness of the child’s grip, Mark knew his son’s fear.

Both men were imposing, in particular Jim Morrell,

whose deep voice, badge, and uniform surely loomed

large to a four-year-old in unfamiliar territory.

“It’s okay, Eli,” he said. “These men aren’t here about

you.”

“That Decker girl,” Hiram interrupted, still looking at

the sheriff. “Is she all right?”

Morrell nodded, his face grim and older-looking

than the version in Mark’s nightmares. “She’s had a

shock, but she’ll get through it, God willing.”

“What happened?” Hiram pressed.

Instead of answering, Morrell took a few steps

toward Mark, then squatted down and smiled at Eli.
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“Hey, there, partner.” He stuck out a big hand and

added, “I’m Sheriff Morrell, and I make it a point to wel-

come visitors to Hatcher County.”

Pete Riker crossed thick arms in front of his chest

and stared down at the spectacle. Judging from the

man’s expression, he was either stunned at the sight of

Eli or had a bad case of indigestion.

Eli glanced at Mark and waited for a reassuring nod

before shaking Morrell’s hand. “I’m Elijah Jessup, and

my birthday is in ten days.”

When Riker’s expression soured, Mark hated the

man more than ever.

“That’s good to know,” the sheriff told him. “How old

will you be? Six?”

“Five,” Eli corrected.

“That’s real lucky. I have some special honorary

deputy’s badges out in my car, but I only give ’em to

boys and girls on their fifth birthdays. If you were six or

only four, you would’ve clean missed out on your

chance, Elijah.”

The boy grinned, clearly warming to the sheriff. “You

can call me Eli. Everybody does.”

“Okay, Deputy Eli. Mind if I take a walk with your

daddy here? You can stay inside and keep an eye on

your grandpa.”

Hiram opened his mouth as if to protest, but Morrell

shot him a sharp look and added, “Why don’t you

show him what kind of cartoons we get here in Texas,

Hiram? My grandkids like the ones on—is it Channel

Twenty-Two, Pete? You’ve got daughters.”

Riker shrugged and avoided eye contact with Eli.

Racist bastard.

Hiram grumbled a little—possibly at the idea of be-

ing referred to as Eli’s grandpa—but in the end, he set-
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tled back in his chair and turned on something that

made Eli exclaim, “You have this one here, too? Those

guys are my favorite.”

Mark excused himself to grab his jacket. He made a

point of keeping his movements unhurried, despite

the tension coiled in his gut.

Once they stepped out the back door and down the

wooden steps, Morrell told his deputy, “How ’bout you

meet me back at the car, Pete? And see if you can dig

out one of them extra-shiny little badges from the

glove box. This young man’s about to get himself an

early birthday present.”

Riker walked away, his stride stiff as his neck.

Mark told Sheriff Morrell, “Thanks for putting Eli at

ease. He’s a little nervous—new place and all. And Hi-

ram . . .”

Their feet crunched on the gravel driveway as they

meandered in the direction of the garage.

“So. Your daddy know about him? Before you got

here, I mean.”

Mark shook his head. “Didn’t seem like the kind of

news to scribble on a postcard. I tried a letter or two a

while back, but they were returned unopened. The

one time I called—well, I’ll bet you can guess how

long that conversation lasted.”

It still hurt to remember his father slamming down

the phone the instant he recognized his son’s voice.

Morrell nodded, the pursing of his mouth making

his jowls look more pronounced. “I figured that was

how it was. Suffering hardens a man—and I guess you

and I both know being a father isn’t easy, even in the

best of times. And doing it on your own, that’s tougher

still.”

Mark stopped walking to turn toward him. He
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damned well didn’t want to hear Morrell wax poetic

over his relationship with his daughter, or with Scotty.

Mark particularly didn’t want to hear the things he

knew already: that Morrell’s pride and joy—who had at

one time dated Beth Ann Decker—was now practicing

law and running for state senate up in Amarillo. It had

made the front page as a “Local Boy Makes Good”

piece in Hatcher County’s weekly news rag, which Hi-

ram had left lying on the kitchen table. “Let’s get to the

point, Sheriff. What’s going on with Beth Ann Decker?”

Morrell flinched. Though he recovered quickly,

Mark could see that his directness had surprised the

older man. Good. The sheriff needed to know he

wasn’t dealing with a teenager this time.

“Somebody up and killed her mama.”

“Mrs. Decker?” Mark tried to recall what the woman

looked like and came up with the fuzzy image of a red-

head like Beth Ann who had worn her hair in some kind

of sleek upsweep. Mostly, though, he remembered his

mother fuming about Lilly “prancing around” church so-

cials and meetings of the PTA in her skimpy dresses.

Mark had never really noticed her appearance, but

back then, he’d spent far more time sneaking glances at

Beth Ann than looking at anybody’s mama. “Poor Beth

Ann. Why would anybody want to hurt Mrs. Decker?”

Sheriff Morrell grimaced. “Can’t say yet, but this is a

hell of a thing. Worst I’ve seen in forty years of law en-

forcement.”

In spite of the chill breeze, heat rode over Mark’s

face. Head shaking, he blurted out, “It’s not right, not

with all Beth Ann’s been through. Is there—does she

have anybody with her?”

Morrell nodded. “She’s got friends and plenty of ’em.

People around here think the world of Miz Beth Ann.”
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“And you have no idea—no idea who could have

done this?” Mark couldn’t keep the bitterness from

washing through his words. “So you and your favorite

goon have come out here looking—what was that line

from Casablanca? Looking to ‘round up the usual sus-

pects.’ Or suspect, meaning me.”

Morrell held his gaze. “Now, Mark. You know we’ve

got to check out anybody with a motive—”

“What motive?”

“One of my deputies seems to think revenge could

be an issue.”

Mark thought of the way the deputy who came to

pick up Beth Ann had looked him over. “You mean that

kid you sent here earlier? He thinks I’d want revenge

against Mrs. Decker? Revenge for what?”

The sheriff turned and gestured toward the rusting

pump jacks across the road. “All that was Jessup land at

one time. And all the land around this little postage

stamp your daddy’s got left. Jessups ranched this

spread for generations—”

“All the years I lived at home, my father worked part

time at the post office, drove a delivery truck when he

could get a job. Even at their highest, the oil royalties

never covered the expenses, and the ranching busi-

ness is no living for the small operator—hasn’t been

for decades.”

“It was the Jessup legacy, and Mrs. Decker sued your

father for it.” Morrell spared the house a rueful look.

Mark saw the old place as the sheriff must, with its

flaking paint and missing shingles, its sad collection of

sagging outbuildings. Like the garage ahead, with its

missing door, its clutter of odds and ends, and his fa-

ther’s old green Chrysler. Next to Mark’s loaded new

pickup, it looked ancient. “I can take care of my dad. I
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can more than take care of myself and my son, too.

And this legacy—this whole damned county—doesn’t

mean a thing to me.”

Once more, Morrell’s gaze bored into him. “Doesn’t

it?”

Self-righteous son of a bitch.“This is bullshit, Morrell.

I’m back in town half a day and here you are, hoping

I’ll just stand around dumbfounded while you screw

me over one more time? Has it occurred to you I

learned my lesson from the last go-round?”

Morrell laid one hand on the butt of his gun. “I don’t

think you want to take that tone with me, Mark.”

“It’s Mister Jessup to you,” he corrected. “And I don’t

think you want to take this one step further. Not unless

you’re ready for a lawsuit that will rock your world—

and bury you up to your neck in more old shit than

you can shovel.”

“I’ve heard about your little enterprise.” Morrell’s

blue eyes went stern. “I know that you’ve got money.

But if you think for one minute I’m going to let that

stand between me and the bastard who carved up Lilly

Decker—”

Mark flinched, unable to imagine such a crime tak-

ing place in Hatcher County—and became abruptly

aware of the more recent connection that an investiga-

tion might find between the murder victim and him-

self. Could such a link be used against him?

Sheriff Morrell must have noticed his reaction, for he

stopped in mid-sentence.

“Do you honestly believe,” Mark asked, deliberately

keeping his voice low, “that I stopped by Bowie Road

on my way to my dying father’s house and did a thing

like that while my four-year-old sat waiting in the

truck?”
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“Bowie Road . . .” Morrell said. “You expect me to be-

lieve you haven’t heard about the Lucky Pull?”

“The Lucky what?”

“The Deckers live over on Mill Pond Bend these

days. On account of Lilly Decker’s slots jackpot—

biggest one they’ve ever had in Oklahoma. It was in all

the papers, made the news clear across the country.

Up in Pennsylvania, too, I imagine.”

“News to me,” Mark told him. He hadn’t paid atten-

tion to the address on the return envelope she’d en-

closed, and since he’d had custody of Eli, he paid less

attention to the evening news than ever. He put in a lot

of hours at work, and he didn’t like spending those he

shared with his son in front of a TV.

Mark’s jacket rattled with the chill wind as the two

once more locked gazes. It was clear as glass that the

sheriff figured he had heard of Lilly Decker’s newfound

fortune and had come back home to settle some kind

of blood feud. Or at least that was the theory the law-

man was trying to fit into his image of the kid he’d

once called Hell on Wheels. Too bad it was bullshit,

even further from the truth than the story Morrell and

his deputy had concocted sixteen years before.

For what seemed like an eternity, the two men faced

each other, staring, like the moment before a made-

for-TV gunfight.

Morrell looked away first, turning toward his patrol

car, which was parked behind Mark’s pickup. “Let me

get that badge for your boy. Eli, is it?”

When Mark did not respond, Morrell added, “So,

you’re married?”

“Not lately.” In reality, the answer was “not ever,”

since Rachel had refused his repeated offers after

they’d learned she was pregnant. But Mark already
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knew the rumor would spread quickly that he’d shown

up with a child in tow—and a mixed-race child at that.

He couldn’t stand the thought of the word “bastard” be-

ing thrown into the mix, couldn’t predict how he would

respond if someone used it in his hearing. “He’s a great

kid, though. I’m glad to have him with me.”

There was a slight hesitation before Morrell nodded

and then headed toward his sedan. As promised, he

got a wrapped “Junior Deputy” badge from Riker and

handed it to Mark.

“You’ll be around, then, for a while?” he asked, that

sonorous voice rumbling like thunder on the horizon.

His gray eyes seemed to darken just before he added,

“Mark.”

Mark nodded. “As long as my dad needs me, I’m not

going anywhere . . . Jim. And that’s one thing you can

damned well count on.”
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Chapter 5

Six days later

“I hope you’ll understand, Mr. Lipscomb, but I’m in no

mood for lawyer talk this afternoon.” Beth Ann wasn’t

trying to be rude to her mother’s long-time attorney,

but the funeral had been a hell of an ordeal, and she’d

only just now shooed the last of the well meaning—

save for Cheryl—and the curious out of the Lucky Pull,

where people had picked over finger sandwiches and

macaroni salad while waiting to offer their condo-

lences. It would have gone on forever had Pastor Tim-

mon’s wife, Helene, not caught a couple of the

notoriously light-fingered Snyder kids trying to pocket

silver serving forks. Two deputies arrived in short order

to haul off the shrieking, swearing teenagers, but the

ugliness of the incident had served as a disquieting re-

minder that brutality had visited Eudena, a brutality

that had ended Lilly Decker’s life.

“I’m terribly sorry, but this can’t wait,” Stan Lip-

scomb murmured, looking up at her from beneath a
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gel-lacquered wing of hair suspiciously dark for a man

who had to be in his mid-sixties. Since she’d first met

him as a little girl, Mr. Lipscomb—one of the county’s

handful of practicing attorneys—had reminded Beth

Ann of a basset hound, with his sorrowful, brown eyes

and drooping facial features. Her mother loved to

tease him, often with scandalous suggestions, just to

see if she could prompt the man to “get the stick out of

his ass and smile for once in his life.”

Today, however, Mr. Lipscomb looked sadder than

ever, prompting Beth Ann to relent and lead him down

the length of the formal living room, thick with funeral

flowers, to the sitting area her mother had favored.

From the kitchen, she heard the comforting clink of

plates as Cheryl busied herself putting away food and

cleaning.

“You should have a seat,” he told her, gesturing

toward the striped chair by the globe on its stand. “Can

I bring you anything?”

Shaking her head, she sank into the huge chair and

laid her cane on the floor beside her. “So what is it? I

know all about the will situation. Mama went over it

with me in detail. Probably figured I’d cut her a little

more slack on her shenanigans if I knew I’d inherit

everything one day.”

To her surprise, Mr. Lipscomb did smile, though he

quickly moved his hand to cover a mouthful of

crowded and discolored teeth. “That sounds like your

mother, all right. So tell me, did it work?”

“Lord, no,” Beth Ann said. “First of all, as far as I can

see, that damned money’s stirred up more trouble than

it’s worth.”

When word first got out about the multi-million-

dollar jackpot, her mother had had no end of people
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coming to her with their hands out, even people she

didn’t know from Adam. She’d lost friends over it, too,

when she got smart and put it into the hands of pros so

she couldn’t be pressured or tempted to go along with

every harebrained scheme someone suggested. Worse

yet, she’d been forced to change phone numbers and

have an alarm system installed when she’d received

anonymous threats. But those had long since died

down, and she’d gotten lazy about setting the alarm

during daylight hours. Beth Ann wondered, had her

mother left a door unlocked, too? Or had she invited

her killer inside and upstairs to her room last Friday?

Could it really have been someone she knew? Even

someone who’d come to the funeral or stopped by to

offer condolences?

Mr. Lipscomb pulled out the chair from the secre-

tary desk and took a seat across from Beth Ann. “Miss

Decker? Are you all right?”

She snapped to and quickly said.“Oh, sorry.You were

asking if the idea of inheritance got me off my mother’s

case. Afraid not. The two of us stuck with our assigned

roles. Mama played the wild but lovable teenaged

daughter, which left me with the part of parental spoil-

sport. But we made it work for us. Most days.”

Except on October thirteenth, the day some bastard

had killed her. Beth Ann’s gut knotted, and her hands

clenched with a desperate need to rip someone to

pieces. But who? For all Morrell’s promises and Deputy

Stillwater’s bold claim on that awful afternoon, the

sheriff’s department hadn’t named a single suspect.

With frustration pounding at her temples, she felt the

threat of fresh tears.

“What can’t wait, Mr. Lipscomb?” she asked. “If it’s

about the will—”
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“No, no. There’s a ten-day posting period required

before a hearing can be scheduled, so there’s time

enough to talk about it when you’re ready.” He pulled a

plain white envelope out of the breast pocket of his

frumpy, dark brown suit jacket. “But your mother in-

sisted that upon her death, I was to deliver this to you

following the services. She made me swear it with my

right hand on the Bible.”

A prickling sensation curled around Beth Ann’s mid-

dle. “What on earth?”

He placed the envelope in her hand. Her name, she

saw, was written on the front. In her mother’s girlish

script.

“It’s not terribly uncommon for a parent to leave a

private message with an attorney, especially one who

is also acting as executor for her estate. I wasn’t privy

to what’s inside,” he said earnestly, “but I can assure

you, your mother didn’t plan on dying while she was

so young and so vibrant. The day she gave this to me

last year, she was grumbling that she’d probably have

to go through ‘this last-will-and-testament bull all over’

when I kicked off ahead of her.”

“Thanks, Mr. Lipscomb.” Beth Ann managed a shaky

smile. Her mother, who had turned fifty-six in August,

would have been thrilled to be recalled as “young and

vibrant.” Aging gracefully had never been a part of Lilly

Decker’s plans.

He shook Beth Ann’s free hand before standing. “It’s

Stan, please. I’ll be in touch in a few days, or you can

call me when you’re ready or if you need anything at

all. Otherwise, I’ll leave you to your privacy.”

She saw him out, her fingers quick to turn the dead-

bolt in his wake. Afterward, she locked herself inside

the red-walled study and dropped into the chair be-
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hind the desk, where she pulled a letter opener from

the top drawer.

Her hands shook in her hurry to slit open the enve-

lope. Would it hold answers? Questions? The goodbye

she’d thought had been forever lost?

Blinking away tears, she read:

My dear, dear, dear Beth Ann,

In truth, the world is yours, should you be bright

and bold enough to claim it.

I love you always and I’m sorry. Forgive me,

baby? Please?

Hugs & smooches,

Mama

Beth Ann turned the note over and blinked in con-

fusion at the blank back of the page, then flipped it

once more and read it over, out loud.

“What the hell?” she asked when she had finished.

The message was inane, nonsensical. What did her

mother mean, forgive her? Beth Ann had expected to

feel overwhelmed or tearful. Instead, she felt wounded,

even annoyed, that rather than easing her heartbreak,

her mother’s last words sounded more like some sort of

childish game.

Beth Ann took the letter to the kitchen, where

Cheryl was carefully counting out the serving pieces.

“I think one of those Snyder kids made off with the

slotted spoon from the melon balls. Those snot-nosed

little heathens.”

Beth Ann shrugged. “If they want to polish the

damned things, I’ll gladly give ’em the whole set. Look

at what my mama left me. It’s a letter she’d arranged for

Mr. Lipscomb to deliver.”
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Shock registered in Cheryl’s hazel eyes, and she hes-

itated before accepting the page from her friend. She

held it by its edges, as if the paper might burst into

flames at any second.

She squinted, then said, “Doggone it, I can’t see this.

I left my reading glasses in my purse up in your bed-

room. If those Satan’s spawn haven’t made off with

that, too.”

“Never mind. I’ll read it to you.” Maybe the third try

would bring some sense to it.

But once she’d finished, Cheryl looked as confused

as she felt.

“Sorry for what?” she asked. “I don’t get it.”

“I was afraid it was just me.” Beth Ann frowned down

at the words. “What the devil does she mean about the

world being mine if I’m ‘bright and bold enough’?”

Cheryl’s lips bunched and drifted slightly to the left

as she considered. Finally, she nodded. “Maybe she

means that you should quit being such a tightwad and

have fun with the money.”

Beth Ann grimaced. “Or maybe she was on her third

margarita when she wrote this.”

There was a subtle shift in her friend’s expression as

her gaze retreated to the silver she’d been counting.

“That could be true, too. Your mama always did get

kinda maudlin when the tequila started talkin’.”

Beth Ann closed her eyes. “Right about now, I wish I

liked tequila. I’d drink a damned bathtub full of mar-

garitas if I could forget this past week ever happened.”

But Beth Ann couldn’t take a sip of alcohol without

getting dog sick. And she was well aware that she had

already forgotten more than she should sixteen years

before.
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Chapter 6

Two weeks later

Boarded-up old storefronts lined the bloodred,

bricked streets of Eudena’s downtown, an occasional

surviving business lingering among the dead. Even

those sported CLOSED signs on a Sunday morning, with

the controversial exception of the county’s sole re-

maining grocery store.

As she glided past the cars parked around the Fun-

damental News Church in her mama’s silver sedan,

Beth Ann felt the disapproving stares of late arrivals to

the service. She cranked up the Dixie Chicks in an at-

tempt to silence the malignant whispers her fear con-

jured, but paranoia drowned out the song’s lyrics.

Didn’t take Beth Ann Decker long to change. Look at

her, driving that high-dollar Mercedes, lording it over all

of us now she’s the richest woman in all of Hatcher

County.

Defiantly, Beth Ann turned the song—the raucous
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“Sin Wagon”—even louder as she pulled into the lot of

Barty’s One-Stop. Her old Subaru had refused to start

this morning, and she needed coffee in the worst way.

And tissues—heaven help her, these past few weeks

she’d gone through more Kleenex than an asthmatic

Brownie troop on a campout in cedar-fever season.

She could have asked Cheryl to pick up groceries—

or any of the friends and neighbors who had practi-

cally begged her to call and let them know what they

could do. But after three weeks of being coddled and

consoled and protected from out-of-town reporters

scavenging for exclusives, Beth Ann had finally had

enough. She’d tied back her hair, pulled on jeans, a

dark green sweater, and a pair of clogs and grabbed

her mother’s key ring before she lost her nerve.

After shutting off the car, Beth Ann climbed out from

behind the tinted windows and blinked in the bright

sunshine. Her eyes adjusted to take in the crape myrtle

trees planted along the lot’s edge to hide the decay of

a service station boarded and abandoned since the

sixties. Among the crape myrtles’ peeling, half-bare

branches, she caught the flutter of disintegrating red-

and-black streamers, remnants of the Hatcher Hawks’

homecoming that had taken place only seven days af-

ter the atrocity at the Lucky Pull.

Beth Ann aimed and punched the remote to lock the

Mercedes. At the alarm system’s chirp, a shopper load-

ing groceries into a dusty hatchback glanced in her di-

rection. With the wind tousling her short, prematurely

white hair, the slightly built woman hugged herself re-

flexively, then nodded. But it was the pity in her expres-

sion that had Beth Ann gritting her teeth and making

for the store entrance as fast as she could manage.

Resentment of her money was one thing, but the
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Poor-Beth-Ann routine was more intolerable than ever.

What about Poor Lilly? Beth Ann wanted to shriek to

the heavens. What about my mama?

To hell with grief, with its choking tears and clogging

nose and crippling helplessness. Rage was what she

needed—a fury that flared so hot, it not only inciner-

ated the animal who’d killed her mother but scorched

Jim Morrell, his incompetent department, the slaver-

ing reporters, and this whole damned county’s useless

pity.

Her anger propelled her through the aisles with her

fists clenching the grocery cart, her glare daring any-

one to make eye contact. But the trouble with rage was

it took too much energy to maintain. By the time she

reached the deli counter—she wanted some sliced

pepper-jack for grilled cheese sandwiches—Beth Ann

was shaking with the effort. And worse yet, the impulse

to punch open one of the tissue boxes and blow her

nose was nearly overwhelming.

If she let herself do that, she knew she’d lose it. So

she bit down on her inner lip and focused on the

knowledge that if anyone spotted so much as a trace of

moisture on her face, the rumor that she’d been bawl-

ing inside Barty’s would be all over Hatcher County be-

fore sundown.

Though the store was close to empty—with five still-

viable churches, this was a town that took its Sabbath

seriously—and no one else was waiting, the two em-

ployees behind the counter were so engrossed in their

conversation, they kept their backs turned to her, even

after Beth Ann cleared her throat. She was about to try

a more direct approach when, to her horror, she

caught her mama’s name among their words.

“That Lilly Decker was just asking for trouble, the
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way she acted,” dried-up old Gertrude Pederson—who

had been Lilly’s best friend until Lilly refused to con-

tinue doling out cash to her last winter—croaked in

her cigarette-rough voice. “Bad enough she’d been

flaunting her body all over town as long as she did,

tempting other people’s husbands. But once the likes

of her got money—”

“Lilly’s been Lilly for years on end,” Sid Talley, the

butcher, interrupted. His white apron barely covered

his expansive belly. “And she’d been rich more’n a year

now. The only thing that’s different is that Jessup boy’s

come back to town.”

Beth Ann knew she should say something—or at the

very least, should get the hell out of there before she

had a meltdown. But she remained rooted to the spot.

“Hell on Wheels . . .” Gertrude nodded. “Can’t be-

lieve he had the nerve to come back. I think it’s a

damned shame he ain’t in jail still, good-for-nothing

trash like him killing all those sweet girls. And ruining

Poor Beth Ann the way he done—it’s tragic.”

Beth Ann wished she could dissolve into a puddle

on the store’s white tiles. . . . In her mind, the loud-

speaker buzzed the message: Cleanup at the deli

counter. Better bring two mops and the big bucket.

“What I can’t understand is why it’s taking Sheriff

Morrell and that half-assed crew of his so long to figure

this out,” Talley went on. “Did they all come down with

group amnesia, or is that boy throwing his weight

around, now he’s got his blood money—or maybe

buying off the sons of bitches. Billy Hyatt won’t be

bought, though, not for all the gold in—”

Loosened by her trembling, Beth Ann’s cane slid off

the cart where she had it balanced, then clattered to

the floor.
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The pair behind the counter turned as one, their

eyes widening and faces reddening in unison.

Gertrude recovered first, slapping on a tobacco-

stained smile to mask the desperation in her eyes. “I’m

sorry we didn’t see you, sweetie. May I help you?”

Beth Ann stood, still speechless for a moment. Then

she snapped, “My mama’s dead, murdered in her own

home, and you dare insinuate that she deserved it?”

“I—I never meant—” Gertrude tried.

“We’re sorry. We’re both sorry,” Talley interjected.

“We didn’t mean for you to hear us. Never imagined

anyone could slip up on us like that.”

“I’m not exactly known to tiptoe, Mr. Talley. And if

you have one lick of evidence as to who—who

butchered my mama—” Beth Ann ignored the shaking

of his head “—you should haul that carcass of yours

over to the sheriff and report it instead of standing

around here flapping your gums like a damned fool.”

Holding on to the cart with one hand for balance,

Beth Ann scooped up her cane and managed to rise in

a halfway graceful manner. It was a good thing, too, be-

cause she’d hate to spoil her exit—and the most no-

table tirade of her life—by falling flat on her face. As

she stormed over to the only open register and glow-

ered her way through checkout, it occurred to her that

despite years of working in the market’s meat depart-

ment, Sid Talley and Gertrude Pederson might never

recover from hearing the words “butchered” and “car-

cass” used in that particular context.

Served those gossips right, Beth Ann decided as she

tossed the bag containing the tissues and the coffee

into the sedan’s trunk. She’d been planning to go

home and brew a half-pot, but the confrontation in the

grocery store made caffeine beside the point.
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Instead, she started the big car and revved its en-

gine, her blood thrumming with the feeling of its

power. Her power, refueled by a fresh surge of righ-

teous fury.

She wasn’t going home at all. Sunday morning or

not, she was going to find the sheriff—even if she had

to drag Jim Morrell out of the choir box at church.

After three weeks of shock and grief and horror, it

was high time to get some answers. And she damned

well meant to hear them now.

She had nearly reached the Fundamental News

Church when Beth Ann missed the stop sign at the in-

tersection of Travis Street and Second Avenue, a junc-

tion as familiar to her as her own face in the mirror. At

the sharp blare of a horn—a minivan leaving the

church parking lot was bearing down on her left—she

slammed on her brakes and twisted the steering

wheel. The big sedan fishtailed, its rear end swinging

wide. One of the squealing back tires jumped the

curve, and with a solid thunk, the corner stop sign top-

pled over.

“Oh, my Lord,” Beth Ann breathed as she put the

Mercedes into Park and killed the engine.

The van honked once more before disappearing.

But Beth Ann barely noticed, fixated on the dim fig-

ures lying broken all around the car. In the sudden

darkness, headlights lit the bodies of her three friends.

Larinda Hyatt, Heidi Brown, and Jordan Jessup, all

wearing stained cheerleading uniforms.

“No, no, no,” Beth Ann cried, squeezing her eyes

shut against the awful vision. She shrieked at a tap on

her window.

“You all right, Beth Ann?”

The voice was muffled by the glass, but at least it
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served to yank her back to the present. Opening her

eyes, she glanced first at Big Jim Morrell, dressed in a

suit and tie for the service, and then into the street

around her. The mirage-corpses were gone.

Jerking to attention, she swallowed past a hard

lump, then opened her door. “I’m sorry, Sheriff. I—I

was completely in the wrong.”

Her attorney—actually, Mama’s attorney—would

surely have a fit to hear her make such an admission,

but Beth Ann was far too shaken to do anything but

blurt out the truth, not only to the sheriff, but to the

crowd of congregants still spilling from the church.

Only a few were in earshot, but more were hustling

her way.

She could almost hear the Poor-Beth-Anns already.

Damn it.

“I overheard some people over at Barty’s running

down my mama,” she went on, “and I was so upset I

took off. Didn’t see the stop sign ’til it was almost too

late.”

“You’re lucky you didn’t kill somebody.” Morrell

looked stern, with his freshly buzzed flattop and his

lawman’s expression, but his words were steeped in

sympathy.

Beth Ann shuddered at the ghostly images of her vi-

sion. After all these years, could it have been a

memory—her first real memory of the head-on colli-

sion that had wrecked so many lives?

“I know,” she told him, completely forgetting why

she’d raced this way in the first place. “Believe me

when I say I know.”

Half turning, Morrell waved off the approaching

churchgoers. “Everybody’s just fine,” he called, “so y’all

can go on home and enjoy your Sunday.”
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Beth Ann caught the look of disappointment on a

few faces—the chance to act concerned while scop-

ing out the newly rich daughter of the town murder

victim was a powerful draw—but no one disobeyed

the command that lurked beneath the sheriff’s neigh-

borly suggestion.

Beth Ann reached for her cane, only to find it had

fallen into the narrow space between the passenger

seat and door.

“Let me get that for you.” Morrell went around to the

opposite door and opened it. By the time he came back

with her cane, she had climbed out of the Mercedes.

“The car’s not too banged up,” he told her, “just a lit-

tle dented where the rear fender popped that stop

sign.”

Cane in hand, she went to see the small crease. Her

stomach dropped at the thought of damaging her

mama’s pride and joy. Why hadn’t she called AAA this

morning and asked them to come check the battery

on her car?

“I’ll have the sign fixed this afternoon,” Morrell said,

“and I’m sure Red Hawk Body and Motor can put your

car right in no time. Nephew of mine runs it—I guess

you remember Gene from school.”

Back in the day, “Mean Gene” Calvert had been the

Red Hawks’ starting quarterback, an honor that had

gone to his head and, in Beth Ann’s opinion, wedged

there permanently. She’d make the two-hour drive to

the Wichita Falls dealership before she’d let him touch

the car.

Good time for a change of subject, she decided.

Carefully avoiding any mention of his estranged wife,

who had moved into their daughter Sandi’s bed and

breakfast, Beth Ann went for the one safe member of
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the family. “I heard your boy’s the frontrunner for the

state senate election next week. Hope it goes well for

him. Scotty was always a good guy.”

She meant it, even though they’d broken up two

weeks before her accident. They’d had fun during the

six months they had dated, and everyone had said

they’d looked good together, the handsome wide re-

ceiver and the captain of the cheerleading squad. At

the time, such ridiculous factors had counted for some-

thing in Beth Ann’s mind, but eventually, Scott got a lit-

tle too serious and a lot too horny for her liking. Yet

even though she’d dumped him, Scotty Morrell had

been one of the few who had visited and written to her

during her years in hospitals and rehab. He still sent her

a Christmas card each year, with a picture of himself,

handsome and well-dressed, beside his pretty, teacher

wife and their toddler daughter.

When Morrell beamed and thanked her, she dared

to hope that, unlike her effort after last month’s speed-

ing episode—he’d clocked her doing eighty-four on an

empty stretch of highway as she’d hurried to a patient’s

home—this bit of sucking up might get her off the

hook. Mindful that any more points against her license

could pose a huge problem for her, she looked up at

him. “So, am I . . . am I free to go?”

He shook his head. “No ticket today, Beth Ann. No

one’s hurt here. And we’ve got more important crimes

to deal with in this county.”

Their gazes locked, and in the sheriff’s, she saw a prom-

ise. Whatever his own problems might be, he wasn’t

about to give up on finding justice for her mother.

Beth Ann jolted, abruptly remembering Sid Talley’s

gossip, along with the question that had sent her rac-

ing over here.
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“I have to know,” she blurted, not caring if he

changed his mind and issued her the ticket after all. “Is

it true?”

His brow furrowed. “What do you mean? Has some-

thing happened?”

She stared up into his face, her every atom scream-

ing, Hell, yes, something’s happened. My mama’s lying

in the cold ground in a coffin and you haven’t done a

thing about it.

“Is it true,” she demanded, “that you’re not looking at

Mark Jessup as a suspect because the man has money?”

His expression hardened, his look of sympathy

evaporating in an instant. He grasped the back of her

arm, and half guided, half marched her around the

corner of the church, away from the prying eyes of

those still watching from a distance. She had trouble

keeping pace with his long strides.

“Beth Ann Decker, where on God’s green earth did

you come up with such nonsense?” Despite the harsh-

ness of his voice, he kept his tone low. Clearly, he

didn’t want anyone to overhear this conversation.

“I told you, Sheriff, people are talking. Gossips

who’ve already tried and convicted Mark Jessup. And

you, for being too slow on the uptake.”

“Damned armchair detectives. They all think these

cases get solved in an hour, like on their TV shows.”

Morrell shook his head. “I spoke to Mark the same day

your mother was . . . found. There’s no way he was in-

volved. He didn’t even know where you and Lilly lived

or anything about the jackpot.”

“Is that what he told you?” Beth Ann pressed.

Morrell nodded. “And the timing was all wrong, too.

Mark had just arrived in town with his kid. Judging

from the way old Hiram was acting, he wouldn’t have
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exactly volunteered to babysit while his son went out

to run an errand. And no way do I buy that Mark

would—would do what was done to your mama with

his boy around. It’s plain as can be he loves that little

fella.”

A knot inside Beth Ann loosened with his words.

Yes, she thought. Mark Jessup does love Eli, just as he
cared about his father. How could she have allowed

herself to be persuaded, even for a moment, a man

like that would carry the kind of rage in his heart that

had clearly gone into her mother’s killing?

In spite of the accident so many years before, she

held on to that thought.

Her vision blurring with hot tears, Beth Ann wiped

at her eyes. “I shouldn’t have gone off like that. It’s

just—every time I think about those fools and their

talk, I go a little crazy.

“I’m sorry,” she went on. “I know you’re doing your

best, you and your men, too. But it’s—it’s been three

weeks now. And it’s so damned hard to be alone in her

house, to know what happened in her bedroom.”

“I wish I could have spared you that autopsy report,”

he murmured.

“I was the one who insisted,” she said, shaking her

head. “And it was right that I should know—how she—

how my mother died. What that piece of filth did to—”

Her throat closed around the images, and her head

sagged forward. Which was how Beth Ann came to

find herself sobbing against Jim Morrell’s chest, his big

arms wrapped around her as if she were a child.

Though the body froze in its tracks, the heart of the

One Appointed throbbed wildly at the sight of the

whore’s daughter. What was she doing here this morn-
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ing? And what had so upset her that she’d nearly

plowed straight through the intersection?

Did she see me? Does this mean she’s found the

proof?

Terror dug in, with self-loathing snapping at its heels.

On the Day of Reckoning, the One Appointed had

been so stunned by the sudden surge of fury, so horri-

fied by the dripping blood and staring, dead eyes, that

there had been no thought of searching the place. No

thought of anything but cleaning off the blood and get-

ting out before someone came.

Sheriff Morrell spoke to Beth Ann for a minute—

before abruptly towing her around the corner of the re-

cently repainted, white church.

Trouble, the One Appointed figured, yet the sense of

panic eased. Surely, she would have stopped and

stared if she had found the evidence. She would have

pointed and screamed the ugliest of accusations.

And that would have been the end. With a chill

breeze, a shudder rippled beneath a growing slick of

perspiration.

“Are you coming?”

The question startled, as did the warmth of the Com-

panion’s words. After nodding in answer, they walked

on as the One Appointed made a silent vow that the

Maker’s warning would not go unheeded.

I’ll go to Lilly Decker’s mansion. I’ll lay waste to room

after room until I find what the whore hid. And if Poor

Beth Ann interferes—well, then, I’ll know that I have

also been appointed to end her suffering.

Thy will be done, my Lord the Terrible, the Almighty.

Thy will be done.
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Chapter 7

The back door banged shut. Eli. He must have slipped

outside again, going for another great escape. Too bad

he couldn’t seem to stay clear of trouble out there. Last

week, he’d climbed into the hayloft looking for the

half-wild cat that hung around the barn. Mark had

nearly passed out, seeing his son so high—and know-

ing that the loft floor was nowhere near as solid as it

should be.

Mark grimaced, then glanced at his father, who was

dozing in the hospital bed that had been delivered

and put in the living room two weeks before. They’d

been watching football for the past hour, but Hiram’s

eyes were closed, his breathing even.

In case he was awake, Mark whispered, “I’ll be right

back. Have to check on Eli for a minute.”

After Mark grabbed his jacket and ran outside, he

shouted his son’s name. Eli—the little turkey—

couldn’t have gotten far, but he didn’t answer. On pur-

pose, Mark was sure.
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He took a deep breath and reminded himself his son

had good reason to act up. Normally an active kid, he

had spent most of the past few weeks—including a pa-

thetically low-key fifth birthday and then Halloween—

cooped up in the old house. Sometimes he drew

pictures at the kitchen table or watched TV with the

man he still had not been invited to call grandpa. Other

times he played with his toy cars and action figures.

“Hi there, kitty.” Eli’s voice floated, sweet and

earnest, from behind the well house. “I can be your

friend, see? I brought a piece of cheese for you.”

Clearly not persuaded, the silver tabby burst out of

the tall grass and bolted toward the barn. Mark ex-

pected his son to follow, since Eli had yet to figure out

that chasing the animal only made it warier. When he

didn’t appear, Mark went back to see what he was do-

ing.

He found his son within striking distance of a three-

and-a-half-foot prairie rattler. Clearly fascinated by the

snare-drum vibration of the snake’s tail, Eli bent for-

ward, his face painted with a soft smile. In the space of

the single heartbeat before Mark could react, the boy’s

hand stretched in the direction of the quivering rattle

that transfixed him.

“Shit,” Mark hissed as he swooped in behind Eli,

wrapped an arm around the boy’s waist, and jerked

him backward, out of harm’s way.

Eli yelped in surprise as Mark demanded, “Don’t you

know that’s dangerous? Didn’t I tell you if you ever saw

a snake here, you needed to come get me? Especially a

rattler.”

He clutched his son—who’d started crying—tight to

his chest and blinked back moisture. “I’m sorry. I know

I scared you, but you took ten years off my life.”
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An hour later, with the snake quietly dispatched to

serpent heaven and Eli still sulking in his room, Mark

stood before the open kitchen cabinet, harbor to a

vast fleet of prescription bottles. A glance at the med-

ication log he’d been keeping told him it was nearly

time for his father to have a pain pill, along with an-

other tablet meant to control his restlessness.

By now, Hiram would be measuring the minutes un-

til the doses—and probably working up a couple of

nasty accusations in the process. Time had done little

to blunt his hostility, but the last two weeks had added

suspicion. Mark decided he’d better ask the new nurse

about it when she came tomorrow. Was this part of the

progression of his father’s illness, or was it proof that

dragging Eli down here had been a fool’s quest?

“Are you still mad at me?” Eli’s voice was tentative, as

quiet as his approach.

As he turned, Mark saw that moisture clumped the

boy’s long lashes, and his nose was dripping. Mark

grabbed a tissue from the box on the counter, squatted

down, and wiped his son’s face clean.

“I’m not mad at you,” he said. “I was just scared be-

cause I love you so much. I couldn’t stand to see you

get hurt. Mad’s how that comes out sometimes.”

He thought back to his own father yelling, in the

months before the crash. Hiram had raged about

Mark’s recklessness, his poor grades. Could there have

been love there, too, buried deep beneath the anger?

When Eli hugged him, Mark squeezed his son tight.

“I frightened you, too, didn’t I? I’m sorry about that.

Let’s try not to scare each other again for a long time.

Deal?”

Eli nodded, and Mark decided he needed to find

someplace, perhaps a preschool or a daycare, where
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his son could interact with other children. Preferably

an active program that would burn off all that banked-

up energy.

But how would Eudena be for Eli? Little kids, Mark

had noticed, weren’t as hung up on differences as

adults. At least not until their parents passed down

their biases. But his greatest fear was a different preju-

dice altogether, one that would taint Eli with his fa-

ther’s sins.

If the accident were not enough, Mark understood

that now there would be plenty of talk connecting his

reappearance with Lilly Decker’s murder. Resentment

hammered at his temples, and he wished he’d never

heard the Decker name.

“After Hiram’s medication,” Mark told Eli, “we’ll start

the spaghetti. I’ll show you how to do meatballs with

the ice cream scoop. You can help if you—”

“Oooookay.” Eli drew the word out, cornering the

market on long-suffering. “If I can’t go out and see the

kitty.”

Before he could go further, someone rapped at the

back door. Strange, a visitor showing up now. None of

the hospice people or volunteers was expected on a

Sunday, and Mark hadn’t heard a car.

Anxiety tightened his stomach. Had the sheriff—still

clueless about the murder, according to the news

reports—decided to come back for him after all?

“Just a minute, Eli,” he said as he walked past the

washer and dryer in the mud room and looked

through the small window near the top of the back

door.

He swore under his breath. What was she doing here?

But instead of ignoring Beth Ann Decker, he opened
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the door to tell her they didn’t need her help, that they

were making out just fine without her.

Despite his resolution, when he saw her struggling

to balance the bags and platter she carried, he

reached out instinctively to help her.

“Let me get that,” he said. The bags were heavier

than he’d expected. “What’s all this, Beth Ann?”

She smiled. “A spiral-sliced ham. There’s some maca-

roni salad, a green-bean casserole, buttermilk rolls,

and cookies, too. Half the county—even that dried-up

pack of hypocrites who wouldn’t let my mama join

their precious revitalization committee—has shown

up at my doorstep with more food than I could eat in

two lifetimes. I figured you could use some over here.”

Part of him wanted to hand back the food and tell

her no thanks, but Mark could almost hear his mother

insisting that he invite their guest inside.

Before he could say anything, Eli had squeezed in

beside him to ask, “What kind of cookies?”

Beth Ann smiled at him. “Sandi Sawyer’s famous

chocolate-chip oatmeal. So good, they’ll make you

wanta slap your mama.”

Eli jerked and made a face that had Mark grinning.

He couldn’t recall the last time he’d heard that expres-

sion. Before he’d left the South, for sure.

“She doesn’t really mean it, Eli,” he said. “It’s one of

those things people say, like ‘raining cats and dogs.’ ”

“Oh,” the boy said, though Mark could tell he didn’t

really understand. Some parts of Texas culture had to

be absorbed rather than explained.

“Please, come on in, Beth Ann.” He stepped back to

give her room. “Eli, this is Ms. Decker. You were asleep

when she was here before.”
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Beth Ann nodded on her way in. “Good to meet

you,” she said. “And you can call me Miz Beth Ann.

Everybody around here does.”

The tap of her cane on the linoleum attracted Eli’s

sharp gaze. “What’s that for?”

Mark bit back a curse. Would Beth Ann tell a five-

year-old that his father was the reason she would never

walk unaided?

But no tension rippled the calm of her demeanor.

“Some people need glasses to see better—”

“My mommy wears them.”

Mark made a mental note to work on his son’s ten-

dency to interrupt.

Beth Ann nodded once more as she added, “And I

need my cane to walk better.”

Eli started to say something else, but a digital timer

in the kitchen beeped, and a strained voice called

from the living room, “Boy? I need them pills now. Un-

less you’re takin’ them yourself or sellin’ ’em off to the

dope fiends.”

Mark shut off the timer, then took a deep breath be-

fore answering his father. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

As he set the food on the counter and placed some

cookies on a plate for Eli, Mark wished he could dis-

guise the sear of shame, too. It was bad enough that his

father still refused to use his name, but to accuse him

of stealing pills with Beth Ann listening . . . Would she

think he’d picked up a drug habit in prison?

Turning to Eli, Mark held the plate just out of his

reach. “You know, you shouldn’t really eat sweets until

after dinner, but why don’t you take these to your

room? And maybe you can draw Miz Decker some

racecars. All right?”

Eli looked inclined to argue—he hated being left
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out of adult conversations—but his interest in the

cookies won.

“I’ll make you a real nice picture,” he promised Beth

Ann as he made a beeline for the room Mark still

thought of as Jordan’s.

Beth Ann laid a hand on his arm. “Don’t worry over

what your dad said about the medication. Paranoia’s

not uncommon in hospice patients. The stress and

physical changes do that to people sometimes.”

Mark looked down to where she touched him and

felt swallowed whole by her compassion—and

ashamed of his earlier impulse to send her packing.

He was more aware than ever, too, of the reason she’d

been showered with so many gifts of food.

“I’m so sorry about your mother,” he said.

She flinched, the color draining from her face as if

he’d said something—

Oh, God. Had Beth Ann’s true mission in coming

here been to check out the rumors of his involvement

in the murder?

“Sheriff Morrell told me what happened,” Mark ex-

plained, “when he and Deputy Riker came to get your

car. It—it must have come as a terrible shock. I still

can’t imagine anything like that happening in Eu-

dena.”

He busied himself putting his father’s pills in a paper

cup and recording the times and dosages on his chart.

As he worked, he felt more heat rise to his face. De-

spite her smiles, the food, and the kind words, her si-

lence told him she clearly saw him as an ex-con—the

same loser who had already screwed up her life once.

So what did you expect? he asked himself. In Pitts-

burgh, people treated him well enough, even sucked

up to him. When he spoke about his product, about his
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firsthand knowledge of the tragic results of reckless

teenage driving, he had earned respect—along with

enough money to pursue his philanthropic goals.

But he’d damned well known things wouldn’t 

play out that way in Hatcher County. And even if he

had decades to convince some residents to accept

him, he couldn’t imagine Beth Ann numbering

among them.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “Sorry I looked at you

like that. I never should have come—”

He looked up sharply, wondering if she’d read his

mind. “How could you know what I was—”

She shrugged. “Your neck and ears flush when

you’re upset. They’ve always given you away—even

back in the days when Mrs. McLendon called on you

to read aloud in second grade.”

Remembering that humiliation, Mark picked up the

cup of pills. He’d worried that Eli would inherit his

dyslexia—until the kid stunned him a few months ear-

lier by picking out words from the storybooks they

read together, then pointing them out and reading

them on road signs later.

Even so, Mark couldn’t help wincing at the thought

of himself turning beet red as a boy. Huffing out a sigh,

he said, “So much for my carefully cultivated, Billy Bad-

Ass image.”

She laughed. “Don’t worry. You fooled plenty in your

day. Including all those girls you had drooling over you

in high school.”

But not you, he thought, and for some reason he felt

grateful. Not because he hadn’t wanted her—not by a

long shot—but because she’d been perceptive enough

to see through his tough-guy act in a way that no one
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else had. “I—uh—I’d better take my dad his medica-

tion before he starts up again.”

She followed him into the living room. As usual, the

curtains were drawn and the TV blared. When Mark

turned on the table lamp, Hiram blinked and grum-

bled, looking thinner and more drawn than ever be-

neath his pile of blankets.

If her patient’s decline surprised her, Beth Ann didn’t

show it. As Mark shut off the television, she said, “It’s

good to see you, Mr. Jessup. How are you doing?”

Taking both the pills and the cup of water from the

bedside tray Mark handed him, Hiram swallowed be-

fore answering. “I’m dying, that’s how I am.”

Instead of his usual anger, his words held a sadness

Mark had rarely heard.

Beth Ann reached out to touch the bony arm, her

fingers sliding up Hiram’s wrist in a near-caress before

finding his pulse. She glanced down at the sweep sec-

ond hand of her watch.

“You don’t gotta do that,” Hiram told her. “Miz Stutz’ll

be back tomorrow. She comes out twice a week since

your mama passed, rest her soul.”

Beth Ann looked up and their gazes touched. Mark

would swear he saw unspoken words pass in that

glance.

“No reason I shouldn’t check up on you while I’m

here,” she finally said. “Wouldn’t want my nursing skills

to get rusty.”

“I was real sorry to hear about what happened.” Hi-

ram hadn’t taken his eyes off her.“That Lilly was a spit-

fire, she was. They broke the mold when they made

her.”

Beth Ann smiled. “A lot of folks would say ‘thank
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goodness.’And I appreciate your telling me that. Of all

people, after—”

Hiram’s hand flapped weakly to wave off her con-

cern. “Water under the bridge, that lawsuit. Your mama

didn’t do no more than she had to to get you fixed up.

I didn’t understand it for a long while, but I heard

about those bills she had. And I know Lilly had a living

daughter to take care of.”

Mark could almost hear the words he left unspoken.

Not like me. All I had was one fuck-up of a son.

Probably, Hiram would not have put it quite so

bluntly. But he’d made his feelings clear enough in

other ways.

Beth Ann said, “That’s very understanding of you, Mr.

Jessup. Especially in light of your own losses.”

When she looked at Mark, he fought the urge to

shudder. Was she counting him among his father’s

losses? Had Hiram ever done the same, or had he writ-

ten off his only son even before the accident, when

Jordan’s stellar grades, blond beauty, and sunny dispo-

sition eclipsed the disappointments of an elder

brother better known for his poor schoolwork and

troublemaking than anything of merit?

Changing the subject, Beth Ann asked Hiram the

usual questions as she checked on everything from his

vitals to his skin condition.

“When I’m not hurtin’, I’m sleeping,” Hiram told her,

“leastways, I’m trying to sleep—when the boy ain’t

pestering me to eat—”

“You mean Mark,” Beth Ann corrected. “Eli’s the only

boy here.”

“Yeah, of course I mean him.”

“Mark,” she repeated, “appears to be taking very
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good care of you. And the house, too. I’ve noticed the

back door’s fixed, and the kitchen’s been repainted.

The old place is looking good.”

Shrugging, Hiram turned his head away. “It’s no

more than he ought to do.”

Mark felt his stomach clench. He’d be damned if

he’d listen to any more of this. “I’ll be out putting that

ham and stuff in the refrigerator.”

He put away the food more noisily than necessary,

partly due to his banging dishes and partly due to his

swearing under his breath. Why the hell was he doing

this to himself? It was obvious his father hated his pres-

ence, considered Eli’s existence a slap in the face, and

bore not the slightest regret for turning his back on

Mark after the crash.

The only damned thing that cantankerous old man

was sorry about was that Mark had survived.

“I think you need to talk to your father. Soon.”

Mark turned to find Beth Ann behind him. Standing

too close for his comfort and speaking in quiet tones

that brought to mind the intimacy that followed the

most private acts between a man and woman.

But then, his thoughts were never too far from the

bedroom when he was near her. Old fantasies died

hard, he supposed.

“What do you mean?” he asked. “I talk to my father

every day.”

Her head shook. “I mean discuss what stands be-

tween you. The way I did, when the two of us spoke

about my mother and the lawsuit.”

He blew out a hard breath. “What’s the point of

bringing up that bullshit? It’s not like we can turn back

time. Jordan’s gone—and Heidi and Larinda. And
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you—no matter what I do, you’re not the same and

never will be.”

She straightened to her full height with some

emotion—either pride or anger—flashing in those

blue eyes. “No, I won’t.”

“Does it help to hear I’m sorry? Does it make it any

better? Because as hollow as it sounds, I am.” As badly

as he wanted to look away, he refused to allow himself

to do so. He’d written her a letter once, during the time

he spent in prison. He’d written Heidi’s and Larinda’s

parents, too. But saying the words to Beth Ann was far

harder. “From the bottom of my heart, I am sorry, Beth

Ann. All these years, I have been. Every day of my life

since that night.”

She stared at him until his lungs ached—letting him

know he held his breath in anticipation of her answer.

Of the families he had written, he had only heard back

from Larinda’s. It had been her father, county tax as-

sessor Billy Hyatt, saying he would hunt down and kill

Mark if he ever had the balls to try to contact them

again.

Finally, she cleared her throat, then asked, “If you

can tell me, then why not him?”

Mark shook his head, disappointment settling in his

gut. Of course, she can’t forgive me.“He doesn’t want to

hear it. Besides, he—what’s the point?”

“The point is, time’s running out. Remember what I

said about his cancer spreading to the brain?”

Panic sliced through the sense of futility that

gripped him. “You think the end will come soon? How

much longer?”

“I can’t know that. No human being can say exactly

when. Sometimes it’s fairly quick once they start slid-

ing downhill this way. Other times, the patient hangs



Head On

81

on past anything you’d think human endurance could

withstand. Especially when something this important’s

unresolved.”

Mark felt crowded by her nearness. Crowded by the

weight of expectation and her fifty-cent psychology.

“I was seventeen when I was arrested,” he said

bluntly. “On my eighteenth birthday, they sent me to a

grown man’s prison.

“I’m not telling you I didn’t have it coming. I’m not

saying people didn’t suffer because of my mistakes.

But it would have mattered, having my old man there

for me. And I know damned well—my lawyer told

me—he was the one who put his foot down. Who kept

my mother away, too. And then she—she was gone be-

fore my sentence ended. Because of him, I lost my

chance to make things right with her.”

Beth Ann went to the sink and took a clean glass

from the dish drainer, poured from the pitcher of water

in the refrigerator. But instead of drinking, she handed

him the full glass.

“You have one last chance with this man. Here and

now,” she told him. “And why did you come back here,

if you didn’t need to make this right?”

He set the glass on the counter with a hard clunk.

He didn’t want her sympathy, didn’t want her caretak-

ing to spill over onto him.

“You tell me, why are you here?” Infused with pain,

his words came out like an accusation. “To prove

you’re Superwoman? Or to find out if I could still be a

killer, after all these years?”

She turned away from him, but not before he

glimpsed the raw pain in her eyes. He’d been right, that

she’d come here harboring a few suspicions.

But neither had his motives in coming home been
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purely altruistic, no matter what he’d told himself dur-

ing the long drive from Pittsburgh. Catching her by the

wrist, he said, “It’s all right. I don’t blame you. Everyone

in Hatcher County knows I did hard time for killing

those girls. Everybody knows I wasn’t worth much be-

fore that.”

She jerked her hand free and glared up at him.

“Don’t lump me in with ‘everybody.’You don’t have a

clue what I think. Never did, as far as I could tell.”

As he watched her rub the spot where he had

grabbed her, he felt a chasm tear open inside him. A

need closer to starvation than a simple case of hunger.

It was the raw desire to touch her, the same craving he

had felt the night he’d watched her cheer at that ill-

fated homecoming football game. He’d told himself

he’d shown up only to keep an eye on Jordan, to make

sure that asshole quarterback, Gene Calvert, didn’t

make another run at convincing her to lay her virginity

at the altar of eternal popularity. But it was the bounce

of Beth Ann’s ponytail that lived inside his memory, the

flip of her short skirt and the perfection of those long

legs as she performed her gravity-defying aerials. At

the outset of that final, glorious night, the girl had

flown.

At its conclusion, she lay broken in a smoking,

wrecked Camaro with her friends—and his sister—

dead around her.

Yet she stood here now, in this kitchen, when she

had more cause to hate him than almost anybody in

the town that shunned him.

“So what do you think?” he asked quietly.

She drew in a deep breath before saying, “That

you’re a damned sight better man than most folks real-

ize. Yourself, especially.”
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He took a step closer, allowing himself to be drawn

in by her words, her warmth, and the unexpected gift

he glimpsed in her eyes. Allowing himself to resurrect

an old fantasy, to tip back her chin with one finger and

plant the softest kiss on her mouth.

A kiss that tasted of redemption, or at least its possi-

bility. For a time he measured in the space of heart-

beats, she leaned into it, a shift that sent awareness

ricocheting through his body. His free hand skimmed

down her back, then settled along the curve of her hip.

As in dreams uncounted, a sweet murmur rose from

her throat.

But in one nightmare instant, she jerked away and

stared at him as if he’d lost his mind. Or she had.

“No.” She shook her head rapidly. “That isn’t what I

meant, Mark.”

“I think you might have,” he said. “I think there’s

something here. Between us. I think maybe it’s been

there all along.”

“It’s stress,” she assured him. “I’m certainly dealing

with my share, for one thing. And it’s not all that un-

common for patients’ families to mistake a nurse’s pro-

fessional concern for—for something more personal.”

“You kissed me back, Beth Ann, and I’m not likely to

forget it.” He smiled at her in thanks for the surge of

hope she’d brought him. “It’s the nicest thing I’ve felt in

a long time.”

Her cane’s tip smacked the linoleum floor, and she

took a step backward. “I was an idiot to come here.”

Her side-swept bangs had fallen into her eyes. Mark

longed to smooth back her hair, ached for any excuse

to reach out to her once more.

“I wish you would stay,” he said. “Why not have din-

ner with us? Thanks to you, there’s plenty.”
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She shook her head, avoiding his gaze. “Sorry. I’m

sorry if I gave you the wrong impression. I—I’ll phone

your father’s new nurse, let her know how he’s doing.”

“Don’t run off like this, Beth Ann. At least let me get

you something. Coke or water—I have some iced tea

made.” He stepped into her line of sight, tried another

smile. “If you want, I’ll call in Eli. He can chaperone.”

She didn’t smile back. Instead she moved toward

the door, the stiffness of her body all but shouting her

discomfort. “No thanks. Say goodbye to your son for

me. He seems like a sweet kid. Really.”

As if on cue, Eli trotted in from the hallway, a sheet

of paper from his art pad clutched in one small hand.

“I made this for you, Miz Beth Ann,” he told her as he

gave up his offering. “The red one’s yours, the blue

one’s Daddy’s.”

Mark peered over her shoulder at the pair of race-

cars his son had drawn freehand. Those cookies must

have hit the spot because it was one of his better ef-

forts, with what Mark thought was an amazing amount

of detail for someone barely five years old. His son had

included headlights, bumpers, and door handles,

everything but drivers. In typical Eli fashion, flames

were shooting out from beneath the tires—and this

time he’d added a few puffs of silver smoke.

“This is really good.” Beth Ann sounded startled.

“Thanks, Eli. But I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. I re-

member your dad was a terrific artist. Liked to draw

fast cars, too.”

His claim to fame, Mark recalled—at least until he

figured out that the odds on surviving the sixth grade

were far better for a hell-raiser than a kid who sat

around and drew because he couldn’t read the assign-
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ments in the textbook. He was surprised that anyone

remembered. Especially a girl who’d made it so clear

that she had bigger plans than Hatcher County.

“Thanks,” Eli said. He dropped his gaze, and Mark

noticed his ears reddening.

Poor kid. It seemed he’d inherited at least one of his

father’s curses.

“What are the cars doing?” Beth Ann asked. “Are they

racing?”

Eli shook his head. “Nah. See how they’re facing

each other? They’re at a fancy car show like the one my

daddy took me to. They’re waiting for all the people to

come and look and pick the best one.”

But Mark’s pulse quickened as saw something differ-

ent in the drawing: two cars hurtling toward each

other, about to strike head on.
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Chapter 8

“I have half a mind to call that Sheriff Morrell myself and

ask him what he’s thinking, sending a half-grown—”

“Mo-om,” Damon Stillwater interrupted. Already he

felt queasy at the memory of his boss’s recent lecture.

And Ginny Stillwater, with her hand on the hip of the

pink robe he’d bought her last Mother’s Day, hadn’t

even properly warmed up yet.

“All right,” she amended, “an inexperienced young

man. The point is, the sheriff’s got no business sending

you out on night patrol all by your lonesome. Espe-

cially with a murderer on the loose.”

Anger slashed through him at the unfairness of Mor-

rell’s decision, but Damon would cut out his own

tongue before he’d whine about it to his mama. In-

stead, he said, “You don’t want to get overly excited,

Mama. You know what the doctor said about that.”

Her face reddened, and he winced, expecting her to

accuse him of using her illness to his advantage.

But before she could say a word, Damon’s father

muted the TV and turned from the ten o’clock news,
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which had just gone to a commercial. “Did you ever

stop to think Jim Morrell might have a damned good

reason for moving Damon to the graveyard shift? He is

the boss, you know.”

Both Damon and his mom were startled by the un-

expected comment. After a long day’s work at the

hardware store, Earl Stillwater didn’t normally expend

energy involving himself in minor family squabbles.

More evenings than not, he could be found as he was

at the moment: dressed in a pair of faded, navy sweats

that strained against his paunch and ensconced in his

beloved La-Z-Boy recliner, where he either hid out be-

hind the Wichita Falls Times Record or watched news-

casts so stodgy, they put Damon to sleep.

“What reason?” Ginny asked. “Unless you mean it’s

because that complainer, Evelyn, is bad-mouthing him

around town about a little harmless drinking. But terri-

ble a thing as divorce is, it’s no excuse for risking Da-

mon’s safety.”

Staring into his father’s eyes, Damon shook his head

quickly. It was humiliating enough, being relegated to

Siberia, as the deputies called the late-night detail. But

having his mom know the true reason would be far

worse, not least of all because she might get it into her

hair-netted head to call Sheriff Morrell and give him a

piece of her mind.

If that happened, he might as well quit the depart-

ment and haul ass to the real Siberia, because he’d be

stuck on graveyard duty—and with the name Kid—

until he was an old man.

But if Earl Stillwater took note of his son’s head-

shaking, it didn’t stop him. “From what I hear, our Da-

mon’s been putting his nose where it’s not wanted.”

Oh, hell, thought Damon. He should have known
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better than to hope word wouldn’t hit his father’s hard-

ware store.“I was only trying to help out with the inves-

tigation.”

It went without saying that he meant the investiga-

tion into Lilly Decker’s murder. Weeks after the fact, it

remained all the talk around town.

Resentment burrowed deeper into Damon’s gut. He

was almost positive the case would have been solved by

now, if Morrell hadn’t dismissed the“new kid’s” instincts.

“Were you asked to help?” His father looked at him

gravely over the black rims of a pair of reading glasses.

“I should have been.” Damon fiddled with his badge,

trying to flash the message that he was the only mem-

ber of this family working in law enforcement. “It’s a

waste of resources putting me on barking-dog and

candy-pinching calls when the case of the century still

needs solving.”

“Did it ever occur to you that the routine calls might

need handling to free up the more experienced investi-

gators?” Earl shook his head and frowned.“That was al-

ways the trouble with you, son. You never listen to

authority. You’re always too convinced that you know

better.”

Damon raked his fingers through his hair. Good

thing it was so short, or he might just tear it out. “This

isn’t about when I worked down at the hardware store

with you when I was back in high school. And it isn’t

about my troubles with that bossy Jo-Ellen Baxter over

the size of ice cream cones down at the DQ. This is

about a woman’s life.”

He stuck out his chest, struck by the importance of

his statement.

“About Lilly Decker’s life,” Earl said, shaking his head.

“That woman.” His mother’s hand fluttered up to
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clutch the collar of her bathrobe. “She was trouble

alive, and she’s trouble dead. People don’t want you

stirring up this ugliness and making them feel like

common suspects.”

So she’d heard some of the complaints, too, proba-

bly during her standing appointment at the beauty

shop. God forbid the Blond-O-Dome should ever falter.

“Well, they are suspects,” Damon insisted,“as long as

they hold some kind of grudge against the victim. We

call that ‘motive’ in the business. Whether it was be-

cause she built that big new house where it blocked

their view of Mill Pond or she wanted to elbow her way

onto their committee or because she snubbed ’em after

she got money or made cow eyes at their husbands—”

His mom sniffed. “I cannot believe you would bring

up such things to some of my own friends. Why, Norma

Nederhoffer was beside herself, with you insinuatin’ a

respectable person like her could—”

“We can’t automatically discount someone because

they look regular or act regular,” Damon told her,

though he had trouble imagining Old Lady Nederhof-

fer getting mad enough to do the kind of violence that

had been done to Lilly Decker.

Damon’s mother crossed her arms over a sagging

bosom. “If you ask me, you’d be better off checking out

that Mexican encampment if you absolutely have to

stick your nose into this dirty business. You know how

those people like their knives. And they like their

drinking, too—tequila and what have you.”

“We don’t figure her killer was a stranger to her.”

With no sign of forced entry and the personal nature of

the attack, Damon had concluded this himself—

though he’d been increasingly cut off from inside in-

formation.
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“A little too much gumption, too soon. Sort of reminds

me of my own son, Scotty, back before he took on law

school.” Sheriff Morrell had laid a huge paw on Da-

mon’s shoulder as he’d said it. “Let me give you some

free advice, Kid. Folks around here don’t take kindly to

being called to account by a fella barely old enough to

shave regular. These are our friends and neighbors—

you’ve got to learn to handle ’em real smooth-like or

they start squawkin’. Best we keep you out of sight a

spell ’til they get over it.”

And he had flat forbidden Damon from bringing up

Mark Jessup again. “He’s been excluded as a suspect,”

was all Morrell would tell him.

“You just do what the boss says for once,” Damon’s

dad insisted, “and you’ll be fine. Just learn to follow or-

ders and you’ll go far in this life.”

The commercial break had ended, and Earl Stillwa-

ter turned up the volume, his signal that the conversa-

tion was officially closed for the evening.

“I still don’t think that man ought to make you ride

alone,” Damon’s mom said in a stage whisper. “Every-

body knows the kind of people that run around by

moonlight. Dangerous people. Like Mexicans . . . and

worse.”

Damon didn’t bother pointing out to her that the

bloodiest, most sadistic crime in the county’s history

had, according to the coroner, happened in broad

daylight. Or that good and evil were nowhere near as

well ordered as the spray-lacquered blond bouffant

beneath her net.

Two-forty-nine A.M. The town of Eudena would be

sleeping, all the watchers and the talkers—and Beth

Ann Decker, too.
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A cold prairie wind was blowing, drawing a curtain

of clouds across the starry sky. With a rushing noise to

mask the sounds of movement and thick darkness to

conceal an intruder, the storm was clearly wrought by

the Almighty to mask His servant’s work. Or perhaps it

was a warning, a message that His matters must no

longer be delayed.

Chilled, the One Appointed shivered. Perhaps with

the anticipation that came of doing God’s will. Not

fear, no certainly not that, for with every moment’s

prayer, it grew clearer that the plan unfolding must be

preordained.

The whore had been meant to die as just punish-

ment for her sins. And any shred of evidence that

might cause the innocent to suffer must be sought out

and destroyed as well, before it was too late.

Near the mansion’s back door, the echoes of

screams and a vision bright with blood struck like a

closed fist. Hands trembled as the kit was opened, a kit

packed with the tools needed to sever the electrical

and phone lines before entering.

A pair of pliers clattered on the back deck. At the

sound—the metal end had struck a flowerpot—the

One Appointed froze and blessed the howling wind.

Even as the tool was lifted, one last prayer rose to the

heavens: Lord, grant me the guidance to find that letter

and the strength to do whatever must be done.After giving

over all worry, the One Appointed felt a quiet power flow-

ing, felt body and will guided, as if by a greater hand.

In spite of the gusting chill, a surge of heat melted

the final vestiges of mortal conscience and seared

away the last, faint indecision.

Time to go about His work now, with thoughts free of

dread and pity, with a soul cleansed of guilt.
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Chapter 9

Beth Ann dreamed the kiss a dozen times, her mind

embellishing upon each touch until Mark’s lips blazed

a tingling trail along her neck and over her breasts and

his hands ignited a touch point even lower.

“Jess . . .” She murmured the nickname, only to

wake, heart racing, her body moist in places that had

too long gone untended.

Groaning, she sat up in the darkness and punched

one of the spare pillows she used to prop herself into a

halfway-comfortable position. Damn it, she had Mark

Jessup to blame for sixteen years of restless nights—

but never one that had disturbed her on this level.

Outside, she heard the rush of wind, as if the night

mirrored her body’s agitation. And not only her body’s.

Her mind, too, was relentless, dredging up ancient

memories of her friend Jordan’s hell-raiser of a brother,

a boy she’d been all too aware of for as long as she

could remember. A boy she’d warned herself would

mean big trouble, for instinct told her that falling for

him would put an end to her grand plans.
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Funny, how he’d managed to derail them with five

thousand pounds of steel instead of the explorations

she’d imagined in such vivid detail throughout their

high-school years. An image flashed through her

mind—not of the fevered coupling of their bodies but

of the sudden veer of headlights into her path through

the darkness.

Swallowing back bile, she pulled the covers higher

against a sick chill. And flinched at a dull thud from

somewhere in the house.

What the hell was that? Fear uncoiled in her belly,

then slithered up the pathway of her spine.

Then she remembered how, on coming home, she’d

been so unnerved by her encounter with Mark Jessup,

she’d paced the Lucky Pull from one end to the other,

stopping to spin the stodgy globe or rearrange her

mariachi ducks, then move on to the next room as if it

might be the one to hold her lost sanity.

Though she had avoided it for three weeks, some-

how she had found herself standing in her mother’s

bedroom, staring at the new carpeting and bedding

and the freshly painted, white walls. The cleaners, a

trauma scene outfit from Wichita Falls, had done a

good job, but the room smelled wrong to Beth Ann,

too antiseptic. Certainly nothing like her mama, who,

since her jackpot win, had all but bathed in the frou-

frou fragrances she could finally afford.

Figuring a good airing couldn’t hurt things, Beth

Ann had thrown open two large windows in the back-

corner bedroom. Since she couldn’t remember clos-

ing them, she figured that one of her mama’s fussy

knick-knacks must have toppled in the wind.

Beth Ann clicked the switch on her nightstand lamp,

but nothing happened. Grimacing, she cursed the ru-
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ral electric cooperative, whose half-assed power grid

failed nearly every time a blue norther rolled in off the

Great Plains.

She groped in the darkness for both the flashlight in

her drawer and the cane she always left in easy reach.

Yet she hesitated, heart still thumping, imagining her

mother splayed across her mattress, her room awash in

blood.

Beth Ann didn’t know for certain that the bed was

where her mama had died. She thanked God every

night that the sheriff hadn’t let her look. But that hadn’t

stopped her imagination from painting gruesome pic-

tures, and the horror of the autopsy report supplied de-

tails she never would have thought of in a lifetime.

But Mama isn’t there now. You saw that yourself. She

isn’t lying there, hacked open, her mouth gaping, and

her throat stuffed with—

Beth Ann gasped and cursed her own stubborn in-

sistence on knowing the details. For three nights after-

ward, she’d stayed with Cheryl and Pete, who kept

sneaking out to his woodshop rather than helping his

wife with the house or their three daughters, until the

couple’s bickering had driven her back home. She

could have simply locked up the Lucky Pull, switched

on the alarm, and rented a room at Sandi Sawyer’s bed

and breakfast until she found a smaller place to buy

on her own. But the idea grated, especially the thought

of another damned chorus of Poor Beth Anns rising all

around the county.

She’d rather tough it out than face that, and she cer-

tainly didn’t want her mama’s bedroom getting soaked

with the rain that had been forecast. Gritting her teeth,

Beth Ann switched on the flashlight and climbed from

her bed, then walked into the hallway.
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Some ten yards down, her mother’s bedroom door

was shut tight, though Beth Ann was all but certain she

had blocked it open with a grapefruit-sized chunk of

rose quartz, a last remnant of her late father’s rock col-

lection. Had the wind been strong enough to nudge

the door past the impediment, freeing it to slam shut?

Remembering the noise she’d heard, she thought it

a likely explanation. Still, her hand lingered on the

doorknob as blood-soaked imagery filled her mind.

Drawing in another deep breath, she told herself,

“Damn it, Beth Ann, suck it up and do this. Your

mama’s not inside that room.”

She turned the knob and pushed before stepping—

and then flying—forward.
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Chapter 10

So fast, so hard and unexpected, the attack struck like

a bolt of lightning from a clear blue sky.

Beth Ann was tumbling, her head slamming into the

hard corner of a dresser before her mind registered the

hands that had grabbed her neck and arm and slung

her forward as she stepped into the room. As her flash-

light struck the floor, it cut out, plunging the room into

terrifying blackness.

She sprawled there moaning, pain arcing over her

skull and her palms pressing her bleeding scalp, when

the adrenaline kicked in. Words from the autopsy re-

port flashed through her mind, words like mutilation,

exsanguination, and asphyxiation.

Damned if she would die as horribly as her mama.

She swung her cane like a baseball bat at God-only-

knew-what target and heard a sharp cry as she slammed

something hard at shin level. With panic ripping through

her, she struck again and again, and horror mixed with

satisfaction when she heard another grunt, followed
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by the heavy shudder of the dresser as a body fell

against it, flinging a hail of knick-knacks to the car-

pet, including one item that bounced off Beth Ann’s

shoulder.

She barely felt it as she blindly swung—yet this time,

she heard only the wooden crack of the cane against

both the dresser and the doorway, and then the heavy

breaths of her attacker receding into the hall.

Her sticky hands bumped objects on the carpet—a

silky scrap of cloth, one of Mama’s paperbacks, perhaps

a set of bracelets—as she crawled for the door to close

it. As it swung shut, she heard feet pounding down the

staircase. Seconds later, the front door slammed open,

banging hard against the entryway wall.

Had she really scared off her attacker, or was the in-

truder coming back, this time with a weapon like the

knife that had killed her mother?

Nausea assailed Beth Ann, and the dark room spun

around her. Hot liquid dripped through her hair, and

her skull felt as if an axe blow had split the top in two.

Concussion, her nurse’s training told her, even as

sparkling dots materialized before her.

Don’t you dare pass out, or throw up either. She

couldn’t afford to lose control now. In an act of will,

she pushed back the shimmering confetti and the aw-

ful pain.

Reaching up, she locked herself inside the room.

Still keeping low—she couldn’t imagine climbing to

her feet—Beth Ann made her way to the nightstand by

her mama’s bed. As she felt around its top, she

knocked the lamp against the wall, but she didn’t stop

until she found the cordless phone.
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She couldn’t make the thing work, no matter what

she pushed. That was when she realized that her

power outage was most likely man-made and not

caused by the storm.

Groaning, she resisted the temptation to drag herself

inside the walk-in closet and hide behind her mother’s

clothing. She needed help, but the idea of unlocking

the bedroom door and crawling to her room, where

she’d left her cell phone, scared the hell out of her.

For several minutes she sat dead still, pain cleaving

her skull as her ears strained for the slightest sound.

The rush of wind was all she heard at first, until—what

was that? Like popcorn, a few kernels bursting at a

time and then—

It’s raining. Only raining. With tears sliding down her

face, she gritted her teeth and used the bed beside her

to struggle upright. It took everything she had to stay

on her feet as the sparkling dots resurfaced, then

swirled around her.

She forced herself into motion, lurching forward,

then slumping against the bedroom door.

Did she dare open it? Or was the lock her last de-

fense against a brutal killer?

From downstairs, she heard pounding, followed by

shouted words she couldn’t make out. Her heart

thrashed, and her insides turned hot and liquid.

“Please, God, no,” she whispered.

That was when she heard him coming up the stairs.

With brilliant flashes exploding in her vision, Beth

Ann barely registered her slow slide down the closed

door. By the time she hit the carpet, she was already

out cold.
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Chapter 11

Damon Stillwater was at the front door, his whole body

trembling miserably as the sheriff’s car swung in be-

hind the ambulance parked along the curb. Big Jim

Morrell unfolded himself from the Crown Victoria and

trotted through the rain to the Lucky Pull’s front porch.

“How bad?” The big man puffed with exertion,

though the distance covered hadn’t been far.

Damon shook his head, still aching in the shoulder

he had used to pop open the bedroom door, still reel-

ing at the dark sheen of blood that had glistened in his

flashlight’s beam. The thought took him back to the

dread that had balled up in his stomach as he’d seen

Lilly Decker’s fixed eyes, her face a garish mask of

crimson, her jaws forced open by what he’d later

learned was a gouged-out breast implant the killer had

shoved down her throat.

His gut heaved, and two steps later, he was puking

into the shrubs that lined the front porch. Again—only

this time he was doing it in front of the sheriff.

Maybe he wasn’t cut out for this work, after all.
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Jim Morrell patted his shoulder. “It’s all right, Kid. I

spewed, too, my first bad one. But I have to know,

how’s Beth Ann?”

Damon spat, then told him, “Bloody. There’s a nasty

cut on top of her head, but she’s conscious and talk-

ing. Or at least she was when Pete Riker sent me down

to wait for you. He’s up there with the rescue workers

and his big flashlight. Power’s been cut to the house.

Phone line, too.”

“Tell me what the scene’s like. Tell me everything

from the beginning.”

Damon took a deep breath, which cleared his head

a little. “One of the Winfield boys—I think it was

Matthias—called it in. He spotted the front door open

as he drove past on his way home from a friend’s party.

Got worried about Miz Beth Ann, but he was too

spooked to go in on his own.”

“Smart boy. Intruder could’ve still been inside.”

“I rolled in, lights and sirens off, and saw the door

still open. I knocked and hollered, ‘Sheriff’s depart-

ment,’but there was no response. So I went in to check

things out.”

“You should have waited for your backup,” Morrell

said sternly. “You’ll get yourself shot, playing cowboy

like that.”

“I know, and I’m sorry. It’s just—I kept thinkin’ about

how we found Mrs. Decker. I kept thinking about Poor

Beth Ann, and—”

“I know what you were thinking, and I know it

turned out right this time. But you charge into an unse-

cured scene alone like that again, and I’ll have your

badge. You understand that?”

“Yes, sir. And I’m sorry, sir.” Damon wondered if his

old job frying tater tots was still available.
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“Not half as sorry as I’d be if I had to explain to Earl

and Ginny Stillwater why I let their only son get himself

killed. Now go ahead with your story.”

“I looked around some with my flashlight, saw the

office, or whatever they call it, torn to pieces—and

that secretary desk out in the sitting room was tossed,

too. Papers strewn all over, files pulled out, that big

globe stand beside it knocked down. Then I heard this

thump from upstairs, so I went looking.”

“What did you see?” Morrell asked.

“Mostly, everything in order. Except one bedroom—

I think it’s Beth Ann’s—was empty, the bedding messed

up like someone had been sleeping. Then I saw the

door to Mrs. Decker’s room was shut tight.

“It was locked, too,” Damon continued, “and I heard

moaning inside when I tried it. So I hit it two or three

times, ’til something splintered and the lock gave.”

He rubbed his throbbing shoulder. Popping open

doors looked so much easier on TV.

“And that’s when you found Beth Ann?”

He nodded. “Yes, sir, but it was still tough getting in-

side. She’d fallen up against the door, and it took a

while before she could roll out of the way.”

“When you went inside, what did you see?”With one

big hand, Morrell made a rolling motion, encouraging

him to get down to it. “I want to get your impression of

how the scene looked before those rescue fellas and

Pete and all tromped over everything. Then I’ll go check

it out myself.”

“I saw the blood first. Some had run down her face,

and her hair’s matted with it. There were bloody hand-

prints on the carpet and the bedspread, too, beside

the nightstand. But not nearly as much blood as with

Lilly—Mrs. Decker.”
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“Forget about the blood for right now. What else?”

Damon pictured the spotlight of his beam as it

swung around the room. He’d held his gun in one

hand, half terrified and half hoping that Beth Ann’s at-

tacker was still inside, that he’d be forced to shoot

down the monster. Then Sheriff Morrell would proba-

bly pin a medal onto his uniform instead of calling

him “Kid” and threatening to fire him.

But instead of catching a crazed killer, his light had

touched on chaos. “Room was pretty torn up. Drawers

pulled out and those little bookshelves emptied. Lamp

knocked over, too, and shattered. Looked like some-

body dumped out a jewelry box on top of the bed.”

“Could be we have a burglar, not Lilly Decker’s killer,

after all. Although that cut phone line makes me won-

der,” Morrell mused before abruptly switching focus.

“What about Beth Ann? What did she have to say?”

Voices distracted Damon from the conversation. As

he peered inside the open door, he saw the EMTs

carrying a stretcher down the staircase. Deputy Pete

Riker was guiding them with a flashlight big enough to

spotlight a chorus line.

“Well?” the sheriff prompted.

“She was checking out a noise in the master bed-

room when somebody grabbed her by the arm and

neck and yanked her right off her feet. Said there was a

struggle and she hit her head on something—she

thought it was the dresser—but whoever did it ran off.”

“She recognize a face? A voice?”

“Too dark to see, she told me. And I—I forgot to ask

her if the guy said anything. By that time Pete had got

there, and I was rendering first aid.”

Or trying anyway. At Beth Ann’s direction, he’d

wadded up a pillowcase so he could apply direct pres-
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sure to the cut. But it must have been sore as anything,

because she’d jerked away, breath hissing through her

teeth, and told him, “Touch my head again and I swear

I’ll rip your lips off.”

“Poor Beth Ann,” Morrell muttered as Riker and the

EMTs approached the doorway.

“Don’t call me that.” Beth Ann glared up from the

stretcher, determination cutting straight through the

mess of blood on her face. “Don’t anyone call me that.

Or I’ll rip your lips off, too.”

“I still cannot believe you threatened half of the de-

partment,” Cheryl Riker said as she walked into one of

Jackrabbit General’s semi-private rooms. Her younger

sister, Aimee Gustavsen, waltzed in after her and im-

mediately plopped down on the room’s second bed. It

had been unoccupied since yesterday morning, when

its tenant had decided gallstones were less risky than a

roommate whose attacker might show up any minute

to “finish off both of us.”

“My feet are killing me.” After tucking a bobbed,

platinum-blond strand behind one ear, Aimee pulled

off a pointy-toed horror of a high-heeled shoe. The pair

was royal blue, to match the jacket she wore over a

trendy, tiered skirt. “Why I torment myself like this, I

can’t guess.”

Since Beth Ann felt no sympathy for any woman

who insisted upon crippling herself, she ignored

Aimee to focus on the used grocery bag in Cheryl’s

hand. “Tell me those are my clothes. Real clothes.”

Unlike the former homecoming queen, Beth Ann

had long since lost any interest in fashion, but she

drew the line at butt-baring hospital gowns.

“First, you have to tell me,” Cheryl said, grinning,
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“did you honestly threaten Big Jim Morrell to his face?

And why didn’t I hear about this when I came to see

you yesterday?”

Beth Ann huffed out a sigh. “I had other things on

my mind, not to mention the headache from hell. And

I confess, I wasn’t exactly at my Mitzi Margate–Charm-

School finest the other night with Sheriff Morrell and

the others.”

Cheryl laughed. “I only wish I’d seen the look on Big

Jim’s face. Sweet Pete told me it was priceless.”

Beth Ann was always amazed that a woman who

called her husband by such an affectionate nickname

could spend so much time arguing with the man. Must

be one of those inexplicable married-people things.

“I apologized,” she told her friend. Though Beth Ann

wasn’t all that sorry, she appreciated what the authori-

ties were doing enough to scrape together a white lie.

Even if their investigation so far hadn’t turned up any-

thing in the way of solid evidence. As she understood

it, Morrell and company figured she had surprised a

thief who’d heard the idiotic rumor that Lilly Decker

had hidden her money in the mansion because she

didn’t hold with banks.

“How about handing me my clothes so I can get out

of this hellhole?” she asked.

“Young lady, did I just hear you call my hospital a

hellhole?” demanded Henry Crabtree, who had deliv-

ered all three of them, along with a good percentage

of the county’s inhabitants. Tucked beneath the snowy

fringe that wreathed an otherwise bare head, his hear-

ing aid whistled so loudly, Beth Ann was surprised he’d

caught her remark.

“Sorry, Doctor—”
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“This hospital was good enough the other night,

when you needed stitches—”

“Yes, sir.” Beth Ann silently prayed she wouldn’t find

a huge bald spot beneath her bandage, where Dr.

Crabtree’s nurse had prepped her.

“And good enough to offer you employment.” His

wrinkled face scowled. “Good enough when you were

brought into this world, too—”

“It’s a veritable Mayo Clinic, sir,” she said, despite the

fact that everyone seriously ill or injured tried like hell

to make the two-hour trip to Wichita Falls or even Fort

Worth. If they couldn’t, they were transferred as soon

as possible.

Dr. Crabtree narrowed a pair of blue eyes, still sharp

for a man in his early eighties. “Let’s not push it, Beth

Ann. I still think you could stand another day of obser-

vation. A concussion’s nothing to fool around with.”

“It’s been more than thirty-six hours already. I need

to get on with my life.” First order of business: escape

Jackrabbit General, preferably in real clothes. Second:

buy the best alarm system available, one with a backup

power source. And then she was going to get the

biggest, meanest guard dog she could find. The jury

might still be out on whether she’d tangled with a bur-

glar or her mother’s killer, but either way, she wasn’t tak-

ing any chances. Every time she thought of what had

happened to her—and what could have happened—

Beth Ann’s hands grew slick with perspiration, and her

mouth went dry as sand.

“I swear, Doctor, I’ll look after her.” Cheryl held up

one hand in the Brownie Promise salute. “Pete and I

won’t let her out of our sight.”

Beth Ann winced. Cheryl might be a great friend,
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but she and Pete together were best reserved for short

visits. A barbecue, maybe, or a birthday party for one

of their daughters. Longer than that and the couple’s

recreational squabbling was enough to make a saint

cuss. And contrary to all the “angel of this earth” stuff

she’d been hearing since she went to work with the

hospice program, Beth Ann Decker had never claimed

to be a saint.

Dr. Crabtree gave her a cursory examination before

signing her discharge orders. “You listen to your

friends, you hear?” he said on his way out.

Beth Ann dumped out the shopping bag and took

inventory. She sighed at the sight of her favorite pair of

jeans; a soft, blue sweater; socks and underwear; a

well-worn pair of tennis shoes. “Thanks, Cheryl. I’ll feel

a whole lot better in my own things . . . and my own

place, too.”

She had to establish right away that she intended to

get back to the Lucky Pull as soon as it was made safe

and cleaned up.

“You can’t possibly mean to go on living there,”

Aimee protested, just as she had after Beth Ann’s

mother’s death. “Not after everything that’s happened.”

Beth Ann simply stared at her. Wait for it . . .

“I’m absolutely certain I could sell it just like that.”

Aimee snapped her fingers, the tips of which were

painted bloody crimson. “I’ve got a couple of live

ones—a pair of out-of-town bounce-backs with money

in their pockets, and they’re just itchin’ to show their

old cronies how they made it big in Houston.”

Though fewer young people than ever were putting

down roots in Eudena, a number of those who had

grown up here were coming back home to retire, an

influx that had boosted hopes that a nursing home or
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senior center might be on the horizon. The flow en-

sured the already overburdened hospice employees

some measure of job security as well, along with work-

ers at the town’s sole funeral home. Unlike the days

when life had bubbled from beneath the windblown

prairie, death and dying were the only growth indus-

tries left to Hatcher County.

“I haven’t decided about the house yet,” Beth Ann

told her, mostly to be contrary. Though she wasn’t

ready to set a date—or commit to any Realtor—she

knew she’d feel like a ball bearing in a tin can rattling

around that huge place on her own. Worse still, every

room was filled to overflowing with the tastes, the

voice, the memory of her larger-than-life mother.

As well as with the echoes of her dying screams.

With her eyes stinging, Beth Ann said, “I can’t imag-

ine anybody wanting it now anyway. Not with it being

on the news the way it was.” Or so she’d heard. She

hadn’t turned on a TV or read a newspaper in weeks,

for fear of what she might see. Cheryl had warned her,

in a halting stammer that touched Beth Ann, that with-

out a viable suspect in the murder, reporters had cho-

sen to focus instead on Lilly’s reputation. As well as on

the nature of the attack against her.

Someone, Cheryl had reluctantly admitted, had

leaked the news about the breast implants a few days

earlier. And the way the killer had hacked one out

of . . .

While Beth Ann squeezed her eyes closed, Aimee

babbled on that some buyers wouldn’t at all mind the

idea of the house’s fame, that Beth Ann could probably

get out without much of a loss. She went on to point

out, quite truthfully, that she was the only full-time Re-

altor in the county, as well as the most competent by
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far. Aimee also mentioned—in a voice darkened by

resentment—that if Lilly had seen fit to listen to the ex-

pert real-estate advice Aimee had offered, the place

would have much better resale value. “I told her and

told her she should’ve put the master bed and bath-

room on the ground floor, and heaven only knows why

she wanted to put in a heart-shaped pool. But your

mama had to listen to that snooty crowd from Dallas.”

“Not about the pool,” Beth Ann remembered with a

grimace. “That one was all Mama.”

“The local talent wasn’t good enough. Neither were

the local workers and suppliers. Who certainly could

have used the—”

“Aimee Lynn Baker Johnson Gustavsen.” The way

Cheryl said her younger sister’s full name warned of

certain violence if she didn’t shut up. “Leave Beth Ann

alone. Now.”

Beth Ann glanced up in time to see Aimee’s hand

flutter to her throat and her artificially blue eyes well

with an equally fake show of emotion . . . .

“I only meant to help.” She sounded positively

wounded. “Tell me honestly, Beth Ann. Am I upsetting

you?”

“Yes.” Beth Ann had long ago learned that tact was

lost on Aimee. “Now, could I have a little privacy? I’d

like to get dressed and get out of here.”

A pout soured Aimee’s pretty features. “Fine. I can

take a hint.”

She poked her feet back into the heels before mov-

ing toward the door. Beth Ann watched, hands folded

across her chest, and waited for Aimee’s self interest to

kick in. Three, two, one . . .

On cue, Aimee turned, her smile as sheepish as it

was contrived. “I do hope you’ll forgive my insensitivity,
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Beth Ann. I know this is a difficult time for you, and I

hope that whenever you feel ready, you won’t hesitate

to consider an old friend—a friend who loves you

dearly—as your personal Realtor.”

Without waiting for an answer, she swept out of the

room, leaving Beth Ann to roll her eyes and Cheryl to

mumble, “I can’t believe that girl is swimmin’ in my

gene pool.”

Beth Ann laughed. “Don’t worry about it, Cheryl. I

don’t hold her against you.”

“Thank God for small mercies.” Cheryl sighed. “I

know she could really use a fat commission, but

still—”

“Aimee and Ted are having money troubles?”

“Those shopping trips to Dallas don’t come cheap,

and that girl always did like her credit cards way too

well. Besides, a few fat cat retirees may be scouting out

the newer, nicer places, but a lot of the older homes

are sitting for so long on the market that people aban-

don them to go off somewhere else and look for work.”

Beth Ann nodded. She’d seen the profusion of FOR

SALE signs tattered by the ceaseless prairie wind.

“I’ll be outside the room waiting,” Cheryl told her. “If

you need any help, just holler.”

She began opening the door, but froze as she looked

through the crack.

“What?” Beth Ann asked.

Turning toward her, Cheryl mouthed two words.

Though Beth Ann had never been good at reading lips,

this time, she understood perfectly.

Mark Jessup.

“What’s he doing—” she began until Cheryl pressed

an index finger to her mouth for silence and opened

the door a little wider.
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Beth Ann strained her ears and made out a feminine

murmur. Mark’s deeper voice carried much better,

echoing in the narrow hall.

“Sorry, Aimee. I’ve appreciated your calls and visits,

but the flowers are for Beth Ann. I heard about what

happened. And she’s been awfully good to my dad, so

I thought I’d stop by while a couple of the volunteers

were at the house.”

“You’re here to see Beth Ann?” This time, Aimee’s

voice was clearly audible. “You’re kidding. Of all the

people in the world—”

“Have a good day, Aimee.”

It was an unmistakable dismissal. Beth Ann smiled,

imagining the look on Aimee’s face. Married or not,

she didn’t suffer rejection lightly. And she’d especially

hate it from such a mouthwatering man.

Cheryl backed away from the door just before he

tapped at it. She glanced at Beth Ann and waited for

her friend’s nod before saying, “Come on in. I’m Cheryl

Riker, from the hospice program. We’ve spoken on the

phone.”

Beth Ann’s heart picked up speed as he stepped into

view. Tall, lean, and clad in denim, he filled the room

with his presence, squeezing the air out of her lungs.

Quit being a damned idiot, she told herself. He was just

a man, like any other—okay, a great-looking man, but

still, she wasn’t some besotted teenager taping celebrity

photos to her bedroom wall. The fact that she was zero-

ing in on the tiny dimple in his left cheek, just below the

scar, was evidence that the knock to the head she’d

taken had rattled loose her good sense. How could she

have forgotten—even for a second—that this was the

same man who’d killed her friends and nearly put her in

the ground, too?
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He carried a spray of yellow roses, a couple of

dozen long-stems that must have set him back a pretty

penny. There would be talk about it, from the town

florist to the nurses to the queen mother of all gossips,

Aimee Gustavsen herself. Beth Ann cringed inwardly,

imagining the malicious spin Aimee might put on her

version of the story. Would put, since she’d clearly had

hopes of another fling with the notorious prodigal.

Mark shook Cheryl’s hand. “I want to thank you for

everything that’s being done on my father’s behalf.

And I especially wanted to thank Beth Ann here for

her kindness.”

He turned to look at her. “When I heard some son of

a bitch had hurt you—”

“The flowers are beautiful.” She did her best to dis-

guise a sudden case of dry-mouth. “But they’re really

too much.”

“Gorgeous,” Cheryl purred as she took them. “Let me

put these in some water.”

“Eli said you’d like them,” Mark told Beth Ann as

Cheryl disappeared into the bathroom. “He’s the one

who picked them out.”

“You tell him he has a good eye. Where is Eli?”

“I just dropped him off at Mrs. Minton’s. He needs

something—someplace he can learn and play and

maybe even make some friends.” There was a note of

doubt in Mark’s voice, as if he found the last possibility

remote.

“Good choice—Cheryl tells me she’s great,” Beth

Ann said. Tired of waiting for her only son to make her

a grandmother, Margaret Minton had opened a home

daycare a few years back. A retired teacher, she was

known to have a waiting list a half mile long. Beth Ann

wondered whether Mark had charmed or bought his
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way to the top of it. And how much other locals would

resent that.

An awkward silence settled before Mark asked,

“How are you holding up, Beth Ann? Really?”

She shrugged, unwilling or unable to explain how

the last few weeks felt like a long slog through chest-

deep water of an icy lake, how every now and then she

stepped into an unseen hole that plunged her far be-

neath the surface. How the thought of the intruder in

her dark house made her stomach lurch with the sen-

sation of that sickening drop.

“I’m all right if I don’t think about things too much,”

she finally told him. “Instead, I try to plan out what I’m

going to do. The next step—that’s all. I can’t get too far

ahead.”

Whatever she did, she couldn’t help wondering if

the sheriff had been wrong about the man who’d hurt

her—if she really had encountered the vicious bastard

who had killed her mother instead of a garden-variety

thief.

Mark nodded, his brown eyes as warm as a fireside

in winter. Comprehension was written in his features, a

firsthand acquaintance with the deepest grief.

“You shouldn’t be here.” Her words spilled out too

quickly. “I appreciate the thought, but there’s already

so much loose talk.”

“Do you care what people think?”

“Hell, yes. Unlike you, I have to live here.”

“Do you?” he asked.

Cheryl came back into the room, the yellow roses

arranged in a hospital water pitcher. One of the

blooms, older than the others, spilled a few soft petals,

which fluttered to the floor.

“My work is here,” Beth Ann told him. To avoid his
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gaze, she fixed hers on his reddish scar. “I’m going

back to it soon.”

“You take as much time as you need,” said Cheryl.

“Vickie’s back from vacation, and we can borrow Lou

Ann from the nursery for a few more weeks. It’s not like

there’s much in the way of babies bein’ born here

lately.”

“You could do anything.” Mark looked straight at

Beth Ann. “Anywhere you wanted.”

He wasn’t the first to point that out. How she could

resettle in the mountains or the tropics—buy two or

three homes if she wanted. Get fancy cars and fine

clothes and travel all she liked, using her mother’s for-

tune. She could even pursue her long-lost dream of

medical school if that was what she wanted. Money

was no object, and no family obligations remained to

tie her down.

Choices yawned before her, a vast, unbridgeable

chasm between who she’d been and who she would be,

without the boundaries that had always defined her.

She thought of the many ways the money had changed

her mother, of old friendships shattered and new resent-

ments kindled, of the plague of vampires intent on suck-

ing dry her sudden wealth. For all her weaknesses, Lilly

Decker had been surprisingly smart about her money,

shrewd and tough and brave enough to listen to the fi-

nancial pros she’d hired and to ride out the resulting

storm. Though in the end, it might have killed her. Beth

Ann’s chest tightened, and panic pulsed in time to a

swift heartbeat. It was too much, far too much to con-

sider.

“Beth Ann?” Mark asked.

“Are you feeling all right, honey?” Cheryl sounded

worried. “You want me to get the doctor?”
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Beth Ann shook her head to clear it. “All I want is to

get out of here. Thanks for coming by, Mark. And

thanks again for the roses. They’re incredible.”

She struggled to make the dismissal in her voice as

clear as his had been with Aimee. To pull it off, Beth

Ann summoned the memory of that glimpse of his

truck’s headlights as they’d swung into her path.

Whether real or imagined, the image was indistinct

compared to what she’d seen of Mark with his father

and his child, what she’d felt unfurl inside when they

had kissed.

Jess, she thought, harking back to his old nickname.

He nodded, and his eyes told her he was remember-

ing that kiss, too. And hoping to repeat it. A thrill of

awareness ignited her nerve endings. She pulled the

sheet higher, to cover breasts that felt all too exposed

by the thin gown.

The tilt of his smile said he knew what she was think-

ing, and the wicked glint in his eyes promised that the

two of them weren’t through. A spark had caught back

in his father’s kitchen. A spark that Beth Ann meant to

stamp out right now, before any real harm could come

of it.

But before she could say anything, he told her, “See

you later, Beth Ann. Take care of yourself.”

He turned and in an instant, he was gone, the door

closing firmly in his wake.

Cheryl stared after him, saying only, “Wowza, Beth

Ann. You? And him?”

Beth Ann frowned at her. “Don’t even start with me.

That kind of aggravation’s the last damned thing I

need.”

Cheryl winked. “I don’t see that, sugar. I think maybe

it’s what you’ve needed all along.”
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Chapter 12

As Mark made for the nearest exit, he felt the stares

acutely. The tall custodial worker with the jug ears who

was mopping near the entrance. The nurse who stopped

mid-stride, her eyes goggling behind her glasses before

slitting in a catlike glare. The blue-haired volunteer with

the bad dentures who crossed her arms and scowled

from behind the “Welcome” desk.

People recognized him, and they knew he had

come back. The news had rolled over Hatcher County

like the recent cold front. If some—Cheryl Riker and

Mrs. Minton among them—seemed not to hold his

past against him, most didn’t bother with even the pre-

tense of civility. Their icy regard followed him at the

pharmacy and the hardware store, when he stopped to

fill up his truck’s gas tank.

He told himself it didn’t matter, that as Beth Ann had

pointed out, he would soon leave this town, this

county, and this state, never to return.

So why come to the hospital with a parade float’s

worth of roses instead of leaving well enough alone?
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As grateful as he was for Beth Ann’s kindness, as physi-

cally attractive as he found her, Mark reluctantly ad-

mitted that he had come for the same reason he had

heeded Aimee Gustavsen’s call to him in Pittsburgh. To

prove something to his hometown. To prove some-

thing to himself.

But what? Was he trying to show people he was

human—or that he didn’t give a damn if they thought

he was a monster?

After buttoning his faded denim jacket, he made his

way to the sunny lot, where he noticed a mud-caked,

red tow truck backed up to an old Buick. The driver, a

man whose bullish neck and shoulders threatened to

split the seams of his blue coveralls, was hooking the

sedan’s bumper to his rig.

Mark stiffened, his body recognizing the dark stub-

ble of the buzz cut and the huge hands an instant be-

fore his mind put a name to the wrecker operator:

Gene Calvert, the former Hatcher Red Hawks quarter-

back.

Heart pounding, Mark gritted his teeth and—for the

first time since prison—literally saw red. His hand

fisted, and before he knew what he was doing, he took

three long steps toward the tow truck.

He hesitated at a woman’s cry behind him. “Oh,

nonono. You can’t.”

She rushed past him, despite the burden of the tow-

headed toddler in her arms. A sandy-colored ponytail

slapped her back: straight hair in need of washing. Her

sweater had once been a rich purple, but it had faded

to pale lavender in spots.

“Stop. Please stop it,” she begged the wrecker driver.

Calvert barely looked up. “Can’t do that, Lori. Not un-

less you’ve got cash to pay me for that alternator.”
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She turned, offering Mark a glimpse of terrified blue

eyes and round cheeks flushed with desperation.

Young—no more than twenty-one or -two—with her

scant share of prettiness already fading. Her child

curled against her chest, his thumb stuck in his mouth

and his eyes enormous in his thin face.

“But I paid. I wrote a check,” she pleaded.

“You gotta have money in your account or those

things bounce.” Calvert’s voice was anvil-flat.

The tiny boy whimpered, squirming in his mother’s

arms.

“It did? Oh, damn it. Jay’s child support check

must’ve been bad again, or it would’ve sailed right

through. Come on, Mr. Calvert. I’ve got to have this car,

or I can’t work to pay you. And Jimmy here’s sick. I

have to pick up his prescription.”

Calvert finally looked at her. Hard. “My shop’s not a

charity. Four hundred and the car’s yours. Plus, an-

other sixty for the tow.”

Bullying bastard hadn’t changed a bit. Mark eased

his way closer. Calvert either didn’t see him or ignored

him.

“Four?” The woman rubbed the toddler’s back to

soothe him. She shifted his weight, revealing the bulge

of another pregnancy, perhaps six months along. “But

the bill was only three-fifty.”

“Got a returned-check fee to deal with now. And like

I said, the tow, once I’m done here. Four-sixty alto-

gether.”

“Oh, God. But I can’t possibly— Could I pay you

over time? I’m supposed to get a raise next month,

and—”

“If you’d paid on time, we wouldn’t have this situa-

tion.” Calvert checked the connection to the bumper
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of the Buick, then made his way to his truck’s lift con-

trols. “And don’t bother offering to take it out in trade.

You ain’t got what it takes to tempt me.”

“What?” She jerked back, causing the child to

stiffen and cry out, wet thumb popping loose from his

mouth.

“Four hundred?” Mark interrupted.

He fought back a grin as Calvert whipped around.

So, the asshole hadn’t seen him, after all. Good. Be-

cause it was rewarding as all hell to see the beefy face

darken and the massive shoulders tense.

“Jessup,” Gene said when he’d recovered. “Heard

you’d come crawling back to Eudena.”

“I asked you, was her bill four hundred?”

“What the hell is it to you?”

Mark reached into an inside pocket of his jacket,

where he’d tucked the cash he’d picked up from the

savings and loan before he’d stopped for the flowers.

Four hundred was nearly all he had left, but what the

hell? He could always get more, and it was more than

worth the price to count out a raft of twenties and

watch Calvert’s face contort.

For a moment, Mark thought he wouldn’t take the

cash. But when one big hand shot toward him, Mark

jerked the money out of reach and said, “Unhook her

car first.”

A muscle twitched in an overshot jaw, and a fat vein

throbbed in Calvert’s temple. Mark waited a full

minute, half expecting the guy to stroke out on the

spot. He knew Calvert wouldn’t hit him. Big and tough

as the bastard was, he’d never had the guts without his

backups waiting.

Calvert stomped back to the Buick’s bumper. “Fuck-
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ing loser. Jerk-off. Hope you took it up the ass in

prison.”

Grinning—he couldn’t hold it back now—Mark

waved off Lori’s thanks.

“I’ll pay you back. I swear it,” the young woman con-

tinued, tears gleaming in her eyes. “My name’s Lori

Fuller, and I’ll pay you back the minute I can.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Mark said. “I would’ve

dropped a thousand just to see this show. We go way

back, me and Gene here. Old friends, you might say.”

She shushed the child, but she was smiling. “I’m not

sure Mr. Calvert shares the love, but you’re my friend as

of this moment, Mr. Jessup. And I don’t give a flip what

anybody says about you.”

“Just let’s not add this story to the mix, okay?” Mark

had enough ill will without people suspecting he was

flashing his money around town in an attempt to buy

his way into their good graces.

She shrugged. “If that’s what you want. But stop by

the Blue Coyote—that’s where I wait tables every eve-

ning. Least I can do is treat you to a cup of coffee. We

have great pie, too.”

Since she had called him “Mr.” Jessup, he didn’t take

it as a come on. “I might do that,” he said as Calvert

stalked back toward them.

Gene stuck his hand out flat. “Ready now, or were

you just talkin’?”

Mark handed him the folded bills, which Gene

made a big production of counting.

“All here,” he admitted before shooting a scornful

look at Lori. “Seems to me you could’ve bought a qual-

ity piece of ass with your blood money.”

As he turned away, Mark snagged the collar of
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Gene’s coveralls. He spun around so fast, the fabric

tore.

“What the—”

“You owe the young lady an apology.” Mark ground

out the demand through clenched teeth, but part of

him was hoping Calvert would refuse. He’d love to lay

the bastard out right here on the concrete. For Jordan.

For himself.

Surprise flashed over Gene’s expression, and his

thin lips pressed together. He took a step back, fol-

lowed by a deep breath. And then he did the last thing

Mark would have expected.

“I’m real sorry, Lori. My mama raised me better than

to take out my attitude toward a worthless piece of shit

on a woman. What I said—I didn’t mean it. I hope

you’ll forgive me.” He cleared his throat against en-

croaching hoarseness. “And I hope you’ll come back to

Red Hawk Body and Motor soon.”

“Not likely,” she muttered.

“For a ten percent—make that fifteen percent dis-

count on any labor.” He shot her a repentant look that

didn’t fool Mark for a minute. “I’d like the chance to

show you—”

“I’ll think about it.” Her voice radiated a chill far

deeper than the crisp, fall morning.

Mark could almost smell the man’s humiliation as

Calvert climbed back into the muddy tow truck and

rolled out of the lot. It was a deeply satisfying mo-

ment, one that stayed with Mark through his last few

errands.

And ended abruptly outside Barty’s One-Stop, as he

pushed his loaded shopping cart back toward his

pickup.
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At least Mark thought it was his pickup. Tough to say,

with a gallon of fresh bloodred paint dripping off the

hood and windshield, and the shape of a huge foot-

print denting the driver’s side door.

An old man sidled up to stare. After hawking up a

wad of phlegm and spitting on the asphalt, he said,

“Might want to have it towed to Red Hawk’s. Calvert’s a

good man for paint and body work.”

“Yeah.” Mark couldn’t tear his gaze from the destruc-

tion. “Sure as hell looks like that to me.”
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Chapter 13

Nine days later . . .

Above the gold-green sprawl of the autumnal prairie, a

layer of featureless, gray clouds bore down, so low that

only the support of the pump jacks and church

steeples prevented it from smothering the whole of

Hatcher County. In contrast to the night Beth Ann had

been assaulted, no wind stirred the grasses. No rain

soaked the thirsty soil.

Instead, an early-morning silence hovered in the fog

bank, waiting with its breath held.

Feeling no less anxious, Beth Ann pulled into the

Jessup driveway. For the past few days, she’d been driv-

ing a new blue hybrid SUV, which she’d bought after

donating the repaired War Wagon to the food bank and

trading Lilly’s Mercedes in Wichita Falls. While she was

in that city, she’d also visited a kennel to check out the

fangs on a guard dog for sale by a trainer her co-

worker Emmaline Stutz had recommended.
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The thought prompted Beth Ann to glance back at

the golden form behind her new vehicle’s gate divider.

“Hey there, Maia baby.” She spoke to the oversized

Lab mainly to ease her own misgivings about con-

fronting Mark Jessup with her questions. But partly be-

cause, despite the trainer’s warning not to “ruin” the

dog by making a pet of her, Beth Ann thought it would

be best to get the hundred-pound beast on her side so

the animal would eat an attacker and not her.

Behind the bars, the yellow Lab beat an otter-thick

tail against the SUV’s side window hard enough to

make Beth Ann wonder if the warranty would cover

wag-related cracks. Still, she found herself smiling and

hurrying to the back to collect her new companion.

Lilly had always claimed to be allergic, so Beth Ann

had never owned a pet before.

“Not a pet, a guard dog,” Beth Ann told herself as

she grasped the lead and ran an admiring hand over

the broad yellow-and-gold head.

Eye to eye with her new owner, Maia licked the side

of Beth Ann’s face.

“Maia, no,” Beth Ann corrected, as she had been in-

structed. But inside, she felt a warm glow at the show

of affection—assuming the Lab wasn’t simply tasting

to size her up for a meal.

The dog jumped down and heeled politely as Beth

Ann approached the Jessups’ back door. Maia was pa-

tient as her mistress negotiated the steps, and the Lab

sat on command before Beth Ann raised her fist to

knock—

She hesitated, the dog-induced calm running out of

her like ice water through a colander.

After shifting her cane, Beth Ann pulled a white
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business-size envelope from her purse and glanced

once more at the hand-printed address. It had been

mailed to Mrs. Lilly Decker. The return label had Mark

Jessup’s name and address, and the postmark, dated

September fifteenth, said Pittsburgh as well.

The man who’d installed the new security system

had found the envelope on the living room floor, be-

hind her mother’s secretary desk, but no matter how

much Beth Ann searched, she couldn’t locate the let-

ter that had come inside it—or any other evidence

that Mark Jessup and her mother had had contact. For

the past two days, she’d tried to tell herself there had to

be some simple reason Mark would have written her

mother nearly a month before he’d reappeared in

Hatcher County. Some innocent reason, she prayed.

But two restless nights later, she still had not come

up with any explanation. This morning, she had finally

decided to take the envelope to Sheriff Morrell. She

had nearly reached his office—where she suspected

she’d be patronized within an inch of her life—when

Beth Ann found herself turning toward Lost Buffalo

Road instead. She told herself that Morrell couldn’t—

or wouldn’t—give her answers, but Mark surely could.

It had seemed a good idea at the moment, with the

memory of his kindness and the kiss they’d shared to

prompt her. But as she stood beneath the breathless

clouds, Beth Ann wondered if she’d made a terrible

mistake. Was going to Mark instead of the authorities a

betrayal of her mother? Or was it flat-out dangerous?

“Oh, get a grip,” she told herself as she knocked

firmly. He was hardly going to morph into a crazed

killer with his father and little Eli present.

It took at least a minute for Mark to make it to the

door. Though it was only a little after eight, his wired
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intensity made her suspect that he’d been up for

hours—or possibly all night.

“That was quick. Your office said it would be at least

an hour before someone could come out, but thank

God you’re here.” He stepped back to let her into the

laundry room, his gaze flicking to Maia, then dismiss-

ing the dog in an instant. “You have to do something.”

“What’s wrong?” she asked. “I’m actually not here on

hospice business.”

She planned to start back to work tomorrow, but her

job status didn’t stop her from following him toward

the living room.

“It’s his breathing,” Mark said. “It sounds like marbles

rattling in his chest. And he feels so damned cold, no

matter how many blankets I put on him. Besides, he

can’t keep still, even though he stopped responding to

me last night.”

Beth Ann shoved the envelope back inside her

handbag. Her questions could wait, at least until she

got Mark calmed down.

As they passed into the living room, Hiram’s limbs

writhed as restlessly as snakes beneath the blankets.

Even without a stethoscope, Beth Ann could hear the

congestion in his lungs. She called his name, but his

deeply shadowed eyes remained closed, his twitching

face as pale as skim milk.

After dropping her purse beside the coffee table,

she told the Lab to sit and stay.

“I’m here, Mr. Jessup—Beth Ann Decker.” She

touched Hiram’s forehead lightly, smoothed its furrows

with the pad of her thumb. “I’ll be giving you some-

thing to make you more comfortable. Your son’s here

with me.”

She glanced at Mark. “Is Eli here, too?”
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“He’s in his room, dressing. One of the moms from

Mrs. Minton’s daycare is picking him up to take him

there in about five minutes. Or should I—should I keep

him home today?” Mark grimaced as he looked down

at his father.

“Let me check your father’s medication log and see

what we have here that can help him.” She canted her

head toward the kitchen, a signal for Mark to follow.

He took the hint, trailing her into the other room,

where she glanced over the log and then took the

comfort pack from the refrigerator.

“You should call the office back. Tell them I’m here,

and they won’t need to send another nurse. I’ve got my

kit and most of my supplies outside.” She was grateful

she’d packed the items she’d removed from the old

Subaru in anticipation of tomorrow.

“I will, but first I need to know,” he said as she took

out a bottle containing sublingual drops along with a

transdermal patch. “Is this it? And should I keep Eli

home? You have to tell me, Beth Ann. You have to help

me stop this.”

She turned and looked at him. “It’s all part of the nat-

ural process. You know that.”

“I had it in my mind my dad would make it to

Thanksgiving. That’s just another week, right? A week

and a few days?”

“People do that—they set mental deadlines. A birth-

day or a holiday, a child’s graduation. You can’t bar-

gain with this thing, Mark. Your father’s in the final

stages. But this part could take hours, even days. That’s

a long time for a little boy to wait.”

Mark nodded, then sucked in a deep breath, and the

red line of his scar stood out against his pallor. He was

a grown man, yes, but at the moment he looked so vul-
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nerable, with his rumpled hair and shining brown

eyes, that Beth Ann ached to pull him into her arms to

offer comfort.

The impulse startled her. She dealt with so much

death, guided so many grieving family members

through the process. What was it about Mark Jessup

that blurred the line between professional concern

and all-too-personal compassion?

“I’ll—ah—I’ll go and make sure Eli’s teeth are

brushed,” he told her. “He likes it there at Mrs. Minton’s.

I think he even has a girlfriend. He’s been drawing pic-

tures for her every evening.”

Mark’s attempt to smile fell short, but even so, Beth

Ann had to steel her heart against it. When her suspi-

cions about the envelope failed to shore up her de-

fenses, she found herself dredging up old memories of

her rehabilitation: the years of painful work to recover

from her injuries.

The sound of laughter echoed through her con-

sciousness. Boisterous and feminine, the laughter of

her dead friends and of her unbroken self.

By the time the memory faded, Mark was using the

kitchen phone to call the office. Her equilibrium re-

gained, Beth Ann got her bag from her SUV before re-

turning to check his father’s vitals and administer the

medications to ease both his breathing and what

those in her field referred to as“terminal restlessness.”

She removed most of the blankets, too, for despite the

coolness of Hiram’s extremities, his core temperature

was high.

As his limbs grew still, she monitored his pulse and

listened to his respiration stop and start up several

times. Still, awareness prickled behind her neck as

Mark passed from the kitchen to the hallway where the
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bedrooms were located. She tuned out the creak of a

door opening and the low murmur of his voice as he

spoke to Eli.

“It’s all right, Mr. Jessup,” she told Hiram quietly.

“Your wife’s there waiting. And Jordan, too. They’ll be

so glad to see you.”

As his father’s breathing evened out, Mark came in,

holding Eli by the hand. Neatly dressed and groomed,

the boy smiled when he saw her. “Hi, Miz Beth Ann.

You got any more of those good cookies? Hey.”

His voice rose on the last word and, after freeing him-

self from Mark, he made a beeline straight for Maia.

“Wait,” Beth Ann warned him. “She’s a trained guard

dog.”

Maia jumped up, prancing with excitement. Her

thick tail fanned the air, and Beth Ann could swear she

smiled. Eli buried his hands in the fur of her neck, and

before anyone could stop him, gave the dog a hug.

When Maia lapped at the side of his head, he gig-

gled.

“She’s as nice as Beau,” the boy declared as he

pulled away and wiped a sleeve against his ear. He

wore a silver badge printed with the words JUNIOR

DEPUTY pinned to his red-checked shirt.

“Beau’s our dog,” Mark explained. “He’s a Lab, too,

a big chocolate-colored lug. We have him staying

with a friend while we’re away. And whoever told you

a Labrador retriever would make a decent guard dog

must’ve seen you coming. Or your money, more than

likely.”

Beth Ann frowned. “But he swore to me . . .”

She let it drop, thinking that the dog guy had

seemed a little dicey—and he’d had the Stutz cleft in
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his chin, too. If she did a little digging, she’d probably

find out he was one of those down-at-the-heels rela-

tives Emmaline was always going on about before staff

meetings.

As Mark rubbed Maia’s ears, a little of the tension in

his shoulders eased. “That’s all right. They’re good for

lots of other things.”

“Can I see Stormy before it’s time to go?” Eli asked

his father. “I think she might let me pet her this morn-

ing.”

“I’m not sure that cat’s ever going to let you touch

her,” Mark said.

Before Eli could argue, a car’s horn honked outside.

He started toward the door, but Mark called after him,

“Hold on a second, champ. You should say goodbye to

Grandpa.”

Something in his father’s tone made Eli turn, his lit-

tle body stiffening.

“It’s all right, Eli. See, he’s quiet now,” Mark said. “But

he can hear you, I think.”

Eli edged forward, still looking uncertain. “Bye-bye,

Hiram. I hope you feel better when I come home. Then

we can watch your favorite TV show—even the shop-

ping channel if you want to. And I’ll draw you another

picture.”

His gaze rose to take in Mark and Beth Ann. “See

you, Dad. Bye, Miz Beth Ann.”

Mark followed him outside. Beth Ann looked after

them, the realization dawning that Mark had asked Eli

to say goodbye to Grandpa, but the child still called

the old man Hiram. She felt one corner of her mouth

tic downward.

So much unfinished business, father to son, grandfa-
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ther to grandchild. It bore down on this house as op-

pressively as the gray mist on the prairie, as the grief

that veiled her heart.

Sometimes, God used the natural world to do His sa-

cred bidding. With this morning’s clouds, for example,

He had dimmed His realm, a miracle that allowed the

One Appointed to follow Beth Ann Decker across the

flat expanse without attracting notice.

After the failure nine days earlier, it had been tempt-

ing to try again to break into the mansion—to make

one more attempt to find the letter sent to Lilly Decker,

the one she claimed to have kept for sixteen years. But

the sheriff’s department was closely watching the

Lucky Pull, and in spite of inside knowledge, there had

been no way to tell who might show up to do a walk-

through at any given moment. And then the security

had been upgraded, leaving little option except to

watch Beth Ann whenever possible for any sign that

she had found that which must be destroyed.

It had been a challenge, monitoring her move-

ments. Difficult to slip away, time and again, without

raising suspicions. And seemingly pointless, judging

from her activities during these past few days.

Perhaps the whore mother had been bluffing, only

taunting as Lilly liked to do so often. And so fatally, that

last time. The One Appointed felt the splash of blood,

warm and bright and wet against the skin. Felt the first

stirring of eagerness to be done with this misfortune,

to eliminate the risk once and for all.

To feel God’s blessing in the wake of carnage.

This morning, there had been yet another warning—

marrow-freezing horror when Beth Ann’s new SUV
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backed from her driveway and headed straight toward

Main and Travis. Not thirty yards short of the combined

fire and sheriff’s department building, she’d made an

abrupt turn before leading her pursuer out onto the

prairie.

Straight to the Jessup house.

Was she returning to work, despite the fortune she’d

inherited? Talk was, she planned to do so, though a fair

number of people, unable to imagine staying on a job

for any reason except money, said they would believe

it when they saw it.

Yet it was the other gossip that sprang to mind this

morning, talk of the expensive yellow roses Mark Jes-

sup had brought to the hospital when she’d been in-

jured. Word was that despite the deadly outcome of

their senior-year crash, Jessup—of all people—was

pursuing her. Was he after a chunk of Lilly’s millions, or

did he truly see past Beth Ann’s limp and cane? Either

way, the One Appointed worried that she had decided

to trust Jessup with a discovery instead of going to the

sheriff. Possible, since Lilly’s letter might well alert her

as to Morrell’s conflict of interest in the matter.

The view from a pair of high-powered binoculars

seemed to bear out the suspicion. In the poor light, it

had been difficult to see details, but the white rectan-

gle Beth Ann pulled from her purse was the correct

size for an envelope. Or a folded letter.

Surely, I was meant to see it. Why else obscure the

morning sun to let me follow? Why else guide my hand

to focus the binoculars mere seconds before she

stepped inside the house?

I understand you, Father. And I know that I have been

appointed to end not one more life, but two.
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Chapter 14

“Do you think he might wake up again?” Mark asked.

Panic needled at his stomach. There was so damned

much left unsaid.

Beth Ann lowered herself onto the opposite end of the

sofa from the spot where he sat hunched, his elbows

resting on his knees and his hands pressed together.

“It could happen.”

Her tone made him think of other far-fetched possi-

bilities: finding a diamond in the hayloft or stepping

out the front door and being struck by lightning. What

would a few minutes of his father’s consciousness mat-

ter anyway? They’d had days and weeks to talk things

through, sixteen years, to be truthful—and both of

them had blown it.

“There wasn’t enough time.” He lifted his coffee

from the lamp table and sipped, though it had grown

cold. Up since three A.M., he was in dire need of caf-

feine. Turning his head, he said, “God, Dad, I’m so

sorry. About everything.”
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“There’s never enough time,” Beth Ann said. “It’s one

of the lessons of this work.”

“You tried to warn me earlier. You told me, but I

couldn’t—I couldn’t talk to him about Jordan. About

my mother, either, or the years he and I missed in each

other’s lives.”

“I’m sorry.”

The simple statement had him wondering how often

she told other patients’ loved ones the same thing.

She’d gotten good at it, at least. She looked at him di-

rectly and didn’t stammer around the discomfort of his

trouble, as so many people would have.

“Do you—do you have to go soon? I—I know you’ll

have other patients.” Over the telephone, Cheryl Riker

had carefully explained the heavy workload of the

hospice nurses to him. At the same time, he’d been

given the numbers of the program chaplain, the same

Pastor Timmons from the church his family had once

attended, and the tireless volunteers. A home health-

care aide came several days a week, too, to help with

bathing, changing bedclothes, and a host of other es-

sential tasks. But as kind as all of them had been, he

still thought of them as strangers. He didn’t want their

company. He only wanted Beth Ann.

“I don’t have anyone until tomorrow,” Beth Ann told

him. “And I’d stay a while anyway to make sure he’s re-

ally settled.”

He could almost hear her thinking: Until you’re re-

ally settled. Gratitude washed over him, humbling him

as nothing had since he’d been led away in handcuffs.

“Why did you come anyway?” he asked her. “You

said it wasn’t hospice business.”

Her lips pursed; then her eyes softened.
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“Not now,” she said, her quiet voice at odds with the

shift in her expression. “We’ll talk about it later.”

“What?” he pressed.

“I—uh—I heard somebody messed up your truck. Is

everything all right there?”

He doubted that was why she’d come, but he was

too distracted to push any harder. “I can handle it,” he

told her.

“You don’t want to talk about that right now, do you?”

He shook his head, grateful that she was so percep-

tive.

“You really should have been a doctor.” Patients

would line up for one who listened the way she did. “I

know it’s what you wanted. Everybody figured you

were a shoo-in for a scholarship. Before.” Before my

pickup smashed through your dad’s car.

Beth Ann shrugged. “I was mad about missing out on

med school for a long while. Still am, from time to

time. Mad as all hell.”

“I’d understand if you hated me. Anybody’d under-

stand it.”

“I did hate you. My friends were dead, and I spent

years in physical therapy. For a lot of years, it was tough

to get around.”

“Do you still hurt?”

She shook her head. “I’m not looking for anybody’s

pity. I deal with what I have. I graduated top of my class

at Midwestern—and I graduated from a wheelchair to

a walker in those four years, too.”

“You’re a brave woman.”

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. No more than I’m

some kind of angel. I cried a lot of tears and cussed a

lot of blue streaks. Wasted way too much time being

pissed that I’d only gone to school in Wichita Falls in-
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stead of Austin and I’d only managed to get my RN and

not an MD because of money. Then I was resentful be-

cause the only job opening I could find that would

hire someone with my physical limitations was home-

care hospice—and I sure as hell didn’t want to hang

around the dead and dying all the rest of my life. I

found out fast, not all of them are old. And some have

suffered so long . . . It was pretty tough.”

“I’m always hearing about nursing shortages, in 

all the major cities. Why didn’t you try somewhere

else—”

“And it wasn’t like I was going to escape by getting

married, either,” she went on, as if she hadn’t heard

him. “Men around here see me and think tragedy, not

dating. And rumor has it I’m too busted up inside to

give anybody kids.”

He wondered if it was true, but Mark couldn’t bring

himself to ask her. He wasn’t sure he could face know-

ing he had taken that possibility from her as well.

To his surprise, she smiled. “Maybe that’s why I’ve

had it up to here with all that ‘Poor Beth Ann’ bull. Be-

cause I damn near drowned in my self-pity.”

It was impossible not to smile back at her. He’d

never met any woman who looked at herself so hon-

estly. Or any man, for that matter. “I know a thing or two

about that.”

Her head cocked as she looked at him, and a shiny

red wave fell loose from her hair clip. He had to stop

himself from reaching up to tuck it behind her ear.

Finally, she nodded. “I hadn’t thought about it, but I

guess I can see that.”

Her gaze flicked to his father, and Mark imagined

she was thinking of how the old man had turned his

back on his surviving child. At the time, Beth Ann had
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been in Dallas, in intensive care, but he imagined

she’d heard every detail in the intervening years.

“So what turned things around for you?” he asked.

“How did you get past the anger and self-pity? Because

you’re here with me now, and at least so far, you

haven’t clawed my eyes out.”

She smiled again, but it was fleeting. “Believe it or

not, it was the work. At first, I thought I’d stick it out for

a year or two to get experience. Then I’d find another

job or maybe move somewhere else. Physically, I was

getting stronger all the time. But when you work with

dying people, when you face mortality head on, you

start to see things other people miss.”

“Like what?” It was taking everything he had to watch

his father die, even though the two of them had been es-

tranged for years. He couldn’t imagine going through the

process again and again with different people. Some-

body’s spouse, another person’s mother—grief after grief

in a never-ending cycle.

“You’re going to think it’s stupid.” She spoke over the

rim of the mug he’d brought out to the coffee table for

her.

“No, I won’t,” he promised.

She sipped the brew and made a face. “This is pretty

strong stuff.”

“Sorry—I needed a good jolt to my system. There’s

milk and sugar in the kitchen.”

She shook her head and set down the mug.

“I used to just about gag,” she said, “when I heard

people—mostly at the church—talk about having a

calling to do something. But after I took this job and

spent a few months working, I understood the con-

cept. Easing people’s passage, helping their families



Head On

137

come to grips with the next stage of their own lives—

the work felt important to me. Worthy.”

“I can’t argue with you there.” It was the same feel-

ing that had prompted him to take his product to the

market in spite of all the roadblocks he’d faced along

the way.

“But it wasn’t only about giving—though that was sat-

isfying. I found myself understanding how fundamen-

tally unfair death is, how being good or young or loved

doesn’t make you exempt. And I found myself thinking

more and more that facing our limits is the only way to

fully appreciate what we have in the moment. Too many

people shy away from that knowledge—like some of

the professionally bored kids who went through college

with me.”

Mark laughed. “Yeah. I had this one roommate who

always dressed in black and practiced looking listless

in the mirror. I went to college a few years later than

my peers, too. Makes it a little tough to fit in, doesn’t

it?”

“Yes, but what about you?” Beth Ann asked, inter-

rupting his train of thought. “What was it that got you to

stop feeling mad at the world?”

He hesitated before telling her. “A lot of things. Start-

ing with a couple named Bill and Carol Graff. When I

was paroled, I was twenty-one with nothing but a GED

between myself and living on the street. But I was still

as crazy about cars as ever, and Bill decided to take a

chance and hire me to work in his auto shop outside

of Dallas. He and Carol had a couple of sons of their

own who’d been in trouble in their younger years, so

they had a soft spot for guys like me. They’d half

pushed, half bullied their boys into college and stabil-
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ity, and for some reason I’ll never understand, they saw

fit to do the same with me.”

“They must have seen potential. About time some-

one noticed it.”

Mark shrugged, struggling to suppress a smile. “Bill

thought I had a gift for mechanical design. And one of

his and Carol’s sons is dyslexic, too, like I am.”

It wasn’t an admission he’d made to many people.

But unlike most, Beth Ann had never treated him as if

he were stupid.

She nodded. “So, you reverse letters when you try to

read? Or do they look scrambled?”

“A little of both, but I’ve found ways to compensate.

Carol showed me. She helped me fill out applications,

too, and find scholarships through different programs.

She and Bill gave me a fresh start.”

“They sound like amazing people.”

“They are.” Mark still called them often, sent gifts on

holidays, and visited with Eli several times a year. And

for their parts, Bill and Carol had been proud as hell

when his company went public and investors fell all

over themselves to get onboard with his project.

The rattling in Hiram’s chest grew louder. Mark

sprang to his feet and in three steps was at his father’s

side. He searched the pale features for signs of distress

and took the cool hand in his own. The fingernails

looked blue.

“He’s suffocating, isn’t he?” In desperation, he

looked back at Beth Ann, who was rising from the sofa.

“Can’t you do something? Isn’t there some kind of suc-

tion thing to help him?”

She approached and took a cloth from the attached

bedside table, then gently turned his father’s head to

one side. “I’ve already put a patch behind his ear to
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help dry up the secretions, and this may help a little,

too. But the suction would be . . . uncomfortable—

and mostly for your benefit, not his. In spite of the way

it sounds, this congestion isn’t bringing any more

pain.”

“I just—I need to do something.”

“Then tell your father that you love him. Give him

your blessing to move on.”

“But I don’t want him to—”

“Is this the life you’d want for him? Is it what he’d

choose for himself?”

Mark turned away and started pacing. He hated the

panic that sliced through him, the sense of helpless-

ness. He wanted to rip down the curtains, to put his

foot through the TV screen. He wanted to turn back

the clock’s hands or, better yet, the pages of the feed

store calendar out in the kitchen.

When he turned, he saw that Beth Ann had stepped

out of the room to give him privacy. So Mark went back

to his father and leaned over to kiss him on the temple,

a kiss the man would never have allowed if he weren’t

helpless.

“It’s okay, Dad,” Mark said, tears welling in his eyes.

“You can—you can go on now, to whatever’s next. I

love you enough to want it for you, too.”

He meant to say more, meant to offer his father his for-

giveness, but the words lodged hard and thorny in his

throat. Mark wanted to let go of his anger, wanted to

shed its weight for his own sake as much as Hiram’s, but

did that mean forgetting the metallic click of handcuffs,

the clang of the cell door, the sickening memory of be-

ing stranded in the alien world of prison, a place so terri-

fying and so hopeless that he had prayed each night for

death?
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Turning away once more, he saw the yellow Lab’s

solemn eyes following his movement.

“This is Maia,” Beth Ann said from the kitchen door-

way. “It’s a Swedish name, the trainer told me.”

Mark sank down beside the animal and ran both

hands through her thick fur. As his own Beau would,

the Lab looked at him as if she understood what he

felt.

“Some killer guard dog,” Beth Ann mumbled as her

purse began to ring.

“Sorry,” she said quickly before moving to the sofa,

where she’d left the bag, and pulling out a cell phone.

After a quick glance at the screen, she silenced it.

“You could’ve taken it,” Mark told her.

She shrugged before going back to recheck his fa-

ther’s vitals. “It’s just my mother’s attorney. Probably

some estate thing. I’ll get back to him later.”

“So,” she added once she’d finished recording Hi-

ram’s temperature and respirations, “what else was it

that changed you? Before you told me about Bill and

Carol, you said it was a lot of things.”

Mark understood she was only trying to distract him,

but talking was a hell of a lot easier than waiting for his

tension to burst through the fragile shell of his skin.

“I fell in love,” he said.

“With—was it Rachel?”

He was surprised she’d recalled the name of Eli’s

mother. Mark nodded, though the memory of the af-

fair was bittersweet. “She was brilliant, sexy—with the

greatest sense of humor. And I couldn’t believe she

found me interesting.”

“You were happy?”

“God, yes. Happier than I’d been since—well, since

a long time before the accident. For one thing, dating
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Rachel meant I wasn’t—that I wasn’t the man I had to

be in prison.”

Beth Ann shook her head, releasing another lock of

her red hair. “I don’t get what you mean.”

“To be eighteen in an adult facility. To be a lily-white

kid from a decent family in a little town where not

much happened—”

“You had to get tough? Is that what you mean?”

“Tough isn’t enough, Beth Ann. You had to get con-

nected real quick. And the way it mostly shakes down

in state prison is by race.”

He saw comprehension dawn in her eyes as she

looked his way.

“You mean, like one of those gangs? With the tat-

toos and—”

“It cost me a fortune to get rid of them. But being

with Rachel—her dad’s an African-American veteran

who met her Vietnamese mother overseas—loving

Rachel burned away the marks beneath the skin.”

“So what happened?” Beth Ann sleeked back the

fallen strands and adjusted her hair clip to hold them.

“Obviously, you two aren’t still together.”

“Turned out that I was her rebellion, her way of act-

ing out against her father’s expectations. It wasn’t

about the color of my skin but my prison background

and the fact that I was older. By the time we both fig-

ured out we’d each been trying to prove something,

she was pregnant. I wanted to get married. I asked and

asked, but she wouldn’t go for it. And her dad was re-

ally pissed. He all but forced her to go for an abortion.”

At Beth Ann’s shocked look—the “A” word wasn’t of-

ten mentioned in this zip code—Mark shook his head.

“She refused, thank God. If she had—well, I can’t

imagine my life without Eli. He’s the other thing, the
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real kicker, that’s helped me learn to live with my past.

With all the lives I’ve wrecked.”

“Eli is darling—a real sweetheart,” Beth Ann said.

“Did your father ever come around with him?”

“No.” The admission came out harsh. “I couldn’t

bring myself to talk to him about the crash or Jordan

or what happened after, but I damned well tried as

best I could to help him get to know his grandson. That

stubborn old man refused to listen—refused to ac-

knowledge my son or even call him by his name. He

tolerated Eli, but no more than that.”

Mark noticed his father’s breathing had grown quieter.

After Beth Ann finished wiping Hiram’s mouth, she

looked back Mark’s way. “The same way he’s tolerated

having you here.”

“Right. Because he wasn’t strong enough to kick our

asses out,” Mark managed. “And I wasn’t going any-

where.”

“So your business—it allows you to travel for long

periods? But I guess that’s how things work, when

you’re the president of your own company.”

The curiosity in her voice was edged with disap-

proval.

“I never set about to make a lot of money on it, Beth

Ann. When I started tinkering with my device, I was

just thinking how emerging technology could be

adapted. Harnessed to save lives by checking the be-

havior of young drivers.”

“It’s call EZ-Driver, right? I read some stuff about it on

the Internet.” As she moved back to the sofa, her frown

told him she wasn’t a fan of his idea. “The way I under-

stand it, your unit’s mostly used by fleet directors—

companies employing drivers—to keep track of their

speed, acceleration, and braking. They use the GPS to
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spy on and fire employees who stop home to take a

pee or make a quick side trip for cigarettes.”

Mark grimaced and shook his head. “I know some

critics think it’s Big Brother in action, but I swear to

you, that’s not what we’re about. Yes, the EZ-Driver can

be set to report on vehicles that stray from a preset

route or range, but the device gives two audible warn-

ings first. Our real aim is to teach young or irresponsi-

ble drivers to self-correct dangerous behavior so they

won’t have to be managed—or policed. The trouble is,

we haven’t yet been able to get the cost down low

enough to get it into the hands of the families who

need it most. So yes, we’ve marketed to corporations

and municipalities.”

“Making a fortune in the process.”

“Making competitive salaries for the company’s em-

ployees,” he admitted, “and funding a foundation to

give units free of charge to the families of at-risk young

drivers.”

“Really?”

Maia rolled over and pawed at him until he rubbed

her chest.

“So far, we’ve donated five thousand units in the

Northeast. I’m hoping to expand and double that num-

ber by the end of next year and take the program na-

tionwide,” he said. “Guess that information hasn’t hit

the Hatcher County grapevine.”

Beth Ann smiled. “Maybe I’ll see that it does. All I’d

have to do is mention it to your friend Aimee.”

“I’m not sure she’s in the mood to give me any good

press right this minute.”

Emotion flickered in Beth Ann’s eyes. “She’s a mar-

ried woman.”

Was that jealousy he’d spotted or merely disap-
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proval? “I know that. And I had to be a little more di-

rect than I’d have liked to let her know I’m not inter-

ested in taking her on a trip down Memory Lane. I sure

as hell don’t want to remember anything from those

days.”

The ticking of the wall clock sounded loud in the

long pause.

“I do,” Beth Ann said at last.

“You do what?”

“Want to remember. That last night, anyway.”

“God, Beth Ann. Why would you?” He shuddered,

though the house was overly warm, for Hiram’s com-

fort. If he could erase a single memory from his life-

time, it would be that evening.

After giving the dog a last pat, he rose and paced

again to stretch his legs.

“I can remember stopping by your house to pick up

Jordan, and then nothing about anything that hap-

pened for months afterward,” Beth Ann said. “I’ve been

told that’s not unusual in cases of head trauma.”

“How about we change the subject?”

“All these years, it’s been a blank spot. Except, since

you’ve been back, I’ve . . . seen things. Headlights in

the darkness. Bodies tossed out on the—”

“Beth Ann.”

“I’m sorry, Mark,” she said, ignoring his protest as

words rushed out in a torrent. “I know it’s probably

hard for you to talk about it. Just the way it’s hard for

Sheriff Morrell to talk about you for some reason.”

“Please just shut up and listen to me.” He shook with

the adrenaline ripping through him. “It’s my father. He’s

not breathing.”
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Chapter 15

When he finally made it home after his graveyard shift,

Damon Stillwater found his father at the back door.

Damon froze at the sight of him, shocked to find the

man at home instead of at his store. He was dressed for

work as usual, in the blue polyester slacks and short-

sleeved, button-down shirt, and loafers he considered

his business uniform, but Damon could never remem-

ber him being home at this hour.

Panic jolted through him. “What’s wrong? Is it

Mama? Has she had a bad spell?”

His mother’s lupus had been a factor in their lives for

so long, Damon didn’t generally pay it much heed. But

in the back of his mind, he knew—they all knew—that

it might someday take a fatal turn.

His father’s shook his head. “Your mother’s a little

achy today, but she’ll be fine. She’s over at Barty’s pick-

ing up a few things.”

“Then what’s wrong? Why are you home? Are you

sick or something?” This last question was a true stab

in the dark, for Damon’s father didn’t believe in allow-
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ing anything to distract him from the sacred work of

keeping Hatcher County in plywood, paint, and

hinges.

“It’s you, son. I’m damned worried about your job.

You should have come straight home this morning.

Didn’t Sheriff Morrell tell you to stop bothering people

about Lilly Decker? Let bygones be bygones and allow

the real professionals to do their work.”

“But I haven’t—”

“Don’t lie to me, Earl Damon.”

When his father used his first name like that, Damon

knew he was in deep shit. He might have been named

for the old man, but he’d been called Damon since he

was in diapers.

“Why don’t you just tell me what you’ve heard down

at the store?” Better that than confess to something that

had not yet reached his father’s ears.

“Your mother came in earlier, all upset. Agnes Miller

called her. Fit to be tied that you would question her

mister about some supposed relationship with that

Decker woman.”

Hell . . . If she’d complained to his mother, Agnes

Miller might call Sheriff Morrell, too. Then he’d be

lucky to get off with a suspension.

“Look, Dad,” he said carefully. “It’s just common

sense to check out anybody who might have had a rea-

son to hurt the victim. And that includes anyone who

might have been involved with her.”

His father’s round face grew florid. “What did your

employer tell you? Have you no notion of the meaning

of the term ‘chain of command’? And do you have any

idea how hard it will be to find another job around

here if you lose this one?”

Damon pressed his lips together, in part to keep
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from saying something he’d regret. Though he knew

very well it might mean the end of his dreams for a big-

time career in law enforcement, he had firm ideas

about the way the Decker investigation ought to be

run. Ideas that bore little resemblance to the half-assed

“look-see” the case was being given by those assigned

to it in his department. But it was useless to try to ex-

plain such things to his father, who insisted on treating

him as if he were twelve.

“Your mother has been friends with Agnes since the

fourth grade,” Earl Stillwater said, “and we’ve both

known Douglas Miller even longer. The man’s a rock. A

steady provider for his family. A Christian man who’s

never been known to raise a hand in anger—”

“I realize you and Mama like to think that everyone

we know in Eudena’s perfect.” All the churchgoing

white folks, anyway. “But it’s not so.”

“Christians aren’t perfect,” Earl Stillwater quoted Pas-

tor Timmons, “just forgiven.”

“Maybe up in heaven,” Damon told him. “But down

here in Texas, they’ve still got to go before a jury for the

crime of murder.”

His father gave a sigh of complete exasperation.

“Stop being so damned pompous. Everyone in this

family is sick of listening to you go on like you’re

Hatcher County’s last hope of justice. Doug Miller’s not

a murderer. He’s just a man, with a man’s weaknesses,

upon occasion—the same as your father.”

Damon stared, heart pounding. Was his father say-

ing what he thought? His father? Earl Stillwater? No—it

was impossible.

“It happened years ago.” His father’s gaze slid down

to the door trim, which he’d repeatedly hinted could

stand painting. For a hardware man who often doled
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out advice on such things, he piled the household fix-

its on his son whenever possible. “You and your sister

were still in grade school, and I was—your mother and

I were having . . . a few problems.”

“Before anybody understood about her lupus.” Da-

mon remembered periods of his childhood when his

mama did little more than stare vacantly for hours. She’d

complained of feeling achy and exhausted, but the doc-

tors in Eudena—and increasingly, her husband—told

her the whole thing was in her mind.

His father ignored the reference to the illness Ginny

and her Fort Worth specialist had learned to manage

over the years with medication. “It had been a long

time for us, ah, with your mother feeling so bad. A long

time for a man to go without—”

Earl’s color deepened, which was not surprising,

given that he had never even spoken to his son about

the facts of life. Instead, his mother had placed an “Ab-

stinence for Young Believers” pamphlet on Damon’s

dresser on his thirteenth birthday. Defeated by the cryp-

tic language, Damon had gotten his friends to more or

less fill in the details—with varying degrees of accuracy.

“Lilly seemed to notice I was feeling down,” Earl

said, “and I have to tell you, it was awful flattering hav-

ing such a pretty woman make a big deal over a fellow

like me. Stopping by the store in her short skirts and

those low-cut blouses. Making little private jokes with

me, and touching—”

“Jesus, Dad, please stop.”

His father looked up sharply, but before he could

reprimand his son for taking the Lord’s name in vain,

he seemed to think better of it. Nodding in acknow-

ledgment, he said, “I’m ashamed of what I did, son. I’ve



Head On

149

talked it out with Pastor Timmons, and made my peace

with the Lord a lot of years back. But I’m afraid it would

kill your mama if she found out. Maybe literally.”

Damon exhaled. “So she doesn’t know.”

His father’s head shook, the movement stiff, as if his

neck were tight with tension. “And she won’t ever have

to—or your sister, either—if you’ll quit meddling in af-

fairs that aren’t any of your business.”

Damon winced at his word choice. Affairs, indeed.

That cheating dog . . . And yet, tears gleamed in his

dad’s eyes, the first his son had ever seen there. It must

have nearly killed the man to admit his failing, and

worse yet, to take his son into his confidence.

But according to the strands of gossip Damon had

teased from both the willing and the judgmental, Lilly

Decker had done far worse to many families, enticing

husbands even while her own was bedridden with a

bad heart. The way she’d seen it, she wasn’t the one

dying, so why shouldn’t she go out and have a little

fun?

Damon was abruptly furious with the dead woman,

who was blamed for at least two divorces, along with

several separations. He felt sick to his stomach, and for

the moment he truly longed for the hiss of tater tots siz-

zling in his basket as he manned the DQ’s deep fryer.

“I’m sorry, son,” his father said—another first, in Da-

mon’s memory. “Sorry for disappointing you and sorry

to set such a poor example.”

Earl Stillwater stuck out a thick hand and waited,

pleading with his eyes for Damon to take it.

Damon hesitated for several moments before push-

ing past his father’s right and giving him the kind of

bear hug the two hadn’t shared in years.
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Three days later . . .

Beth Ann rarely attended patients’ funerals. To do her

job effectively, she had to maintain some distance. Be-

sides, if she set the precedent, she’d be expected to at-

tend services on a far-too-frequent basis.

But as she walked her new dog on the circular path

around Mill Pond, which she was trying to get in the

habit of doing every morning, Beth Ann decided to

make an exception to attend this afternoon’s services

for Hiram Jessup. Or rather, for his son, who was now

left so alone—with no friends here as far as she knew.

And anyway, what real choice did she have? She wasn’t

about to demand answers regarding the envelope until

Mark’s father was decently buried, so she had to keep

open the lines of communication. Or so she told her-

self.

But in spite of the nagging questions about Mark’s

contact with her mother, Beth Ann’s mind kept circling

back to the fine man a lost teenager had grown into . . .

and to what she had reluctantly self-diagnosed as an

old-fashioned case of lust.

Still exhausted from a night of tossing and turning,

Beth Ann turned her face to the breeze and attempted

to inhale the faint warmth of the sunshine.

She wasn’t the only one out early this morning. Her

next-door neighbors’ teenaged sons were tossing back

and forth a football on the grassy slope close to the

water.

Too close, for a bad throw by the younger of the pair

sent their ball sailing out and then splashing into the

greenish water.

“Maia, no,” Beth Ann shrieked as the big Lab jerked

her off balance on the dew-slick grass. The leash was



Head On

151

torn from her hand, and Beth Ann went down hard,

her bad knee twisting painfully beneath her.

The Winfield boys came running to help as Maia

blithely leapt into the pond and paddled toward the

floating ball, her splash sending a trio of white ducks

flapping with quacks of protest to the far shore.

“We’re really sorry, Miz Beth Ann. We swear we

didn’t mean it,” said the older of the brothers, a starting

running back for the Red Hawks. The reluctant topic of

his father, Dr. Winfield’s, endless boasting, the senior

was also the target of considerable speculation among

Eudena residents. Fast and nimble, though not partic-

ularly big, the kid was supposedly attracting interest

from college recruiters eager to offer him a full-ride

scholarship.

But Beth Ann wouldn’t know about his talent first-

hand. Though she’d loved the game when she was

cheering, she couldn’t even watch football on TV

since that long-ago homecoming, and she steered well

clear of the Friday night lights that would draw most of

the town’s residents to the high school stadium this

evening.

“I’m sure it was an accident,” she said. She could

never keep the boys’names straight—their parents had

inexplicably called the two Matthew and Matthias—

but Beth Ann accepted the big, calloused hand that

Big Matt offered and stood. When she put weight on

her left leg, she winced at its tightness—as well as the

smell of duck that she imagined clung to her clothes.

“You’re hurt, aren’t you?” asked the younger brother,

a shorter, broader version of his sibling. Built like a

small tank and wearing a Cowboys T-shirt, Little Matt

was clearly into football, too, like nearly every able-

bodied boy in town. Turning toward his brother, he
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said, “We can make a chair out of our arms and team-

carry her to her house.”

At the thought of their linked hands under her butt

with all the neighbors peering out their windows, Beth

Ann shook her head and tried to pretend she wasn’t

leaning so heavily on her cane.

“I’ll be fine,” she insisted, “if you could just catch the

dog for me. I have to get cleaned up.”

Not only did she have a funeral to attend this after-

noon, but she needed to check on several patients and

squeeze in a quick visit to Stan Lipscomb’s office, a

chore she’d put off for days, to go over some of her

mother’s final bills.

Maia emerged, shaking off the water. The shower of

droplets sparkled in the morning sunlight. She trotted

toward them, her jaws clamped around the football and

her thick tail wagging joyfully. Kibble-for-Brains looked

so damned pleased with herself, Beth Ann had to smile,

until the dank odor of pond water caught her nose.

“We’ll do you one better,” the older boy offered.

“Since my brother’s famous passing got her filthy, we’ll

give her a bath.”

“That would be fantastic,” Beth Ann said, “but don’t

the two of you have school?”

“Not today,” crowed the younger of the brothers.

“We’re off for teacher training—”

“At least ’til practice and the game. Maybe you’d like

to come tonight? We could get you tickets.”

“No. I can’t, but I’ll be rooting for you—and I’d love

to take you up on bathing Maia. Thanks so much.”

She’d have to tell their parents that the Matts were re-

ally good kids, the kind of teenagers who defied the

stereotypes the media preferred to broadcast. “Your

mama will skin you both alive if you take her inside
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your house, so why don’t you clean her up in my back-

yard? There’s a washtub and some old towels in the

shed, and you’ll see where the hose is.”

She gave the pair the entry code to her backyard

gate, and after limping back home, she brought the

boys her back door key and left off the alarm so they

could put the dog inside when they were finished. Af-

ter thanking both of them, she went inside for a quick

cleanup and a change of clothes, then headed off to

see her patients.

An hour later, as she was leaving the home of her

first patient, her cell phone vibrated in her pocket. She

fished out the phone, her stomach tightening. What if it

was Mark, calling to tell her that he and Eli were al-

ready on their way to Pittsburgh?

But the caller ID said A.J. Winfield—the father of

Matthew and Matthias. Assuming it was one of the

boys, she hit a button and asked, “Is everything all right

with Maia?”

“Well, sort of,” one of the Matts answered. The older

one, she thought. “We gave her a bath and toweled her

off okay, but she got a little excited. When we let her in

the house, she went barreling through the living room

and knocked over that big floor globe. We’re so sorry,

Miz Beth Ann, but one of the wooden stand legs

snapped near the top when it fell.”

Beth Ann winced, not because she was especially at-

tached to the stuffy-looking globe, but because she re-

membered Lilly’s delight when it had been delivered.

“Look at that,” she had exclaimed. “It’s just like some-

thin’one of them handsome English lords would have in

his library.” Beth Ann would swear the woman had fon-

dled the thing while reading her historical romances.

Something clicked in her subconscious, sending
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cold chills rippling through her. But try as she might,

she couldn’t bring it to the forefront, so she let it be for

the moment.

“We carried it over to our garage to try to fix it.”

Matthew or Matthias’s voice cracked, and the poor kid

sounded close to tears. “But then our dad said we’d

better call you. He said to tell you we’ll be glad to pay

for it or—”

“It’s all right, Matt.” She figured that was a safe thing

to call him, whichever one it was. “I’m not mad. You

were trying to do me a favor, that’s all. It’s not your fault

Maia’s being so ornery this morning—and that globe

stand was already knocked over once. I’ll bet the thing

was cracked then and I didn’t notice.”

She heard his exhalation, a puff of pure relief.

“Thanks, Miz Beth Ann. So, do you want us to try

some wood glue on it?”

“Don’t bother with it,” she said. “I have a friend

whose husband lives to work on stuff like that. I’m

afraid his feelings will be hurt if I don’t ask him.”

Beth Ann didn’t give a flip about hurting Pete Riker’s

feelings, but it was kinder to say that than admit she

feared the teenaged boys might botch the repair job.

“Should we carry it back to your place?”

“You don’t have to do that. If it’ll be okay there for

the next few hours, I’ll ask Deputy Riker to stop by and

pick it up as soon as he can.”

After ending the conversation, she made a quick

call to the Rikers’ place, where she caught Pete at

home. Afterward, the incident was pushed out of Beth

Ann’s consciousness by worries about Mark and the

pain in her left knee. The one thing that never crossed

her mind, however, was the gaping hole she had left

that morning in the Lucky Pull’s security.
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* * *

Arriving late to the service, she nodded at Pete, who

was standing in uniform in the back doorway of the fu-

neral home chapel. His and Cheryl’s bickering might

be annoying, but she had to admit, he was always

more than willing to lend a hand where it was needed.

“Thanks again for offering to take care of that globe

stand,” she whispered as she attempted to slip past on

her way inside. But Pete caught her arm, then inclined

his head to indicate she should follow him outside.

Curious, she moved back out into the sunshine.

“I’m surprised to see you here.” Disapproval edged

his voice.

“I could say the same,” she said. “I had no idea you

were friendly with the Jessups.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t go so far as to call it friendly.” His

frown implied the opposite. “You ought to be careful

about heading down that road yourself.”

“Why’s that, Pete?” Beth Ann asked. In all the years

she’d known him, he’d always been quick to give ad-

vice on cars or lend a hand with a repair. Still, Beth

Ann remained wary of asking him too often, since he

seemed to feel that sharing his manly expertise gave

him license to tell her how she ought to think or vote.

Now, apparently, he thought he was entitled to pick

her friends as well. What a Neanderthal.

“You don’t want to get mixed up with some ex-con

who’ll be leaving town before you know it. Any day

now, I’d imagine, since his daddy’s gone.”

“Who says I’m mixed up with Mark?” Beth Ann kept

her voice low, but it came out sharp nonetheless.

“My wife, for one.”

Beth Ann made a mental note to take her friend to

task about the pillow talk. But since Cheryl blabbed to
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her about the problems Pete—who was ten years his

wife’s senior—had been having lately in the bedroom,

Beth Ann should have realized that her private busi-

ness would be shared with him as well.

“Well, your wife is wrong,” Beth Ann said. “Hiram Jes-

sup was a special patient, that’s all. That’s the only rea-

son I’m here.”

He gave her one of those condescending looks she

hated, so she turned around and walked back inside

Hill Funeral Home without waiting for his reply.

Standing behind the largely empty rows, she spotted

Mark and Eli, each dressed in a sport jacket and sitting

in the front row. Though Hiram had supposedly been

mad enough at God to forbid a regular church service, a

handful of Fundamental News regulars had driven out,

including the familiar gray and white heads present at

all the congregation funerals. Big Jim Morrell was in at-

tendance, wearing an ill-fitting gray suit instead of the

more familiar brown and tan of his official getup. She

spotted a few local business owners as well: Bart and

Kay Lynn Shepherd, of Barty’s One-Stop fame; Earl Still-

water from the hardware store, with Ginny, who looked

well today; and the widowed Ty Quitman, who ran the

county livestock auction. That was about it, though.

Never very social, Hiram had become nearly a hermit

since first his daughter’s and then his wife’s deaths.

Losing his land to her mother’s lawsuit probably

hadn’t helped. Beth Ann felt bad about it, but she un-

derstood her mother had done what needed doing—

even if most people tended to lump Lilly’s every action

under the headings of trashy or grasping.

Beth Ann took a seat in the chapel’s rear pew. Though

the funeral director, Arlen Hill, spoke—in mostly

generic terms—of Hiram, her mind was full of the
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mother whose services she’d attended nearly a month

ago, a funeral packed with both curiosity-seekers and

her friends—but very few of Lilly’s.

People around Eudena were certain they’d known

Lilly Doyle Decker. A flashy-looking party girl from the

wrong end of town, she’d caught the eye of Beth Ann’s

dad, Bobby, a wildcatter with a reputation of his own—

for kicking ass and taking names. But while parent-

hood, a failing heart, and business setbacks had

seasoned and matured her father, they’d only made

Lilly hungrier for what she felt she’d been missing.

Beth Ann had spent a good portion of her teen years

cringing over her mother’s reputation—and fending

off boys who assumed she had been cut of the same

cloth. Still, she had moved home after college, con-

vinced it was her duty to curtail the downward spiral

of behavior that took place during the years she’d been

away. But as exasperating as Lilly could be, Beth Ann

missed the mother who’d been thrilled over her early

accomplishments, who’d later pushed her to get out of

the wheelchair, who’d grabbed life by the horns and

shaken loose all the sweetness she could get.

And who had left behind the riddle of her violent

death.

“Did you ever know your mother to make use of First

Global Savings Bank in Fort Worth?” Stan Lipscomb

had asked when she had stopped by his office the day

before.

Beth Ann said she didn’t. Other than a modest ac-

count she kept at the Eudena Savings and Loan, her fi-

nances were handled by a major firm in Dallas. But

her mother’s attorney had passed Beth Ann an annual

renewal statement for a safe deposit box at First Global

in Fort Worth.
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“What would Mama be keeping there?” she’d asked

Lipscomb.

“I thought perhaps you’d know . . . or she might have

left a key.”

“A key,” Beth Ann had echoed, thinking of the one

returned to her at the dealership when she’d traded in

her mother’s car. Since it had hung from the Mercedes

fob, she’d mistakenly thought it unlocked the glove

box, or maybe the locking console compartment pre-

sumably meant to keep valet parking attendants from

the driver’s stash of Rolexes and diamond pinky rings.

“I think I might have it.”

Lipscomb had offered to drive to Fort Worth to collect

the box’s contents, and Beth Ann had considered it. But

then it occurred to her that heaven only knew what

Mama had squirreled away, out of sight of both her

daughter and her attorney. It could be anything from

old love letters to nude photos of herself—hopefully

alone—from years past. Beth Ann shuddered at the

thought of Lipscomb viewing her mother’s secrets.

“I’ll take care of it,” she had told him, though she

dreaded the six-hour round trip.

As she sat now in the chapel of Hill’s Funeral Home,

the name First Global threaded through her memory,

along with a line from the strange message her mother

had thought important enough to make Lipscomb

swear on the Bible to deliver. In truth, the world is

yours, should you be bright and bold enough to claim it.

The world . . . as in First Global’s logo, which had

been printed on the statement. And what about those

other words:“in truth”?

At the sound of whispers, Beth Ann looked up, star-

tled at the realization that Hiram Jessup’s service had

ended while she’d been lost in thought. As the first few
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attendees filed past on their way to the door, they eyed

her intently. More than likely, they were thinking she

had fallen into a pit of despair over memories of her

mother’s funeral.

Hell’s bells. She’d be on everybody’s prayer list be-

fore day’s end.

But for once, she spotted more than pity in their

gazes. Perhaps her presence here, combined with Mark

bringing her the yellow roses, would breathe new life

into the rumor that the two of them were dating.

So let ’em chew it over ’til they choke.

A smile plucked at one corner of Beth Ann’s mouth.

Maybe she had inherited more from Lilly than the wild-

woman red hair, after all. Ignoring the furtive stares in

her direction, she moved off to the chapel’s side and

pretended to study a small cluster of floral arrange-

ments.

She waited, watching from the corner of her eye as

several of the attendees spoke with Mark and Eli. Big

Jim Morrell shook both of their hands, and she heard

the rumble of his bass voice as he asked the boy how

his favorite junior deputy was doing. Beth Ann recog-

nized Margaret Minton’s sausage-plump form and her

unmistakable gray curls, too. Among the last to leave,

she took Eli with her by the hand, probably back to her

home daycare. Mark must have decided to spare the

little boy the graveside service and let him spend some

time with his new friends instead.

With the other attendees gone, Mark walked to his

father’s casket. It had been left closed, covered with a

huge spray of white flowers, but Mark laid a hand

along the exposed mahogany side. He stood perfectly

still, except for the bowing of his head and the heaving

of his shoulders with a single sigh.
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Oh, Jess. Beth Ann wanted to take him in her arms

and hold him, but instead, she walked up behind him.

As she waited for Mark to notice her presence, she

looked at a montage of photos hung on a large easel.

All of them predated the crash that had shattered the

Jessup family. Beth Ann had to look away from the

handsome couple, smiling with their daughter and

their son.

“Might as well have buried both my mom and dad

with Jordan,” Mark said. “There wasn’t one picture

taken afterward, one major purchase made or trip

taken—”

She started toward him. “Mark, you can’t—”

“He barely left the damned house. Wouldn’t talk to

me, accept my letters, or even listen when I contacted

his attorney and offered to pay back the money he’d

lost in the settlement.”

“You didn’t mean to hurt your family. You didn’t hurt

anyone on purpose, Mark. As hard as this is, you’re go-

ing to have to let the pain go.”

“I thought I’d done a decent job of it. But coming

back here, seeing the way he was—I didn’t just hurt my

family, Beth Ann. I killed them, every one.”

She took his hand in hers and looked him in the

eyes. Those gorgeous chocolate eyes that had rekin-

dled a fire in her she’d imagined had been snuffed out

years before.

“You have a son who needs you, Mark. And from

everything I’ve seen, you’re a wonderful dad. One of

the most caring men I’ve ever known.” She cut herself

short, alarmed at the emotion in her words. During her

college years, she’d dated—even had a brief affair with

one of the grad students. But she had never, even for a

moment, felt the way she did now for this man.
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Guilt kicked in as she recalled the presence of the

envelope inside her handbag. Don’t let this go one inch

further. Not until you get the answers you need.

One hand tightened on her cane, while the other

fingered her black skirt.

Yet the gratitude in his eyes short-circuited her cau-

tion. “Thanks, Beth Ann. I didn’t realize how much I

needed to hear that.”

“So is everyone heading over to the graveside ser-

vice?”

Mark shook his head. “I’ll go with my father to the

cemetery and see this thing through. But he didn’t

want a big production, so this was really it.”

She hesitated before saying, “You look like you

could use some company. How about it?”

He made brief eye contact with the dark-suited fu-

neral director, who had entered the room discreetly

and stood waiting for a signal.

“Okay, Mr. Hill. I’ll be ready in about ten minutes,”

Mark said before he turned and shook his head at Beth

Ann. “Thanks anyway, but you don’t have to do that. I’d

just as soon go by myself.”

She smiled. “Don’t be a martyr, Tough Guy. I’ll meet

you over there.”

Half an hour later, she stood in the chill sunshine,

along with a cemetery worker, two men from the

mortuary—including Mr. Hill—and Hiram Jessup’s

casket.

But Mark Jessup didn’t show up, even after a long

wait.
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Chapter 16

Mark had meant to go straight to the cemetery, as he’d

told Beth Ann, but on the way back to his vehicle he

encountered an old “friend.”

Or three of them, to be precise. Their two vehicles,

the still-muddy tow truck and a newer Accord, had

been parked sideways across the front and rear

bumper of the sedan Mark had rented while his truck

was in for repairs. Otherwise, the funeral home’s visitor

parking lot lay as empty as the pastureland beyond it

and the pale blue sky above.

Mark glanced at the road in time to see the hearse

containing his father’s casket disappearing in the dis-

tance, followed by Beth Ann’s new SUV. Mark was anx-

ious to put the photo display back in the car, then

follow and conclude the burial. Afterwards, he planned

to pick up Eli on his way back to the house.

The last thing he was in the mood for was a con-

frontation. Yet Gene Calvert leaned against his tow

truck’s door, his foot resting on the rental’s front

bumper and his hand clutching a big, steel spanner
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wrench. Like an echo from a nightmare, two of his old

friends flanked his side.

Two of the same small group that had played court

to the king of football all through high school, the

same group Mark had run into that fatal homecoming

night, just after the Red Hawks snapped their losing

streak.

Judging from his blue coveralls, Donny Ray Saun-

ders, one of the team’s offensive tackles, had gotten so

good at following his quarterback’s orders, he’d made

it official with a job at Calvert’s shop. Never the best

looking of the Saunders boys, Donny Ray now had the

red nose and bloated face of a heavy drinker to go

with his coarse features and acne scars. Still in his

early thirties, he could pass for a hard fifty.

He took a swig from a longneck, leaned back

against the truck, and then, as ever, waited to see

which way the wind was blowing.

The third member of the group, Ex—short for Xavier—

Walling stood beside and slightly apart from the other

two. He looked distinctly out of place with his neat, short

haircut, creased charcoal slacks, button-down shirt, and

a subdued tie. Always the brightest of the group, he

looked as though he’d gone into banking or insurance if

his clothes were any indication. Behind his wire-rimmed

glasses, his hazel eyes appeared worried.

As well he should be, if he was still running with this

crowd.

“Am I interrupting a reunion?” Mark asked as he

clicked the remote to open the Ford’s door locks and

turn off the alarm.

Calvert spit to one side, narrowly missing Donny

Ray, who didn’t flinch. Judging from the smell of him,

the beer in his hand was not his first.
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“One of them deputies came out to see me this

week,” Gene said. “Told me you had some trouble with

your pickup.”

Donny Ray slid his boss a less-than-subtle smirk and

chuckled, then tossed his empty back over the truck’s

hood. The bottle made a popping sound as it shattered

on the pavement.

“That’s right,” Mark told him as he opened the car’s

rear door and slid the display board with the photos

inside. After closing the door again, he added, “Sorry I

couldn’t give your shop my business, but I had it towed

to Wichita Falls. Oh, wait. You probably know that,

since I sent you the bill. You come to pay up, or you

want to wait ’til all of the repairs are finished?”

Calvert shifted the spanner wrench in his hand.

“Damn shame no witnesses came forward. I guess that

anybody coulda done it. God knows, enough people

hate you.”

Mark glanced down at the dumb-ass’s work boots,

which were speckled with paint the same shade 

as the red splashed on his hood and windshield.

Deputy Riker had left out that detail when he’d re-

ported back that there was nothing they could do

about the vandalism. Then he’d shrugged and added

that Mark couldn’t have expected a warm welcome

in this county.

“I’d debate this with you more, Gene,” Mark said, “but

I’ve got to get over to the cemetery.”

Ex cleared his throat and said, “I’m real sorry to hear

about your dad, Jess.” The nickname was a reminder

they’d been friends once, before he’d joined the foot-

ball team and succumbed to the pressure to take sides

with Calvert and the others who’d tormented Mark for

years.
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Mark looked him in the eyes, where he saw the

man’s reluctance. There was fear, too, white-faced ter-

ror. Had Calvert threatened him to get him out here?

Or was it the fear that a long-buried secret could come

roaring back into his life?

“Now he’s finally dead,” Calvert went on, “there’s

nothing holding you here.”

This asshole was right, not Lilly Decker when she’d

written him. This town deserved its slow death. Teem-

ing with judgmental gossips and hamstrung by a po-

lice department that turned a blind eye to thugs like

Calvert, Eudena wasn’t worth saving.

Except that Beth Ann lives here. Beth Ann and so

many others who had inexplicably treated him with

kindness.

“I’ve still got business to attend here,” Mark said. “My

dad’s estate, for one thing.”

Calvert scoffed. “Estate? That’s what you call it?

Looks like nothin’ but a patch of Jessup trash to me.

And you’ve always been the trashiest—a damned use-

less piece of shit. Every one of those dead girls was

worth ten of you. Especially your sister.”

At the mention of Jordan, Mark felt an eerie calm

drop over him, a deadly focus he hadn’t felt since

prison. Without conscious thought, he took one step

forward, daring the bastard to say another word about

his family.

Calvert slapped the spanner wrench against an open

palm as he sneered. “Damn fine piece of ass she was.

But I imagine—being a Jessup—that you’d know that.”

Ex stepped away from the truck and shook his

head.“There’s no need to start that kind of bullshit,” he

told Calvert, even as Mark closed in on the former

quarterback.
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Calvert’s back bumped against the truck’s door. Near

his left eye, a tic hinted that he knew he’d pushed too

far and wished he hadn’t, in spite of his greater bulk

and the length of steel in his hand. Were they alone,

Mark was almost sure Gene would have backed down.

But now, with his friends watching, anything could

happen. Anything at all.

Common sense threaded its way through the red

haze of Mark’s fury. This is idiotic. He wasn’t some

punk kid with no responsibilities, and even if he were,

this piece of shit wasn’t worth bruising his knuckles

over.

“If you really want to talk about what’s past,” Mark

told him, “you’re gonna have to do it with my lawyers.

Is that what you want, Gene? Or how ’bout you, Xavier?

You up for the kind of trouble I can afford to dish out?”

“Your blood money doesn’t scare me. Neither do

your lawyers,” Calvert said. But worry flashed over his

expression, and his big shoulders tensed.

“You just want to be quick about moving on, Jessup,

that’s all,” he continued. As he stepped away, he gave

Mark a half-hearted push in a face-saving attempt to

convince his friends he wasn’t turning pussy.

It should have stopped right there. And it probably

would have, had Donny Ray been smart enough to re-

alize everyone was about to get out, male ego intact

and disaster averted. But Donny, who’d had one beer

too many, blurted, “Just don’t forget, when you leave

Eudena, be sure’n take your little monkey with you.”

Shoving Calvert out of his way, Mark sent a hard left

into Donny Ray’s midsection. As the mechanic folded

at the waist, his head snapped back with the force of

Mark’s right fist catching his cheekbone. Donny Ray

hadn’t hit the ground before Calvert jumped in, the
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steel tool banging down over and over against Mark’s

back and shoulder. Spinning around, Mark grabbed

for Calvert’s right arm and at the same time drove a

knee hard against his attacker’s thigh bone. Unable to

catch the larger man’s wrist, Mark aimed a blow at

Calvert’s nose, which shifted with a crunch and

spouted blood. Calvert bellowed as Mark raised his fist

to strike again, but Xavier grabbed him by the shoulder

and pulled him back.

“Stop, man. No more fighting,” Ex shouted. “We’ll all

end up in jail if y’all don’t cut it out.”

Mark hesitated at the concern in his former friend’s

voice. But Calvert seized on the diversion, catching the

side of Mark’s skull with such force that he didn’t even

feel it when his body hit the ground.
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Chapter 17

Beth Ann laid her foot on the accelerator in the hope

of shaving minutes from the drive between the ceme-

tery and Hill’s Funeral Home. Something had to be

wrong. Something terrible.

Her mind spun through possibilities. The dangerous

intersection of Travis and Third Avenue, which had so

often sparked petitions for the town’s first traffic light.

Or what if something had happened to Eli, and Mark

had been called to meet Mrs. Minton at the hospital?

Apprehension squeezed her stomach, and she prayed

aloud that the situation was something more innocu-

ous. Maybe a broken fan belt on the car he’d rented or

a flat tire or a bad battery.

Panic sparked deep in her stomach as she thought

of the vandalism that had forced him to rent a vehicle.

Though Mark hadn’t mentioned the incident, one of

the waitresses from the Blue Coyote Diner was telling

anyone who’d listen about Mark Jessup“rescuing” her

from a repo and exactly how mad Gene Calvert had

been about the way Mark showed him up. Most of
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the Stillwater Hardware Store crowd—Beth Ann had

stopped in to pick up a pair of huge dog bowls for

Maia—favored “Mean Gene” as the person who had

redecorated Mark’s pickup to get even. A few, though,

had their money on Larinda Hyatt’s father, Billy, who

supposedly had been spewing enough threats since

Mark’s return to Eudena to put the man’s position as

county tax assessor in jeopardy. If either one—if any-

one—wanted to find Mark, all he would have to do

was show up at the funeral home and wait. Located at

the end of a lane on the western edge of town, the

place was deserted except during visitations. There

would be no witnesses to anything that might take

place.

Urged by intuition, Beth Ann pushed the SUV even

harder, so that the tires squealed as she turned left

onto the lane. With no other vehicles in sight and only

a straight stretch ahead, she floored the accelerator

and gasped with relief when she spotted the gold Tau-

rus Mark had rented.

“Thank God, thank God,” she whispered, assuring

herself the problem had only been mechanical and

not the crisis her imagination had invented.

Her relief lasted long enough for her to slow down

and then turn in to the otherwise empty parking lot. It

shattered when she saw the bloodstained heap of man

curled beside the Taurus’s front tire.

With a cry catching in her throat, she jammed on

her brakes and grabbed her cell phone before leaping

out. Cane forgotten, she hurtled around the SUV’s

hood to stare at the form that was inexplicably dressed

in Mark’s slacks and sport jacket, though the clothing

was now torn and filthy.

It couldn’t be him. It just couldn’t—not with that
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dark hair so matted and that huge lump rising near his

temple. Not, especially, with all that blood staining his

face.

Memory transported her to Jackrabbit General’s ER,

that terrible night when Deputy Stillwater had found

her on her mother’s bedroom floor. She’d looked the

same way, or that was what people had told her. The

memory of her pain eclipsed the sunshine, and Beth

Ann’s weak leg gave out.

The impact of her hands and knees on concrete

brought her back to her senses, enough for her to use

her undamaged phone to call for help.

“I need an ambulance.” She scarcely recognized her

thin and shaky voice. “Hill’s Funeral Home, at the end

of Mockingbird Lane. Better send a deputy, too. Make

it fast, Dorothy. Looks like a bad head wound.”

After breaking the connection, Beth Ann crawled

the last two feet and checked the victim’s vitals.

His pulse was fast, his breathing shallow, but it was

his moan that got to Beth Ann and blurred her eyes

with moisture.

“Damn it, Beth Ann, get your act together,” she said.

But a tear trickled down her face before dripping onto

his cheek.

The brown eyes cracked open, and Mark—she’d

moved past knee-jerk denial—looked up and mur-

mured her name weakly.

She swallowed back more tears. It was time to be a

nurse, not a frightened woman.

“So you recognize me.” She tried for a smile to reas-

sure him. “That’s a real good sign, Jess. Help’ll be here

any minute. Do you know what day it is?”

“Dad’s funeral.” He pushed against her hands as he

struggled to sit up. “I have to go and—ahhh.”
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The pain must have caught up to him, for Mark sank

back down groaning. “Guess today’s the day—I find out

Calvert’s wrench can—can rearrange my schedule.”

“He hit you with a wrench? That jackass. Once we

have you squared away, I’ll talk to Sheriff Morrell, see

what he can do about that.”

“Don’t,” Mark told her.

“Why on earth not? He could’ve killed you. And if

he’s locked up for assault, it’s not like he can hurt you

again—”

“It’s not that. It’s—hell, I threw the first punch.

Busted his nose and laid out Donny Ray, too.”

She winced. “That must’ve been some fight. Why

would you want to get into it with—”

“What about my dad?” The anguish in Mark’s voice

was palpable. “I’m late—I have to be there for him.”

“Your dad’s all settled. Don’t you worry. I said a real

nice prayer as he was buried. Just before I broke about

a dozen traffic laws on my way back here.”

“What time—how late is it? I promised I’d pick up Eli

in a little—”

“Calm down,” Beth Ann said. “An ambulance is com-

ing. I’ll call Mrs. Minton and let her know you’ll be de-

layed.”

He tried to shake his head and pulled a face. “I can’t

leave Eli. And I don’t need an ambulance. I’ll be—”

His eyelids closed and his hand clutched the back

of his neck. “I think I’m gonna be sick. Everything’s—

spinning.”

“Remember what I told you—no more being a mar-

tyr. You’ve got a heck of a knot on your head, you’re

bleeding, and you’re darned well going to the hospital,

even if I have to give you another beating to get you

there. Don’t think I won’t use my cane if I have to.”
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One eyelid lifted, and he said, “My son’s wrong

about you. He thinks you’re a nice lady.”

“I use my cookies and my so-called guard dog to

fool kids.”

Pain distorted Mark’s smile, as did the smear of

blood beneath his scar. But Beth Ann was glad to see

him at least trying.

“Thanks for coming back to find me. And for . . .”

“Hold that thought, Mark.” Beth Ann looked up at

the sound of an engine and shortly after, the clunk of

a vehicle’s door closing. Strangely enough, the noise

hadn’t come from the road or parking lot, but from

the unmown field just behind them. Could it be the

landowner, coming to survey it or refill the deer

feeder she’d spotted earlier among the swaying

golden grasses? With no one else in sight, she stood

up and peered over the hood of her SUV, parked par-

allel to the Taurus.

At the same instant, her vehicle’s side window ex-

ploded, and a loud crack reached her ear. She

blinked, too stupefied for comprehension—only to be

knocked off her feet by a blow behind her knees.

She landed hard on Mark’s back, then tumbled off

and banged her elbow on the asphalt. “What—why?”

She couldn’t begin to fathom the reason he had

knocked her over.

“Stay down between the cars.” He might be injured,

but the authority in his voice brooked no argument.

Still, his hand grasped her wrist, as if for insurance.

She didn’t argue, for she had worked out the con-

nection between the shattering window glass and the

bang that she had heard. Someone had shot this

way—someone in the field.

“You idiot, you could’ve killed me,” she shouted,
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rage exploding past her caution. “Gene Calvert, you

better get on out of here. Sheriff Morrell’s on the way.”

“God, Beth Ann, will you be quiet?” Mark sounded

mad as hell. After a pause, he added, “Are you sure it

was Gene? Did you see him?”

She shook her head. “No, but who else? Donny Ray

would never have the guts to—”

Another shot cut her off, and small clots of black as-

phalt exploded not ten feet to their left. Was the

shooter moving around in an attempt to hit them?

“We need to crawl inside your car, Mark. Can you

make it? We’ve got to get out of here before he finds a

spot where he can shoot us.

“Come on,” she urged when he did not move. “We

have to hurry.”

But his encircling fingers were already slipping

loose from her arm as he slumped again, eyes closing.

“Mark?” she asked and shook his shoulder. “Mark,

please.”

No response—not even a groan, though his breath-

ing was steady and she found a strong pulse. She

prayed he had only passed out as a fleeting response

to pain—that he wasn’t bleeding inside his brain from

the earlier blow to his head. If it was that, she’d never

wake him, and there was no way she could lift him

into the relative safety of the car.

She jumped at a third report—one that brought with

it the sensation that she was falling, terror toppling her

body down a bottomless black shaft. She hadn’t heard

this bullet strike, but some sixth sense told her their at-

tacker was moving, still struggling to refine his aim.

Blinking back tears, she bit her lip for focus, then

pulled herself to a sitting position and opened the Tau-

rus’s passenger door.



Colleen Thompson

174

“Come on, Mark, you’ve got to climb in,” she

begged, to no avail. He wasn’t going to wake up, and

she couldn’t stand to leave him.

An idea sprang to mind, one that had her scream-

ing, “You killed him, you bastard. You son of a bitch—

you shot Mark Jessup dead.”
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Chapter 18

Beth Ann stopped yelling at the sound of a siren draw-

ing near. From the field, a vehicle’s door slammed

shut, and she heard the harsh rev of an engine.

He’s leaving, thank the Lord. Whether her ploy had

worked or the shooter simply wanted to escape the au-

thorities didn’t matter, as long as they were safe and

Mark, who remained unconscious, could get the help

he needed.

Still shaking hard, she used the open car door to

hoist herself to her feet. By the time she’d managed it,

it was too late to see who’d fired at them. The field lay

empty and unchanged, save for a track of flattened

grasses where a car might have been driven. Or a Red

Hawk tow truck, for that matter.

As the county ambulance pulled into the parking

lot, Beth Ann waved it over near her SUV and Mark’s

car. The driver, a tough-looking woman in her mid-

thirties, and a gawky, red-haired young man jumped

out. Beth Ann told them about the shooting, then filled

them in on her impression of Mark’s injuries, with oc-
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casional interruptions as she glanced around to make

certain their attacker wasn’t coming back.

Since the county’s ambulance attendants had only

minimal medical training, she ended up leading the

pair through Mark’s assessment and helped them

ready him for transport.

“I’ll meet you over at the General,” Beth Ann said, re-

ferring to the hospital. Mark’s condition could be more

thoroughly examined there, and arrangements would

be made to move him if he needed surgery.

Not brain surgery, she prayed, so frightened she

could barely function. And so distracted, she hadn’t

heard the sheriff pull up or noticed him until he stood,

now back in uniform, at her elbow.

“I understand you called this in.” His face was sober

as the ambulance doors were closed. “I’ll need to talk

to you—”

“Where have you been? Your damned nephew tried

to kill us,” she blurted, too upset to hold back. “Mark

Jessup told me Gene Calvert beat him with a wrench. I

guess there was some kind of fight, but Mark would

never—”

Morrell shook his head. “That Gene always was a

hothead. But Jessup’s had his moments, too.”

“In this decade? Because you and I both know Mark

Jessup’s come a long way from his Hell on Wheels

days. Can you honestly say Gene’s changed?” Beth Ann

remembered how the football coach had repeatedly

benched Calvert for fighting—and how she’d seen his

name in the tiny Crime Blotter section of the local

weekly last spring—something about a violent alterca-

tion with his common-law wife.

Morrell looked hard at her. Beneath the brushy, salt-
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and-pepper flattop, his forehead creased, and a frown

dragged down the corners of his mouth.

But Beth Ann couldn’t care less if he was aggravated

by her challenge. As the ambulance pulled into the

lane, she kept stealing glances at it, as if its progress

might offer her some clue on Mark’s condition.

“We cut off his shirt for the assessment.” Her voice vi-

brated with emotion.“Mark has contusions all over his

arms and back—Calvert had to’ve hit him from be-

hind.”

Leaning heavily on her cane, which had been re-

trieved by the young ambulance attendant, Beth Ann

closed her eyes against the images of those livid purple

knots. And that one near his temple—even the mem-

ory of it made her dizzy.

“Maybe you’d better sit down,” Morrell said.

“I need to get to the hospital.” She started toward

her SUV.

“Now hold on just a second, Beth Ann— What the

devil happened to your window?”

“That’s what I was trying to tell you. Gene came back

with a gun.”

“Gene did this?” Morrell’s brows shot skyward.

“Well, I didn’t exactly see him, but who else would it

have been? Right after I drove back from the cemetery

and found Mark, I heard an engine back in the field

there.” She pointed out the direction. “I stood up, think-

ing I could flag down help, and someone shot my

SUV—blew that window right out.”

“But you didn’t see this person? Or what about a ve-

hicle?”

She shook her head. “Mark managed to knock me

off my feet so I wouldn’t get hit by another shot. It was
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a good thing, too, ’cause there were two more. But I’m

sure it was Calvert because when I thought to yell at

him that he’d killed Mark, he took off pretty fast.”

Morrell shrugged. “Anybody might’ve done that,

even if it was just some hunter making a bad shot or

some kids messin’ with a BB gun.”

She stared at him. “You have to be joking, Sheriff. Do

you honestly expect anyone to believe this is some

kind of an accident with Mark beaten unconscious?

Look, I know Gene’s your sister’s boy, but you can’t

possibly think you’re gonna sweep this under the rug.”

Morrell raised his palms in mock surrender. “I know

he looks good for it, and I promise you, I’m gonna

have a come-to-Jesus meetin’ with him and more’n

likely throw his ass in jail. But I have to consider all the

possibilities here—and especially an unwitnessed

shooting. Including the chance the shooter wasn’t af-

ter Jessup.”

“What? But who would—”

“Way I remember it, somebody came close to crack-

ing your skull not two weeks ago. And you were the

one who popped into view right before the shooting

started.”

The hearse pulled into the lot, but instead of parking

in the covered area on the building’s opposite side, the

driver stopped and Arlen Hill climbed out of the pas-

senger seat.

“Is there a problem, Sheriff?” the prematurely gray

Hill asked. Tall and gaunt as the town undertaker

should be, he looked pallid in the late afternoon sun-

light.

Jim Morrell nodded. “Mark Jessup’s had some trou-

ble. I’ll be in to talk to you in a few minutes.”

A tic worked Hill’s mouth at the dismissal, a rare slip
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of his normally impeccable demeanor. But he climbed

back into the hearse and had the driver move it to its

customary spot.

Beth Ann barely registered the interruption. “No-

body wants to kill me. Whoever broke into the Lucky

Pull was looking for my mother’s money, that’s all. Isn’t

that what you said, that it was probably about that

crazy rumor?”

His jowls quivered as his head shook, but his stern

look was firm enough. “No, ma’am. I said that was one

theory. There are others. Including the possibility that

you might’ve been the target.”

“But that makes absolutely no sense. Why would

anyone—”

“There’s a reason the Good Lord put that bit about

not coveting in the Commandments. Envy can do ugly

things to people. And right now, you’re the richest

woman in this county. As your mama was before you.”

At the thought, Beth Ann tasted bile. She must have

looked bad, too, for Morrell insisted on taking her in-

side the funeral home, where she could sit down.

“Arlen won’t mind,” he said as he put a big hand on

her elbow to support her. “Gives him a perfect chance

to eavesdrop and find out what’s going on.”

Beth Ann made a disgusted sound, exasperated by

this town’s endless appetite for gossip. Though she had

to admit that, were she in Arlen’s big black shoes, she

would have been at least as curious.

Once she and the sheriff were inside the chapel,

Beth Ann averted her gaze from the row of flowers. She

didn’t want to think about Hiram’s lonesome burial—

or the photos of his shattered family.

At Morrell’s prompting, she gave him a complete ac-

count of the way she had found Mark. Since she had
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already spilled the beans about Gene Calvert, she

went ahead and mentioned that Donny Ray had been

there, too. She hoped Mark would forgive her for blab-

bing when he had asked her not to—and that Morrell

could be trusted to do what was right.

“Two against one—I see.” Morrell looked disgusted.

“That’s the way it’s always had to be for Gene. I never

could understand what Scotty saw in that boy.”

Beth Ann remembered that back when they’d 

been dating, Morrell’s son—now a state senator as

predicted—had hung around with his cousin in high

school, but all the football jocks had been tight.

Thinking of Donny Ray, who still worked with Calvert,

she realized how enduring many of those bonds were.

Had she been wrong in thinking that Jim Morrell, a

former football star in a town with an almost maniacal

devotion to its team, would not only ignore blood ties,

but put justice above the brotherhood of the gridiron?

She thought about the way the man had stacked his

own department with former football jocks. Aside

from Pete, she couldn’t think of one who hadn’t played

ball for the Red Hawks.

“Mark’s condition might be serious, even critical.

And both of us could’ve been killed by that shooting.”

She took the sheriff’s arm and beseeched him with her

eyes, a shameless play of the protector-of-helpless-

women trump card dealt at birth to every rural Texas

female. On account of her mama’s unsolved murder

and her official Tragic Figure status, she probably had

an extra two or three at her disposal. “Please, Sheriff,

do the right thing by us—and for that little boy of

Mark’s, too—the one who’s probably wearing your Ju-

nior Deputy badge right now.”
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Morrell’s face flushed. “By God, Beth Ann, you’ve got

more of Lilly in you than anybody would’ve reckoned.”

Unwilling to push her luck, she fought a smile, though

the comparison took some of the edge off her worry.

“Of course, I’ll take care of this the way I oughta,”

Morrell grumbled. “And you’re testing my goodwill, in-

sinuating that I might do any different. I’ll be calling in

all my boys on this. I’ll have ’em looking for shell cas-

ings, taking photos of the crime scene, and interview-

ing Jessup when he’s able. And I can tell you, I’m

gonna personally have a heart-to-heart with Eugene P.

Calvert, even if I have to hear about it from my sister.

But before I do that, how ’bout I run you over to the

hospital so you can check in on your new boyfriend?”

“Boyfriend?” she asked.

“Oh, come off it,” he said. “It doesn’t take a Texas

Ranger to figure out that something’s going on between

you and Mark Jessup. Whole town’s talking about them

yellow roses, and with you here at the service—”

“Do thirty-three-year-olds even have ‘boyfriends’?”

she asked.

“Maybe not,” Morrell said grimly, “but if you think I’m

calling him your ‘lover,’ you can just forget it.”

People were speaking; Mark was sure of it. But their

words were slick and sinuous, too fluid for him to

grasp much meaning, immersed as he was in the

heavy haze of pain.

“He’s coming around again.” Female, that one, and

familiar.

“Are you sure?” This voice made nausea—or maybe

it was hatred—ball up in his belly.

“There, I saw his eyes move.”
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The sluggish stream of his blood stirred as Mark rec-

ognized the speaker. Beth Ann. More than anything, he

wanted to look at her, to touch her, to reassure himself

she hadn’t been shot. But every movement hurt him as

he’d never hurt before.

“Good,” the male voice grumbled, “because I don’t

have all night to sit here. Cheryl’ll have a regular hissy

fit if I don’t make it home to dinner. Even if she did

make those damned dumplings again.”

“You know, Pete,” Beth Ann suggested, “if you don’t

like her cooking, maybe you could take a turn now

and again. Mix up a few of your own favorites. Since

both of you work full time—”

“No offense, Beth Ann, but if I wanted marital advice

from an old maid, I’d tune in to Oprah with the rest of

you gals.”

Deputy Pete Riker, Mark finally realized. As big a jerk

as ever.

Beth Ann ignored Riker’s provocation and instead

asked,“Mark, do you think you could take a little water?”

At her words, his mouth felt dry as the dust he’d

swept beneath the empty beds in his father’s house.

Dry as the desiccated snakeskin he’d found behind the

barn. He blinked and recognized her red hair, though

her face remained blurred.

Speech, however, was beyond him. He managed to

nod his head a few millimeters before pain stove in his

skull. Or that was how it felt.

He moaned, gorge rising, and she gently turned his

head in time for him to vomit so violently, his ribs

throbbed.

“Aw, shit,” the man swore. “Damn it all to hell. He’s

got puke all over me. You did that on purpose.”

Mark couldn’t tell whether Riker was accusing him
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or Beth Ann, but the deputy’s anger pulsated in time

with the throbbing in his head.

“Maybe you should run on home and clean up, get

some dinner, and read a story to those girls of yours in-

stead of sulking in that woodshop,” Beth Ann sug-

gested. “I’ll make sure you get word when he can talk.

Honestly, I don’t think he’ll be answering any ques-

tions before morning—and if you stick around, it

could get messy—or messier, I mean.”

“Maybe I’ll do that. I damned sure don’t get paid

enough to deal with this. God, this stinks.”

Footsteps. Then a door was closed, and none too

softly. Mark heard Beth Ann’s soft chuckle and felt a

little—a very little—better.

“That’s quite an aim you’ve got there,” she said. “How

about we get you cleaned up, then try a few ice chips.

They’ll be easy on that stomach.”

She came into focus, her smile reassuring as a

breath of spring in winter.

“You’re all right,” he whispered, even more relieved

now that he could clearly see her. She still wore the

black skirt and light gray blouse she’d had on at his

dad’s service, though both were rumpled now. Her

chestnut hair had fallen untidily around her shoulders,

but he liked that. It made him think she would look

that way once he made love to her.

And he wanted to—as soon as he could manage.

He was putting it, in fact, on the top of his to-do list.

Right after moving without pain exploding in his skull

and figuring out how he’d come to be in what was

clearly a room at the hospital. Judging from the dim-

ness of the window, it was some time after sundown.

“I’m fine,” she told him. “Whoever was shooting at us

took off when the ambulance showed up.”
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“Did you see who fired?”

“No, but I told Morrell it was probably Gene. I’m

sorry, Mark. I know you asked me not to, but I’ve never

been shot at in my life. I couldn’t have kept my mouth

shut if I’d tried.”

“It’s okay. I’m just glad you weren’t hurt. If anyone

had shot you—” It was a thought he couldn’t bear to

finish, as if he were imagining something happening

to . . .

“Eli,” he burst out. “Did you call Mrs. Minton?”

As she wiped his mouth, she nodded. “She’s keeping

him ’til I get by to pick him up. They’re watching a Dis-

ney movie—he’s all right.”

“ ’Til you can get him?” Mark felt as if he was missing

something. “But I need to be there—he’ll be scared if I

don’t come.”

“Honey, you’re not goin’ anywhere tonight,” Beth

Ann said. “Not when you can’t even move without

spewing on somebody. Now, don’t you worry about

Eli. Mrs. Minton has him covered for now, and he can

stay at my place ’til you’re back on your feet. Heaven

knows I have the extra room, and he can play with

Maia.”

“But your house—is everything—?”

“My house is as safe as Fort Knox, if that’s what wor-

ries you. I had a new security system put in, and you

already know about my trained attack dog.” Another

smile told him she was making light of being conned.

She used a spoon to feed him chips of ice, which felt

like heaven on his dry tongue as they melted.

“It is all right with you?” she asked. “Me taking Eli

overnight? Mrs. Minton doesn’t have an extra bed-

room.”

“Yes, and thank you.”
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“You could be laid up here a few days, but I expect

you’ll be stiff and sore for weeks. The docs say there’s a

concussion, but thank God nothing worse than that.

Lots of bumps and bruises where that idiot hit you, but

the x-rays didn’t pick up any fractures. Do you want me

to call someone for you? Eli’s mother, maybe?”

“I’d rather you didn’t. Rachel . . .” He wanted to put

this in a way that didn’t sound too critical. “It’s easier

on both her and Eli if she’s not popping in and out of

his life. Especially right now, with things so busy for

her.”

He was beginning to doubt that Rachel would ever

play a major role again in Eli’s upbringing. She’d met

someone in Ohio, she’d told Mark, and they were talk-

ing about getting married and starting their own family

once they’d both finished their residency.

“What about the Graffs?”

“No need to worry them.” He loved Bill and Carol,

but he couldn’t take the thought of their coming here

to hover over him. He especially didn’t want them put

into the position of defending him when people

around here ran him down.

“Think you’re ready to try a sip of water?” Beth Ann

asked.

“First, you’ve got to tell me.” He attempted a smile.

“Did you really aim me at Pete Riker on purpose?”

Beth Ann raised a graceful eyebrow.  “A nurse has

few enough weapons at her disposal—especially against

armed chauvinists.”

He tried to laugh and moaned as fresh pain

swamped him.

“Oooh, sorry,” she said. “I remember all too well how

that feels.”

When he’d recovered a little, she helped him drink
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some water and gave him Tylenol, which she prom-

ised would take a little of the edge off his hurt. “Noth-

ing stronger, though,” she told him, “not with that

concussion.”

Mark’s stomach threatened mutiny, so he talked to

distract himself. “What about Morrell? What did he say

about Calvert?”

“The sheriff promised he’d question Gene on the as-

sault. He’s investigating the shooting, too, and if he

finds—”

“He won’t do anything. Calvert’s some kind of rela-

tion.”

“His nephew, yes,” she said, “but Sheriff Morrell

swore to me—”

“My word against Calvert’s?” Bitterness saturated

Mark’s voice. “It’s never gonna happen, Beth Ann.”

She sat in the chair beside his bed and crossed her

arms over her knees. “I’m not leaving ’til you tell me

what this is all about.”

“A stupid fight, that’s all.”

“This isn’t junior high, Mark. They could have killed

you—could have killed us both.”

“I’m sorry, Beth Ann. I never meant to drag you into

anything.”

“I know that—just the way I knew you took your re-

sponsibilities too seriously to disappear before your fa-

ther’s burial. What happened? I heard Calvert was mad

about you bailing out the waitress.”

“Where did you hear that?”

“You’re back in Eudena, Mark. Do you even need to

ask?”

He sighed. The lack of privacy was another thing he

hadn’t missed about this place.

“The thing is,” Beth Ann continued, “that only ex-
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plains why Calvert was upset with you, not why you

took the first swing at him. That’s what you said earlier,

isn’t it?”

“It wasn’t Calvert I decked first,” Mark admitted. “It

was Donny Ray.”

“You’re kidding. Donny Ray’s usually too stewed or

stupid to do anything but follow—wait a minute. What

did he say?” A flush stained her fair skin. “Were they

talkin’ trash about your daddy at his own funeral?”

“Not my father, no.”

“Then who, Mark?”

He tried to shake his head and regretted it immedi-

ately. “I’m not getting into this right now. I’m tired, and

I’m hurting. I just want to be alone if that’s all—”

“I’m sorry, Mark. I need an answer before I go to pick

up . . .” Comprehension dawned in her expression,

and she shot up from her seat, blue eyes blazing. “It

was Eli, wasn’t it? One of those disgusting animals

said—”

“Beth Ann,” Mark warned. This was his mess, for him

to work out. He’d be damned if he would have her

fighting his battles for him.

“Boy howdy, I hope you gave them an unholy thrash-

ing before that coward, Gene, pulled out his wrench.”

“I should’ve kept my temper in hand. They’re idiots,

not worth any of this.”

“I won’t argue with you there, but I can’t believe

there isn’t more to it. It doesn’t make sense for Calvert

to be that upset about your paying another customer’s

bill. I mean, money’s money, and the businesses

around here are almost all so cash-strapped. I’m sure

you’ve noticed, more than half the downtown’s

boarded up.”

Mark pressed his lips together. He was throbbing,
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hurting in half a dozen or more places. Why couldn’t

Beth Ann leave it alone?

“This goes back further, doesn’t it?” Beth Ann asked.

“That night, that last homecoming, they were both

there. Gene and Donny Ray, too—only Gene Calvert

didn’t play in that game.”

A vee of concentration etched itself between her

eyebrows. “Benched, wasn’t he? Something about

fighting in the halls a few days earlier.”

“It’s all water under the bridge. Talking about it won’t

change anything—”

“But the Red Hawks broke their losing streak that

night, with Gene out, beat the Electra Tigers for the first

time in a decade,” she went on, as if she hadn’t heard

him. “Everybody was celebrating, but Gene was mad-

der than I’ve ever seen him. No one could say a word

to him without him pushing, swearing—it was like he

wasn’t happy about the victory if he couldn’t be the

one to win it.”

Mark closed his eyes. Maybe if he pretended to be

sleeping, she would leave.

But Beth Ann didn’t, or perhaps the current of mem-

ory was so strong that it swept her along. “I was leaving. I

had to—had to get some stuff before we picked up

Larinda, Heidi, and your sister to take them to the cele-

bration over behind Steve Keller’s barn. But Gene’s

friends stuck around to try to cheer him up with some

beer they’d sneaked in. Donny Ray, Xavier—and Scotty

Morrell . . . You were hanging around, too, I remem-

ber . . . But how come? Your sister went home with your

parents, so you couldn’t have been waiting for her.”

He couldn’t ignore her any longer. “I thought you’d

forgotten.”

“I keep remembering more of it.” Her eyes brimmed
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with emotion. “Since you’ve come back, I’m getting all

these tiny fragments—like shards of a mirror that was

broken that night.”

“Even if you put it all together, what do you imag-

ine you’ll see? Your dead friends, my sister? The way

you looked earlier that last night, when we were all

so clueless? It hurts to see that, Beth Ann. It hurts me

so much, I can’t afford to waste time looking back-

ward.”

“But you have looked, Mark, and that’s how you’ve

moved forward. Not like me.”

He thought about the way she’d stayed in Eudena,

the years she’d lived with her mother while so many of

their peers had married, started families, and begun

new careers in towns with futures. Maybe not knowing

had held her back from the life she should have led.

But he felt sick to think of that night, so sick with

grief and guilt that he couldn’t imagine unlocking the

story he’d kept to himself for sixteen years. “I’m sorry,”

he said. “I can’t do this. Not now.”

Disappointment flashed over her expression, but

she mastered it, then leaned forward and gently

touched her lips to his forehead. “You’ve had a rough

day, haven’t you? I need to go now and get Eli.”

“Thanks, Beth Ann. For everything.” Though it hurt

to move his eyes, he found her gaze and held it.

“The floor nurse’ll be in to check on you, but you

just press this button if you need anything tonight.

You’ll feel better in the morning, Mark. And then we’re

going to talk about this.”

Apprehension tightened in his chest, but he said

nothing. Because he owed her the real story. Even if he

suspected that the hope of hearing it was the only

thing that bound her to him.
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Chapter 19

By the grace of the Creator, the One Appointed

learned that the authorities were questioning another.

No stroke of luck, but a miracle—that was what it was.

It was proof, as well. Proof my work has been blessed

and the letter remains hidden.

Unless . . . Was it possible the whore’s daughter was

subtler than imagined? Could she be biding her time,

waiting for her chance at revenge?

As the mind of the One Appointed opened—or was

opened—to this possibility, a vision spun up like one

of the twisters that sometimes skipped across the

prairie to demolish what it would. It was a vision of

Beth Ann Decker’s naked body entwined with that of

the returned prodigal, Mark Jessup. So detailed was

this revelation that the Maker’s servant pulled to the

road’s edge to sit transfixed by their lovemaking, confi-

dent this act of voyeurism was no sin. As one of Jes-

sup’s hands moved over the pale breast of the whore’s

daughter, he whispered to his lover, “The authorities

can’t be trusted. I’m living proof of that.”
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Beth Ann shook her head, causing red waves to spill

across her bosom, and she pushed away the hand that

played between her thighs. When she spoke, her words

stabbed shock through the One Appointed, for Lilly

Decker’s voice fell from her lips.

“What makes you think that I’ll need the authorities

or jail to wreak my vengeanace?” Mockery crackled

through her laughter, and the daughter’s face changed

with each word, until it transformed into her mother’s.

“I will destroy my killer—and everyone and everything

that fool has ever loved.”

Since garbage collection numbered among the ser-

vices recently suspended by the nearly bankrupt town,

and his neighborhood hadn’t come up with the cash

to hire a private contractor, Damon had been stuck

with the chore of tossing the bagged trash into the bed

of his pickup and driving it to the county landfill each

week. He wouldn’t mind so much except that his par-

ents had decided it was his Christian duty to also take

the trash of several neighbors too elderly or infirm to

do the job. And the damned dogs had gotten into one

of old Mr. Carney’s bags again, which as usual stank of

moldering pork chop bones and sauerkraut.

After cussing a blue streak—he’d put off the chore

so long that it was already pitch dark, and he had to go

to work soon—Damon collected a rake, a pair of work

gloves, and a new bag from his garage and went back

to take care of the mess using the illumination of his

truck’s headlights. He was nearly through when some-

one else pulled up, parking in the wrong direction,

and flipped on a set of high-beams so he had to shield

his eyes to keep from being blinded.

A car door opened, then a second, and Damon saw
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a pair of large, male figures silhouetted by the light.

His heart skipped a beat, and his grip tightened on the

rake handle.

“Practicin’ up for your next career, Stillwater?”

The second man laughed, and Damon breathed

again. He’d know Deputy Ned Gustavsen’s big, full

laugh anywhere. Which meant the speaker had to be

Pete Riker.

Tall, blond, and good-natured, Gustavsen had al-

ways seemed nice enough. But Damon had never

liked Pete, for he remembered all too clearly the many

times the deputy had pulled him and his friends over

in their teen years, whether or not they’d actually been

doing anything illegal. Though he’d been friendly and

helpful since Damon had joined the department, Da-

mon still couldn’t get over the suspicion that the man

lived to shake up high-school kids.

“That’s what I’m doing,” Damon answered, a beat

too late. “Figure garbage man might pay better than a

starting deputy’s salary.”

Both men chuckled at that, and their easy cama-

raderie reminded Damon they were not only friends

and coworkers, they were practically related, since the

two were married to a pair of sisters.

But their laughter died too soon.

“We thought it’d be the decent thing to come and talk

to you first,” Pete said, an unmistakable warning in his

words. He hooked his thumb into the belt of his jeans,

right where his gun would hang if he were on duty.

“What you’ve been doing,” Gustavsen said, “this little

‘side investigation’you’ve been running, well, I won’t say

it hasn’t been, uh, sort of entertaining in its own way—”

“Kind of Hardy Boys,” Pete mocked. “Or maybe

Nancy Drew.”
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Damon felt sick with horror at the thought that his

fellow deputies were laughing behind his back, think-

ing he was nothing but a child playing at being a detec-

tive. But the sheriff didn’t feel that way, he was certain.

The thought brought him at least some consolation.

“The trouble is,” Gustavsen went on, “when we go to

interview folks—”

“As part of the official inquiry,” Pete added.

“They’re getting pretty stirred up. They’ve already an-

swered all these questions, they say. And they’re mad

as hell we sent that ‘rude Stillwater boy’ to ask them.”

Damon couldn’t help cringing. Maybe, probably,

Morrell had been right that his interview technique

needed work.

“Anyway,” Pete said, “it’s got to stop right now. You’re

interfering with a murder investigation.”

Damon nodded, though he wanted to ask why he

was beating these two to the punch so often. It wasn’t

as if he’d started poking around in this case right away.

Nor would he have continued, had he seen any signs

of professional police work.

But he said nothing, thinking of the unsettling truth

he’d stumbled too near, and the tears he had seen

shining in his father’s eyes.

“I hope we can take that as agreement, Damon,”

Ned said.

“Otherwise,” Pete threatened, “we will go to Morrell.”

“I understand,” Damon told them, “and I mean to try

to keep my mind on my own work.”

“You do that.” There was an audible sneer in Pete’s

voice as he turned back toward his vehicle. “Or clean-

ing up other people’s garbage is gonna be the only

kind of work that you have left.”

* * *
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Beth Ann’s consciousness seemed to float above her

own bed, where she watched Mark’s hands ply her

sleeping body, his every movement igniting pleasure

that shimmered on her flesh in phosphorescent waves.

His mouth glided along the pale column of her neck,

the heat and moisture pulling a moan of sheer frustra-

tion from her throat. Another dream—another damned

dream to leave her aching with a longing that could

never be fulfilled. . . .

Beth Ann jolted awake and blinked back tears to fo-

cus on the pale shape of Maia by the closed door. Visi-

ble in the moonlight leaking through the shades, the

Lab stood, watchful and frozen, with a sound between

a whine and growl vibrating in her throat. But Beth

Ann didn’t think the dog had been what she’d heard.

Her gaze flicked to the slow red pulse from the

alarm panel, which showed her that the system re-

mained armed. Reassuring, except that something had

awakened both her and Maia.

A remembrance soured her stomach, the thought

that she had only set the alarm once she’d come

home. That she’d grown careless of her safety. When

she’d allowed the Winfield brothers access to the

place, she had been in too big of a hurry to think of

how they might secure it.

When she’d come home this evening, she’d discov-

ered that not only had the alarm been left off, but the

back door to the house was unlocked. She’d been un-

nerved by her own lapse—and infuriated with herself,

as well—but everything had seemed in order. Still, as

she lay in the darkness, she couldn’t help wondering:

Had she left some dark spot unchecked?

Could someone have hidden behind the media
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room seating or ducked beneath her desk when she

had peeked into her study?

There it was again, that sound. High and sharp—a

child’s cry.

Eli.

Beth Ann sprang from her bed, her hand snatching

automatically for her cane, her heart pounding out the

staccato code of worry. Had her carelessness not only

left her at risk but endangered the child she had prom-

ised to keep safe?

“Daddy?” Eli’s voice trembled, like a strand of spi-

der’s silk in a stiff breeze.

“I’m coming, honey,” Beth Ann called as she opened

the bedroom door. Maia burst past her and bounded

down the hall, where a nightlight guided them both to

a guest bedroom on the left.

Eli stood in the doorway, his eyes wide and his jet

hair sticking up in tufts. He wore a pair of footed paja-

mas and an expression of sheer horror.

He looked up to Beth Ann’s face. “I want my daddy.”

Join the club, kid. Pushing aside the unsettling

dreams that had plagued her, Beth Ann squatted to

pull the boy into her arms.

Maia, who was becoming more of a love sponge

every day, wormed her way between the two of them,

her tail fanning with joy at this midnight excitement. The

dog smelled good, too, thanks to her unscheduled bath.

“We’ll see him tomorrow, sweetie,” Beth Ann mur-

mured, “when he’s awake and feeling better.”

Eli answered, “I had a scary dream where that bad

man came to hurt my daddy.”

Startled, Beth Ann pulled away to look into his wor-

ried face. “What bad man?”
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This evening when she’d picked up Eli, she had

taken Mrs. Minton’s lead and reassured the child that

his father had had a little accident. Though Beth Ann

wasn’t completely comfortable with the white lie, she

would rather err on the side of kindness than scare a

five-year-old with the brutal truth.

“The bad man by the barn. The one looking in our

truck.” Eli frowned. “I saw him when I went to play with

Stormy.”

He had earlier told her about his efforts to befriend

the half-wild barn cat. Naming the animal was appar-

ently one step in his program, right behind bribing it

with tasty morsels.

But it was the mention of the man that had the fine

hairs rising behind Beth Ann’s neck. “Did your father

know about him?”

Eli’s head shook from side to side. “The bad man

said I shouldn’t tell him. Or he’d take back my star.”

“Your star?”

“My junior deputy’s star. And he said it real mean.”

Her heart thumped hard against her chest wall. “He

didn’t—did he hurt you, Eli? Did he touch you in any

way?”

“No. I stayed away from him. I was scared to get too

close.”

Thank God. A little of the tension bled out of her

neck and shoulders, only to return as another thought

occurred. “He told you he’d take the badge back,

right?” she asked. “Does that mean he gave it to you,

Eli? Was the man’s name Sheriff Morrell?”

Eli’s head shook once more, and his big, dark eyes

looked worried. “Not him. It was the bad man. The one

that doesn’t like me.”

“Which man, Eli? Was it somebody you know?”
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The boy nodded, then quickly shook his head. “I

don’t know his name.”

“But you’ve seen him before, haven’t you?”

Eli hesitated, and in the dim light, tears gleamed on

his face. “I want my daddy.”

Beth Ann wanted to scoop him up, but that much

lifting was beyond her, so she took him by the hand in-

stead. “You can come to my room. We’ll lie down and

talk about it.”

His eyes shone as he looked at her, intently as an

owlet.

“It’s all right, Eli.”

“Is—is Maia coming with us?”

Beth Ann smiled. “She wouldn’t miss it for the

world.”

Though Beth Ann had been trying to keep the Lab

off the furniture, Maia’s comforting presence, as she

snuggled between the woman and the child, was

worth its weight in dog hair. In a few minutes, Eli was

covered up, with his head propped on a pillow and his

hand stroking the Lab’s fur.

Lying on the queen-sized bed’s left side, Beth Ann

tried to think of how to ask Eli about the man he’d seen

behind the Jessup barn, a man who had frightened the

child so badly Eli had not mentioned the strange pres-

ence. But the hand stroking Maia had fallen still al-

ready, and the boy’s breaths were stretching into the

quiet rhythm of untroubled sleep. Unwilling to pro-

voke more bad dreams, Beth Ann decided she would

wait until morning to ask Eli any further questions.

As both boy and dog snored softly, she crept from

the bed and took her flashlight, then spent forty min-

utes checking each closet, nook, and cranny in the

Lucky Pull. But even after her return to bed, Beth Ann
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lay restless, shrouded by the covers, where she

watched the alarm system’s throbbing heartbeat long

into the night.

Two days later . . .

“Sweet Pete says you got kind of snippy with him over

at the Jessup funeral.”

Cheryl’s words startled Beth Ann, who had been

driving her courtesy loaner car on autopilot, zoned

out by a featureless expanse of prairie and the per-

fectly straight road that would take them back to Eu-

dena from Fort Worth.

“Here I thought you were sleeping.”

“I never sleep in the car,” Cheryl insisted. “Especially

after I volunteered to keep you company on my off

day, out of the kindness of my heart.”

Beth Ann smiled. “Then you were drooling and snor-

ing wide awake. And I know you. You volunteered to

come because you were dying to see what Mama kept

inside that safe deposit box.”

“I deny everything.” Cheryl gave her mouth a furtive

swipe. “And don’t think I can’t tell when you’re chang-

ing the subject.”

Beth Ann eyed a camel as it looked up from its

munching. A few area landowners had resorted to des-

perate measures to control the overgrowth of scrubby

mesquite trees in their fields. The camels seemed to

thrive on the thorny growth, but Beth Ann would never

get used to the otherworldly sightings, so at odds with

the familiar glimpses of jackrabbits and coyotes.

Shrugging, she said, “Guilty as charged. I get a little

snippy when he tries to tell me what to do.”
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“You always take him the wrong way, Beth Ann. He

doesn’t mean anything by it, except maybe when he

starts ragging you over how you voted in the last elec-

tion.”

“It wasn’t about the governor’s race this time. This

time, he was on my case about Mark Jessup. It seems

that somebody told him about the yellow roses. Any

idea who that might’ve been?”

Beth Ann glanced over at the passenger seat to see

Cheryl blushing.

“Sorry. But you know darned well he would’ve

heard it somewhere anyway. It’s been a real hot topic

all around town. Most’ve ’em don’t like the idea, being

you’re an angel on this earth and he’s the devil that

done you wrong. But that little waitress from the Blue

Coyote is telling everyone who’ll listen that you’ve

landed yourself one sweet catch.”

Beth Ann rolled her eyes. “He’s not a fish, and we’re

just . . . acquaintances.”

Cheryl’s bark of laughter bounced around the car.

“Ha. If you two aren’t doing the deed already, I’m

pretty sure you will be once he gets back on his feet.

Pretty slick move, you takin’ care of his kid for a few

days.”

With that reminder, Beth Ann checked the dash

clock to make sure they’d be back on time to pick up

both Eli and Cheryl’s youngest from Mrs. Minton’s day-

care. No problem, she reassured herself, as long as she

didn’t get pulled over for speeding again.

Guiltily, she let up on the gas a little, though the

open road cried out for acceleration.

Cheryl mused, “Betcha Aimee’s wishin’she’d thought

of that babysitting angle herself.”
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“Aimee? With a human child?” It was not to be imag-

ined. Especially with the sweetly sensitive Eli.

“She’s got Sir Snookums, doesn’t she?”

“The rat-dog doesn’t count. Despite the color-

coordinated outfits she stuffs that poor thing into. Some-

body oughta report your sister to the SPCA.”

“You’re dodging the subject again. You and Mark Jes-

sup. Dish, girlfriend.”

“There is no subject. I expect he’ll leave town as

soon as he feels up to the drive. Nothing to hold him

here now. And nothing to prevent me from reverting to

Pathetic Spinster status if that’s what I want.”

Cheryl sobered quickly. “Is it?”

Beth Ann shook her head. “Don’t think so. I thought

maybe I’d take over Mama’s gig and become Eudena’s

Official Party Girl.”

“Don’t be sarcastic, Beth Ann.”

Beth Ann shrugged. “Like my mother said, the

world’s mine if I’ll claim it. Seems like she was smarter

than I ever gave her credit for.”

“Probably, but I still don’t get why she’d drive clear to

Fort Worth to lock up some old newspaper clippings

and the owner’s manual for that Mercedes she

bought.”

Beth Ann nodded. All the articles related to the

crash. From the original, front-page reports to the obit-

uaries and the coverage of Mark’s trial. Two more death

notices had also been included: those of Beth Ann’s fa-

ther, only eight weeks after the collision, and Mark’s

mother, which had come a few months later.

“I guess she didn’t want me stumbling across those ar-

ticles,” Beth Ann said. “Probably figured I’d go all Sylvia

Plath on her or something if I started reading all that.”

The pictures had been even worse. She blinked
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back tears at the memory of the twisted wreckage of

the Camaro she’d been driving—which she had been

spared this long—along with the head shots of the

dead girls and her own senior picture. Mark’s mug

shot, too, was in the folder, looking so young. Hope-

less. Lost.

But Cheryl only asked, “Sylvia who?”

“Downer poet. Suicide. Patron saint of depressed

teenaged girls for generations.”

Cheryl stared at her. “Your mama, rest her soul,

must’ve had a screw loose. Anybody who can handle

both hospice and Eudena is made of tougher stuff

than that.”

“Amen. But I tend to agree about that loose screw, at

least as far as locking up that owner’s manual is con-

cerned. When I went to trade the car, I looked for the

thing everywhere.”

“It does prove your mother was at Globe Bank not

all that long ago. That car was brand new.”

“About six months old,” Beth Ann amended. “I re-

member, she traded the Cadillac in on it about the

time we moved into the new house. Maybe the Mer-

cedes was some kind of symbol to her. You know how

she grew up.”

“I do.”

Her mother hadn’t often spoken of the neglect of

her childhood or her alcoholic father, but there were

few secrets in Eudena. Especially when this one regu-

larly got into bar fights until he drank himself to death

once his wife—Beth Ann’s grandmother—ran out on

both him and their teenaged daughter.

“Doesn’t help to dwell on these things,” her mama

had always said, often enough over the salt-crusted

edge of her margarita glass.
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But Beth Ann wondered, was Lilly’s history the rea-

son her mother drank and ran around with men she

couldn’t marry? And had that behavior finally killed

her, just as it had the father Lilly refused to talk about?

Could the past, undealt with, strike back with fangs

as deadly as the most venomous of serpents? If so,

Beth Ann refused to become the third generation in

her family to make the same mistake.
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Chapter 20

The following day . . .

At the sound of a car door closing, Mark rose from his

kitchen chair too quickly—and paid the price in a

fresh wave of dizziness. Though he had been released

from the hospital the previous morning, he was still

unsteady when he stood or turned too quickly, a side

effect of his concussion that made it dangerous for

him to drive.

Beth Ann had called to say that after taking her new

“best bud” to daycare, she was stopping by to see him.

“We’ve got some things to talk about.”

Not if I can help it. Because the more Mark thought

about it, the more certain he was that nothing positive

could come of stirring up old secrets, no matter how

grateful he was to her for keeping Eli these past few

nights. Calvert had been jailed without bail, since he’d

kept spewing threats, and charged with both aggra-

vated assault and resisting arrest, so Mark figured he
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had nothing else to worry about but tying up loose

ends from his dad’s estate and heading home to Pitts-

burgh.

Yet Pennsylvania didn’t feel so much like home just

now, as Beth Ann let herself in the back door after

knocking. Dressed for her day off, she looked good—

too damned good—in a pair of jeans that displayed

her long legs to their best advantage and a royal blue

sweater that flattered her full curves. She wore her hair

down, too, and it spilled in sensuous waves over her

shoulders.

Mark could have stood forever, taking in the view—

as well as the pulse-pounding realization that for the

first time ever, the two of them were in a house together

and alone. But he locked down his libido and concen-

trated on the questions he knew she meant to ask

him—and the story he’d gone sixteen years without

sharing. Apprehension needled his stomach at the

thought.

Beth Ann glanced at him, then did a double take.

“You’d better sit before you fall down. Want me to

bring some coffee to the living room?” She inclined

her head toward the freshly brewed pot on the

warmer.

“That would be great,” he said, “but let me help you.”

She shook her head. “Get yourself in there before I

have to loan you my cane to make it to the sofa.”

Though he grumbled about her bossiness—and the

unthinkable image of himself leaning on her cane—

Mark complied. She brought his coffee first, then

came back with her own mug and lowered herself

onto the couch’s opposite end.

After an appraising look, she said, “That’s one heck

of a bruise you’ve got there on your temple.”
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“It looks a lot worse than it feels,” he told her. Unless

he touched the bump, or the ones that marked his

arms and upper back, the pain was manageable.

“How’s the dizziness?”

“Not bad if I take it slow. But you didn’t drive back

out here for a checkup.”

She blew across the dark surface of her coffee, then

shook her head. “No, I didn’t,” she admitted before

reaching for the shoulder bag she’d slung onto the

floor and dragging it up to the cushion between them.

He wondered, did she mean it to be a barricade,

protection against the wave of lunacy that had

prompted him to pull her into his arms before?

“I wanted to say thanks again, for keeping Eli.” The

words burst out of him, self defense against the mem-

ory of tasting her.

A smile warmed her blue eyes. “We had so much

fun. It was my pleasure. You’re lucky, Mark, to have

him. If I’m ever blessed with a child, and he’s half as—

as . . .”

She shrugged as a flush stole across her features. “I

guess you think I’m silly, falling in love with a guy half

my height.”

“I may be biased, but I think he’s always been an

easy kid to love. And if it’s any consolation, he’s nuts

about you, too.” Mark grinned as he said it.

He was happier still that she’d implied there was at

least some chance she could have children. Ever so

slightly, the burden of his guilt shifted, making it easier

for him to breathe.

“He’s crazy about Maia, anyway,” Beth Ann said. “He

was seriously bummed when I wouldn’t let her ride

along with us this morning. Seems my highly trained

guard dog got into the trash and came down with a
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case of flatulence that would probably peel the win-

dow tinting.”

Laughing, Mark said, “Sounds like one of our dog

Beau’s best tricks.”

After she sipped her coffee, Beth Ann’s expression

sobered. “The thing is, without Maia to distract him, I

was finally able to pry some straight answers out of Eli.”

“Answers? What do you mean?”

“That first night he spent at my place, Eli woke up

because of a bad dream. About a man he was afraid

might be coming back to hurt you.”

Mark shook his head. “I thought you didn’t tell him.

He asked about my accident when you brought him

by to see me.”

And Mark had lied to his son, telling Eli a story

about a fall off the back steps of the funeral home.

Several times, he’d tried to cobble together some ver-

sion of the truth that wouldn’t frighten the five-year-

old, but Mark tasted bile each time he thought about

the ignorance that had oozed from Donny Ray’s lips.

“Sometime before that fight of yours, Eli saw a man,

Mark.” Beth Ann looked at him intently. “A man poking

around your pickup and trying to look inside the

house here.”

“What? When was this?” Mark leaned toward her, sit-

ting on the cushion’s edge while pain pulsed at the

bump on his head.

“Sometime before your dad died, but Eli couldn’t

say exactly.”

“But why wouldn’t he tell me this?”

Beth Ann’s lips pressed together in a flat line, and

moisture glimmered in her eyes.

“Did this bastard hurt my son?” he demanded.

When she shook her head, he breathed again.
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“Not that,” she said. “He didn’t touch Eli. But he

scared him pretty badly. He told him if he said any-

thing about it, he would take the little badge back.”

“That deputy’s badge? Then it was—”

“I’m pretty sure it was Deputy Pete Riker. You re-

member, from the hospital.”

“I know exactly who that son of a bitch is. He’s had it

in for me since he first pulled me over for speeding

when I was fifteen and I swiped my mother’s car. But if

he’s threatened my kid—”

Her head shook. “I don’t think he went that far. I

don’t think he would. Look, Pete’s married to my best

friend. I agree with you that he can be a horse’s ass at

times, but she says he can be the sweetest—”

“He’s not just an ass, Beth Ann. You should have

seen the way he looked at Eli, like he thought the kid

was a damned abomination. Riker’s no less a racist

than Donny Ray, only he’s more dangerous. The man’s

both armed and stone-cold sober.”

She shook her head. “Pete’s been a deputy for years,

Mark, and I can’t imagine him doing anything illegal, or

at least anything to jeopardize his job. Maybe he was

just hunting around, hoping to find some evidence—”

“That I killed your mother? Are you still wondering,

Beth Ann?”

“Lord, no.” She brushed her bangs from her eyes,

her fingers lingering a moment on her forehead. As if

his question brought her pain. “Do you honestly think

I’d be here if I thought that? That I’d have anything to

do with you or Eli?”

She reached into her bag and withdrew a long white

envelope before adding, “Can you imagine I would

have waited to ask you about this instead of taking it to

Morrell if I had doubts?”
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She passed him the envelope. “What was it about,

Mark? I didn’t find a letter.”

He looked straight back at her but saw no accusa-

tion in her eyes. This, from a woman whose mother’s

death remained a mystery, from a woman whose life

he’d changed forever on a dark stretch of rural road.

Grateful beyond measure, he explained, “Your

mother wrote to me twice. It took me a good long time

to even open the first letter. I figured she was blowing

off steam over what I’d done to your life or giving me

hell about my company. But when I finally got around

to reading the letter, I saw she didn’t mention a word

about either. She wrote about saving Eudena. I got the

idea she cared about this place deeply, even if she

wasn’t completely honest with me.”

“I don’t understand. What would either of you have

to do with saving this town? And what do you mean,

she was dishonest? My mother might have been a lot

of things, but she always told it like it was.” Beth Ann’s

smile twisted with pain. “Whether or not people

wanted to hear it.”

“She led me to believe she was a member of the re-

vitalization committee and she was contacting me on

official business. Even dropped in a self-addressed,

stamped envelope.”

“Oh.” Beth Ann’s thumb traced the firm line of her

jaw. Her gaze dropped, too. “I didn’t realize it bothered

her so much when they blocked her from joining their

snooty little clique. She laughed it off, joked about

how that bunch of snobs could go down with the ship

for all she gave a damn.”

“She might’ve been upset about the way they treated

her,” Mark said, “but Eudena mattered to your mother.
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The letters that she wrote me . . . I’ll send them to you

if you’d like, after I get back to my place.”

Beth Ann nodded without looking up. “But I still

don’t understand. What did she think you could do?”

“She’d done her homework about my company. And

she had an idea about how the two of us could help

bring back this place from the brink. Maybe she saw it

as a chance for a couple of black sheep to regain Eu-

dena’s goodwill.”

Beth Ann looked up sharply. “You mean, she thought

you could save Eudena with your money? With some

of her winnings and your profits together?”

“Something like that,” he said, still as amazed by

Lilly’s suggestion as he’d been the day he’d read it. “At

the time, I didn’t see it the same way, but I have to ad-

mit she had some pretty well-thought-out ideas.”

“I don’t get it,” Beth Ann shot back. “Why would she,

after the way they treated her? And how on earth

could she imagine you would? I mean, you hadn’t

even lived here for so many years, and—and the mem-

ories you do have can’t be pleasant.”

He managed a smile, though he suspected it looked

pained. “A few of them are, Beth Ann. Can’t you re-

member any of it?”

She stared at him for what felt like an eternity, her

expression troubled. “Less than I would like.”

“I wasn’t talking about that night.”

“I need you to.” She paused to take another sip of

coffee, but her gaze never left him. “Tell me, Mark, why

did you stick around the stadium that evening? After

the adults had all gone home.”

He hesitated, wondering how to change the subject.

“Mark,” she prompted. “Jess . . . please.”
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He thought about the night she’d told him she could

never move forward until she understood the things

that had brought her to this point. He thought, too, of a

time he would have killed to hear her call him Jess.

After a hard swallow, he answered, “I was waiting to

see someone.”

“Aimee, I suppose.”

“No. That was just a one-time thing, before she

found somebody new to shock her parents.” He re-

leased a long sigh. “I was waiting for you, Beth Ann.”

“Me? But why, Mark?”

“Can’t you guess?” He remembered watching her so

carefully, waiting for an opening. “Everybody knew

that you and Scotty had broken up, and I wanted—I

wanted so much to talk to you, to maybe take one

more stab at asking you out.”

Her eyes glittered, and he imagined he saw the old

Beth Ann lurking behind her reconstructed face. She

was still beautiful as now, but a pang of sadness

swamped him for the girl who had been lost. The girl

who could never be the same, no matter what he told

her.

“So why didn’t you?” she all but whispered.

He shook his head, then waited out a throb of pain

before answering. “It was just a pipe dream. You were

so far out of my league, Beth Ann, with your friends

swarming all around you, the way they always were.

There was no way to catch you on your own. And no

way in hell I’d walk up to you with them there.”

“Have you ever wondered—” After setting her mug

on the lamp table, she slid closer on the sofa, and her

hand settled on his cheek as gently as a butterfly alight-

ing.“—how things might have come out if you had?”

“Only every day of my life.” Unable to bear her
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touch, he took her hand in his and held it trapped be-

tween the two of them. “But I didn’t risk it, and then

you were gone with your friends. And Scotty started

with some shit about me sniffing after you, about how

I had no business even looking your way.”

“I always liked you,” she said. “Maybe I was afraid of

you a little, after you started getting so many deten-

tions and tearing around in that truck of yours like a

bat out of hell and running with those fast girls. Or

maybe I was afraid for you. But I never thought you

weren’t good enough for me.”

He released her hand and knotted both of his to-

gether. Leaning forward, he balanced the sharp points

of his elbows on his knees. “They all started in on me

then—Ex and Donny Ray and Gene, too. I guess they

figured they were defending Scotty’s honor—as if that

jerk owned you. Calvert was the worst, of course, but I

knew when I was outnumbered, and it was just the

usual shit. So I left. Or tried to.”

“What do you mean?”

“My damned truck wouldn’t start. I was pretty pissed

about it. I mean, everybody else was out cruising the

streets and celebrating. And there I was, stuck in the

parking lot with my hood raised, up to my damned el-

bows in engine grease. It didn’t make it any easier

when Gene and his friends brought their party out to

watch me about a half an hour later.”

“So what happened?” Beth Ann asked him. “Obvi-

ously, you got your pickup started. Otherwise, you

couldn’t have . . .”

He saw her eyes lose focus as the past drifted before

them. Was she remembering more now? Did she hear

the impact, see the blood and mangled bodies? He did;

the sight waited for him always, just behind his eyelids.
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Stop this right now. Just quit talking. But somehow,

she had lured him past the tipping point, to a place

where the long-bottled words spilled free on their own.

“They were sitting in Gene’s car, tossing their emp-

ties in my direction and shouting out half-assed advice

with their insults.” He was there again, hearing the vi-

cious words and feeling the tension twisting in his gut,

the years of hurt and frustration threatening to split

him open. In his memory their name-calling mingled

with half a dozen dire predictions for his future: from

his teachers and his principal, from Deputy Pete Riker

and his own dad. How he’d never applied himself to

schoolwork, never followed rules, never fit in with the

right kids or kissed the right asses. How his younger sis-

ter did right while he screwed up. Too dumb to read

his textbooks. Too bad to make it anywhere but col-

lecting trash or making license plates in prison.

God . . . He’d die before he went back to those

years—kill to keep from re-experiencing that night. Yet

here was Beth Ann, drawing the hateful thorn of mem-

ory from him, her only tool the raw need in her expres-

sion.

“By the time I finally got the engine going,” he went

on, “they were pretty wasted, and I was getting madder

by the minute.”

“So you fought with them?” Beth Ann asked.

He nodded. “That legendary Jessup temper . . .”

“Still, you took on three of them? Or was it four?”

He tried on a smile for size. “Testosterone can’t

count.”

She frowned. “And you’d been drinking, too, right?”

He shook his head. “It’s not that I didn’t plan to, but I

didn’t get the chance. Nope, it was pure fury—one of
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those bottles they were throwing finally hit me, and I

pretty much went ballistic. Jumped in with both fists

and started pounding. Not that it went on long.”

“I guess not, not with those kinds of odds.”

“Would have worked out better if I’d figured that out

sooner. But you see, the day of my father’s funeral

wasn’t the first time I flattened Gene Calvert’s ugly

nose.”

“You broke his nose that night, too?”

From the look on her face, this was news to Beth

Ann, which probably meant it had never gotten

around Eudena. Mark wondered how Gene had ex-

plained the fracture after the accident. Probably, it

wasn’t difficult, with everyone’s attention on the bro-

ken and the dead—and the supposedly intoxicated

teenaged driver who had shattered lives uncounted.

Anything short of an alien invasion would have gone

unnoticed.

“I’m pretty sure I did.” Mark remembered the

crunch, the shift, the gush of blood—that explosion of

rage that had cost so very much.

Beth Ann’s gaze intensified. “And those guys just let

you walk away from that? I know how they all stuck up

for each other—and if they’d been drinking like you

said they were—”

“They were drinking, all right.” The rest of that night

crawled into Mark’s throat and wedged there.

She slid even closer, then cupped his knee with her

hand. He felt the warmth of it right through the denim.

Yet he couldn’t say the damned words, not even if she

reached inside him and tore them bleeding from the

place he kept them locked inside his heart.
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Chapter 21

Beth Ann had been many things in her life: daughter,

friend, student, patient . . . even, for a time, a lover. But

above all else, she was a woman, with a healer’s eye

and an empathy that let her feel his pain as deeply as

her own.

Yet as a nurse, she understood that sometimes, only

the most unpleasant interventions could clear the way

for true recovery. But is it mine or his I’m after? Did she

have the right to push?

Hell, yes, she decided as she moved to hug her

stomach. She’d damned well bought that right in

losses: her friends, her health, her youth. So she swal-

lowed her sympathy—her foolish pity and attraction to

the man who’d ruined everything—and let a rush of

anger flow into its place.

“So you took off,” she accused him. “Drove some-

where and got hammered, maybe with your friends.

And then you headed out toward Heidi Brown’s place,

out on Mustang Road—”

“It wasn’t like that, Beth Ann.”
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“And you smashed into my father’s car as I pulled

out of her driveway.”

“That part’s true, God forgive me. But I wasn’t drunk.

I wasn’t . . . I— I was—”

Contempt vied with disappointment to unhinge her.

“You did three years for intoxicated manslaughter, and

you’re telling me you weren’t drunk?”

“There was no time.” His voice was flat, expression-

less, the monotone of someone in a trance. “Not with

them behind me. Not with—”

“With who behind you, Mark?” The emptiness in his

eyes made her shiver—until a new suspicion slammed

the door against compassion. “Don’t tell me you were

out there racing.”

She knew he’d done it on at least a few occasions.

He hadn’t picked up the nickname Hell on Wheels for

nothing. Her tears blurred his face as he turned

toward her.

“I wasn’t racing either,” he said. “I swear it on my

life—on my son’s life, Beth Ann.”

“Then what, Mark? What? You had to have been go-

ing fast. I’d just pulled out of the Browns’ driveway,

and—” She froze as headlights filled her vision. Two

pairs of headlights—not one.

Her hand floated to her mouth. “My God.”

“When I punched Calvert behind the stadium, they

came after me with broken bottles. Caught me right

here with one.” He was breathing hard, pointing out

the reddish scar beneath his left eye, the one she had

assumed had come from broken windshield glass.

“They were out of control, Beth Ann, a pack of starved

coyotes that had tasted blood. I jumped into my truck

and lit off before one of them blinded me, or worse.”

“They were—they were chasing you.” Her voice
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broke with the realization. “Trying to—to run you off

the road. I saw it, Mark. I saw it.”

Tears streamed down her face, and once again, she

heard her friends’ laughter. Only this time it was inter-

rupted by a shriek.

“Stop, Beth Ann!” Jordan’s voice, her last words . . .

Beth Ann fell into Mark’s embrace, trembling. He

stroked her back, her hair. And it seemed to her that

strength flowed through his hands into her body, that it

was the only thing keeping her heart from splintering

with the shock of memory.

“I’m so, so sorry,” Mark repeated again and again.

“You pulled out at the wrong moment. If it had been a

minute earlier—or thirty seconds later . . .”

But Beth Ann remained trapped in that moment,

seeing it and hearing it. Smelling and tasting its sick-

sweetness, feeling the brake pedal’s surprising give.

She felt her forehead wrinkling in confusion, felt her-

self returning to the present as Mark’s lips pressed

warm against her temple.

Dragging in a deep breath, she looked into his

brown eyes. “If they were chasing you, forcing you out

of your lane, and you weren’t drinking, tell me, Mark—

why were you the one arrested? The only one who

went to jail?”

“I think you know that, Beth Ann.”

She thought about the boys involved. The sheriff’s

son and nephew, along with Donny Ray Saunders and

Ex Walling, two more starters for the Red Hawks. At the

time, all but Donny Ray showed promise of bright fu-

tures, just as had the dead and dying cheerleaders

from the Chevy.

“Pete Riker sacrificed you,” she said. “And Jim Morrell



Head On

217

damned well knew it, or just as likely, he ordered it

himself.”

Though he’d been powerless as a teenager, Mark Jes-

sup now had the money and the know-how to smash

the past wide open—and bury State Senator-Elect

Scott Morrell’s bright future. No wonder Morrell had

been reluctant to consider Mark Jessup as a suspect in

her mother’s murder. Gene Calvert, Donny Ray, and

Ex, too, could be damaged if Mark came forward, and

both Jim Morrell’s and Pete Riker’s careers in law en-

forcement would be over.

“I don’t understand it,” she said. “Why didn’t you say

anything about it? How could you let—”

Mark shook his head. “I hardly knew what was hap-

pening back then. My sister was dead, and Heidi and

Larinda. No one figured you would make it either—

and if you did, you’d be either brain-damaged or

wheelchair-bound for life. My dad wouldn’t spend a

single cent on my defense, and the good old boy

whose turn it was to play public defender didn’t want

to hear some bullshit story about a grand conspiracy.

For damned sure, he wasn’t about to take the time or

trouble to do more than plead my case out.”

“He was supposed to be your advocate, and he

wouldn’t even listen?”

“You’ve got to understand. A cash-strapped rural

county like this one pays—or at least at the time they

paid—these lawyers the same lowball figure, no mat-

ter how much or how little work they put into it. They’d

go broke if they put on a real defense for indigent

clients or hired an investigator—”

It was wrong. Infuriating. “Who was this so-called

lawyer?”
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Mark shook his head. “It doesn’t really matter. The

sheriff’s department may have ‘lost’ the blood-alcohol

sample that was taken from me that night, but the pros-

ecution had photos of my truck with beer bottles

where somebody—maybe Calvert and his friends or

Riker—put ’em. They had photos of your dad’s Chevy

and the victims. And they had a kid known as a trou-

blemaker, with a history of speeding and an attitude

nobody in this town was gonna miss.”

“They sacrificed you,” she repeated. “And you weren’t

one of the really bad kids. You never hurt anyone be-

fore that, not a single person.”

He shrugged. “The numbers made sense, I guess.

Why ruin the lives of four decent young men when you

could pin the whole thing on one loser?”

With fresh tears welling, Beth Ann cupped his face

with her hands. And saw a truth she couldn’t fight.

“You’re worth twenty Gene Calverts and a hundred

Donny Rays. . . .”

She leaned in to kiss the scar beneath his left eye,

then heard his breathing roughen as her lips trailed

toward his ear. “A thousand Xaviers and Scottys, and a

million lying manure spreaders like Pete Riker and Jim

Morrell.”

“I’ve got to say, I like the way you do math.” He

flushed as he spoke, but it was the rasping of his voice

that wound her as tight as an old watch. The past few

evenings’ fantasies winked through her mind, each im-

age more erotic than the last. Powerless to resist the

impulse, she flicked his earlobe with her tongue’s tip,

then infused his murmured name with the deep ache

of her longing. “Jess . . .”

She might as well have struck a fistful of gasoline-
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soaked matches; the two of them ignited instanta-

neously.

With an urgent groan, he grabbed her by the shoul-

ders and crushed her lips to his. There was nothing of

sweetness in the way their mouths locked, nothing but

potency, raw hunger, that belied the innocent word

kiss.

She felt consumed by the searing of his tongue

against hers, the blistering of his hands as they cupped

and lifted her breasts. The old house might be drafty,

but her body flamed so hot, she pulled her arms free

of her sweater’s sleeves in an attempt to keep herself

from melting.

Quick to notice, he peeled the sweater over her

head, then tossed it away—she didn’t see where, as

she was far too busy going for the buttons on his

denim shirt. He grasped her wrists to stop her and

growled the words, “This first,” before he devoured her

neck with hot bites that had her breasts burning with

need.

They hadn’t long to wait for his attention. He

reached around behind her, unhooked her bra in one

deft move and sent it flying—somewhere east of Dal-

las, for all she cared. A moment later, his whiskers

abraded her flesh. But that didn’t matter either, for his

mouth was suckling, her back arching, and she nearly

flew to pieces as reality surpassed imagination.

He pressed her shoulders downward, until she lay

flat against the bottom cushions. He leaned over then

and gave each breast its due as his hand fumbled with

the button of her Levi’s. She made a second play to

undo his shirt, but once more, he resisted, saying, “This

first, Beth Ann. I’ve dreamed of doing this first.”
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Her shoes went next, her socks, too, and then the

jeans were off, the panties torn, and he was touching

her all over, stroking the center of her with his clever

fingers, while his tongue laved greedy circles all

around her navel. He was kneeling between her

knees, his breath hot against her thighs, when he fi-

nally paused to look into her face.

“Is this what you want, Beth Ann?”

“Oh, my Lord, if you stop now, you’re a dead man.”

He grinned at that, then thrust his head down, doing

things her grad student lover had never thought of but

that Beth Ann had pictured plenty. Yet it occurred to her

that her dreams had fallen far short, occurred to her

that . . . Her thoughts dissolved into a wordless haze of

molten pleasure, its center at his wicked tongue’s tip, its

rays spreading red heat through her body. As his two

fingers pumped inside her, she erupted into cries that

shot like flaming cinders toward the heavens.

When the world came back into focus, he was smil-

ing at her. Looking mighty pleased with himself, but

she allowed him that. Her heart skipped a beat as she

watched him slowly shed his shirt and then slide out of

the jeans he’d already unbuttoned to allow room for a

huge . . .

Hello, cowboy. Was that all him, in those boxers?

Her eyes met his, and she swallowed, feeling ridicu-

lously apprehensive for someone whose nerve end-

ings had just been turned inside out. But tension

re-ignited as her fuse was relit.

His hand sleeked down her bare thigh. “I want you,

Beth Ann. I’ve wanted you since we were both kids.

But I’ll wait if that’s what you—”

She grabbed his arms and pulled him toward her

ravenous kiss. No way was she getting this close to life,
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to living, without experiencing the whole of it. If Mark

Jessup headed back for Pittsburgh in the morning, so

be it. She’d rather be left with one real, enduring mem-

ory than a lifetime of fading fantasies . . . and bed-

room solitaire.

His hand was in the pocket of his discarded jeans, and

he pulled away from her a second. “Hold on, hold

on . . .”

She’d never heard anything sexier than the tearing

of that foil packet, never smelled anything so arousing

as the scent of lubricated latex.

“Let—let me do that,” she whispered, taking the con-

dom from him and kissing along his length—to the

sound of his gasp—before she sheathed him. And

here she’d worried she might have gotten rusty.

He was shaking as he moved above her. “I should

take you to the bedroom.”

She smiled up at him. “How ’bout you just take me?”

So he did. And it was hard and fast and desperate as

the coupling of two animals in season. Brutal almost,

but Beth Ann gave herself up to its rhythm, because at

the same time, somehow, the act was tender and suf-

fused with hope, with trust . . .

With blessed friction that had her imploding once

more, pleasure crackling through her cells like voltage

through downed power lines. And as she came, he fol-

lowed, desire spilling from him as he shouted out her

name.

Tears slanted down her temples, trickled toward her

ears. It just felt so damned good to be connected—to

feel the way that she’d released him. It made her feel

powerful and female. It made her feel alive.

He kissed her softly, lingering, and then shifted to

pull his weight off her.
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“You aren’t—are you crying, Beth Ann? Did I—? I

hurt you, didn’t I? Damn it, I was too rough—”

“It was perfect.” But she cried harder as she said it.

Though he kissed and petted and consoled her, she

could not make herself stop. She wept for all the years

she had spent standing on death’s margins, a wall-

flower who had merely watched the others dance. She

wept as she hugged the others, Jordan Jessup, Heidi

Brown, Larinda Hyatt, then finally turned her back to

them and stepped into the light.
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Chapter 22

Two days later . . .

The One Appointed tore into the thick manila enve-

lope with fingers shaking in anticipation. A sharp in-

take of breath heralded the wiring diagrams as they

slid out of the package.

For all the sin engendered by the modern age, it had

its advantages for the righteous. Including the ability to

order detailed schematics for almost anything online,

even the plans for the alarm system the whore’s daugh-

ter had put in her palace.

Coming up with the brand name had been child’s

play, thanks to the huge decals the installation com-

pany had thoughtfully displayed not only on its van

but on warnings affixed to the windows of the Lucky

Pull. Coming up with the model had taken a bit more

ingenuity, but thankfully, the Lord had provided—in

the form of a salesman too eager for another fat com-

mission to realize that the call from a neighbor want-

ing to buy a “real high-dollar system like the one my
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friend Beth Ann Decker picked out” had been a fake.

Thanks to the man’s greed—one of the Seven Deadly

Sins, it might be noted—the One Appointed finally

had all that was needed to put an end to this trial.

Everything, that is, except another dark night as well

as the opportunity to slip away unnoticed. But there

was absolutely no doubt that those, too, would be pro-

vided.

Soon enough to put all this unpleasantness to rest,

and send not only Beth Ann Decker but her consort off

to see the face of God.

“Are you talking to that dog?” Pete Riker yelled over

Beth Ann’s back gate. He wore his uniform, and she

could hear an engine idling in the driveway. Probably,

he’d dropped by on his way to work.

“Of course not.” Beth Ann felt her face flush. She’d

actually been singing to Maia as she brushed the Lab,

but it was horror, not embarrassment, that caused her

discomfort.

“Want to let me in the front?” Pete asked. “I’ve got

your globe fixed for you.”

She froze inside, caught between the familiar image

of her best friend’s husband and what Mark had told

her of a deputy who had abused his authority to de-

stroy a young life. She wanted to scream at Pete, to de-

mand an explanation, but Mark’s reluctance to speak

of that night held her back, as did thoughts of Cheryl.

At last Beth Ann said, “Be right there,” and rose from

where she’d been sitting. Still ambivalent, she paused

to pull a clump of dog-related fuzz free of the brush’s

metal tines. As the gold-white fur drifted toward the

swimming pool, some enterprising sparrows swooped

down to snatch it up.



Head On

225

With Maia at her heels, Beth Ann walked toward the

front door. When Pete knocked, she took a deep

breath to collect herself before opening the door.

“Thanks a lot for fixing that,” she managed as he car-

ried the globe’s base inside. Outside, she caught a

glimpse of his patrol car with its trunk standing open.

“No problem.” Pete kept his back to her as he made

for the sitting area and set the stand down in its cus-

tomary place. Straightening, he rubbed his back and

pointed out the spot where one of the stand’s legs in-

tersected with the wood horizon ring that held the

sphere in place. “That’s where it was busted—clean

through.”

“I can’t even tell.” Beth Ann leaned over her cane to

peer at the repair. Anything to keep from meeting

Pete’s eyes. Swallowing back the bitter taste of anger,

she forced herself to add, “You’re really good at this

stuff. You could probably make a living of it someplace,

restoring antiques and expensive furniture.”

Pete smiled, clearly pleased. “Someplace, maybe.

But not in Hatcher County.”

The smile reminded her of times she’d seen him jok-

ing instead of arguing with Cheryl, of the careful way

he roughhoused with his giggling little girls. Beth Ann

could almost hear him sawing a mean fiddle, as he’d

done with a little bluegrass band for years—and could

still be persuaded to do on rare occasions. Wrong and

cruel as it had been, the decision Pete had made on

Mustang Road had been the work of a single moment,

not his whole life.

But how could she ignore it, knowing that it had

cost Mark both his family and his freedom? Yet how

could she speak, knowing and loving his family as she

did?
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“Let me bring in the globe, too,” Pete said as he

glanced around the room. “Then I’d better get going.

Have to keep these mean streets safe from hooligans

and stray dogs.”

And seventeen-year-olds, she thought bitterly as she

watched him go back outside.

Pete returned a minute later, his arms filled with the

huge sphere, its relief surface bumpy and its features

labeled with painstaking detail. Beth Ann supposed

her mother could have taken a first-class trip to Europe

for what the handcrafted piece had cost.

“Makes a real statement, don’t you think?” her mama

had asked anxiously the day it was delivered.

Beth Ann had appeased her by agreeing, though

she’d been sorely tempted to reply, “Yeah, it tells me

you can’t say no to a certain snooty anorexic.”

“You’ve got it upside down,” she told Pete as he set

the globe atop the base with the South Pole pointed

toward the ceiling.

“So I do—say, what’s this? Looky here.” He pointed

out what was clearly a seam along the Antarctic Circle.

“I didn’t see that earlier. Course, I was working on the

stand and not the globe.”

“I’ve never seen it, either. But it’s just how the thing’s

made, isn’t it?”

Pete shook his head and palmed the globe’s south

end. “Don’t think so; the seam wouldn’t be here—hey,

look.”

He sounded as excited as Eli when the bottom

piece shifted beneath his hand.

“Don’t break it.” Even before the words were out of

her mouth, she heard the thing unscrewing. Opening

to reveal a small, hidden compartment in the bottom

of the Earth.
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In truth, the world is yours, Beth Ann recalled, should

you be bright and bold enough to claim it.

“This is great. You could hide your jewelry in here, or

put your—” Pete stopped talking, then reached inside

with two fingers. A moment later, he extracted a

square of folded paper and handed it to Beth Ann.

“That’s the only thing in there.”

Curious, Beth Ann opened it and tilted her head, as

if another angle would make sense of what she saw.

“It’s nothing but a doodle, that’s all. Looks something

like a peace sign, but not quite—

“I know,” she said an instant later. “It’s a Mercedes

symbol. You know, I never realized that car was such a

huge deal to my mama.”

Guilt fluttered in Beth Ann’s chest, and she won-

dered if she’d done wrong, to trade in her mother’s

pride and joy for practicality and fuel economy. She

might have to run from one end of the county to the

other for her job, but it wasn’t as if she couldn’t afford

to fill up every few days.

“I heard about her locking up that manual all the

way in Fort Worth.” Pete shook his head as he spoke,

until a scribble in one corner attracted his attention.

“Look at this. That’s not just a doodle, it’s a number.”

“You’re right.” More confused than ever, Beth Ann

read the eight digits aloud. Not just any digits, she real-

ized as her mouth went chalk dry. It was a date, the

date that she had let define her.

The date of the deadly head-on collision out on

Mustang Road.

Heartbreaking work, the boxing up of memories.

Working since dawn, Mark sorted through his mother’s

things, which his dad had left untouched all these
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years, and then made it halfway through the task of

packing his father’s clothing for donation when he

heard the back door slam shut. Closing his eyes, he

counted to ten before he mastered the impulse to

shout his lungs out at his son and his amazing vanish-

ing act.

Mark told himself that yelling wouldn’t do anything

but raise his blood pressure anyway. Eli was undoubt-

edly already out of earshot, his tireless campaign well

on its way to convincing Stormy the cat to join the Wit-

ness Protection Program.

Which reminded Mark, as he hurried toward the

back door—he needed to figure out what to do about

that animal. No one would adopt what was essentially

a wild cat, and there was no way he was trapping it

and hauling the squalling, hissing creature all the way

to Pittsburgh next week.

At the thought of his return trip, a pang of regret hit

at the same moment the telephone started ringing.

Mark hesitated in the kitchen—and spotted movement

through the window.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” he said. Eli was crouching

just behind the house, his hand outstretched, his man-

ner unruffled. The gray tabby walked up to him and

rubbed her bony back against the boy’s palm. Petting

herself, in effect.

Still watching, Mark picked up the phone on the

fourth ring.

“Hi.” Beth Ann’s voice. Sexy as ever, but sounding

nervous. “Just thought I’d check to see if you’re still

coming. I need to know how many I should cook for.”

“That depends,” Mark said. “Do you still want us?”

It was a loaded question, and he knew it. Making

love to Beth Ann had meant far more to him than 
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the fulfillment of a cherished fantasy. He wanted more;

he wanted her. But her tears had left him feeling

helpless—and worse yet, responsible, especially when

she’d been unable to explain why she was crying.

He’d instinctively apologized, then flashed forward to

an endless series of such incidents. Beth Ann hurting,

for whatever reason. His own, knee-jerk pleas for her

forgiveness, again and yet again.

He had already learned from Rachel that guilt was

no basis for a relationship. Day by day, it undermined,

digging away at love’s foundations until the whole

damned relationship came crashing down into the

pit. Better to head back to Pittsburgh, to cut both of

their losses before either of them passed the point of

no return.

“Of course I want you here, Mark. Both of you.”

Her answer sounded so good and honest, he sus-

pected it was already too late to turn back. He should

have known it would be, should have guessed that

Beth Ann would never give her body without letting go

of her heart in the process.

“You said something about other guests?” Safer that

way, he thought.

Until she said, “The Rikers.”

“After what I told you happened, you mean Pete

Riker’s gonna be there?” Mark was shaking his head,

though he knew she couldn’t see it. “I don’t think so,

Beth Ann.”

Aside from what had happened sixteen years ear-

lier, that bastard had scared the bejesus out of Eli. And

for all Mark knew, Riker was still hoping to put him

back in prison.

“Oh, no. Not Pete,” Beth Ann said. “I never would have

asked him, but he has to work Thanksgiving. And any-
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way, no matter what I think of the rotten things he’s done,

Cheryl’s been my best friend for years, and those three

girls are sweethearts. Eli knows the youngest from Mrs.

Minton’s, Abby, the little blonde. Have you seen her?”

A knot loosened inside Mark. “Are you kidding? The

famous Abby is a Riker? Eli talks about her nonstop

and draws her pictures every night. I think the kid’s in

love.”

He snorted, trying to contain his laughter. Pete Riker

must not know about it, or he’d have probably yanked

his daughter out of daycare. The idea that their chil-

dren’s friendship would piss Riker off made Mark’s de-

cision that much easier.

“Sure we’ll be there,” he said. “Wouldn’t miss it. Just

tell us when to come and what to bring.”

She had given him the time and was arguing that he

was to bring only himself and Eli when Mark hap-

pened to glance out the window.

His son was gone, as was the tabby. But what started

Mark’s heart pounding was the sunlight gleaming off a

small object lying forlorn on a patch of hard-baked

clay soil.

It was Eli’s silver deputy’s badge, the one he insisted

upon wearing everywhere.

“I’ve gotta go,” Mark said, trying to control the panic

ripping through him. “Eli was outside—I was watching.

But I must have looked away a minute. I don’t see him

anywhere now.”

“He’s probably just—”

Mark never knew what she was going to say. He was

already hanging up the phone, with some paternal in-

stinct urging him to find his young son—before it was

too late.
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Chapter 23

If he had the nerve, Damon Stillwater would ask his

mama to bake a pan of brownies to give to Agnes

Miller as a thank you. Because of her complaint about

the “insolent questions” he’d asked, Damon had been

put back on days, where Sheriff Morrell could “keep a

good eye” on him.

Damon knew he’d gotten off darned lucky. Morrell

had been tempted to fire him for disobeying a direct

order. He’d said as much, three times. But he’d also

said he liked the fire in his newest deputy’s belly,

which put the old man to mind of his younger self, not

to mention his supposedly sainted son, Scotty, whose

photo hung on the wall behind the sheriff’s desk. So in-

stead of getting punished, Damon had been taken un-

der his hero’s wing—and allowed access to details on

the Lilly Decker killing.

Now Damon sat alone in the conference room,

where he pored over the file. He skipped the crime-

scene photos, which threatened to bring this morn-
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ing’s bacon and pancakes back for a return engage-

ment, and focused on the accounts of interviews.

Morrell, Gustavsen, and Riker had been more metic-

ulous than he’d imagined. They had interviewed Mrs.

Decker’s current and past neighbors, a number of pur-

ported lovers, and estranged friends resentful of Lilly’s

“tightness” when it came to sharing her newfound

wealth. Damon had always figured money solved a

person’s troubles, but it seemed, at least in Lilly’s case,

to have stirred up a host of hard feelings. Though peo-

ple hated speaking ill of the dead—particularly while

being interviewed by law enforcement—struggling

business owners, many of whom were members of Eu-

dena’s revitalization committee, were clearly upset

that Mrs. Decker had chosen to spend her money out-

side Hatcher County.

But on the surface, none of those interviewed stood

out as a suspect. Those few who seemed especially bit-

ter, including Lilly’s old running buddy, Gertrude Ped-

erson of Barty’s One-Stop, had come up with solid

alibis—which had left those investigating to explore

the rumor that Lilly Decker had kept money in her

house.

Word had traveled far and wide, it seemed, from the

town itself to the Mexican encampment, which teemed

with poverty and stank of desperation. It was even pos-

sible that the tale had caught the ear of out-of-town

criminals, dangerous drifters who had started carving

Lilly in an attempt to torture her into revealing the

whereabouts of the treasure trove behind a wall or un-

derneath some floorboard. There had been attempts to

track the movements of known violent felons in the re-

gion, but so far, nothing much had come of the effort,
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nor of attempts to interview the Mexicans, who tended

to scatter whenever the authorities approached.

Katie Hill stuck her head inside the doorway and fa-

vored Damon with a pretty smile that set up an an-

swering flutter inside his chest. Though the petite

brunette had been two years ahead of him in school,

here in the grown-up world, that didn’t seem like so

much of an obstacle.

“Call’s come in and I can’t reach anyone else to take

it,” she said nervously. She had been hired only a week

before to replace the retiring Dorothy. Pete Riker, whose

daughters she sometimes babysat, had recommended

her. Katie was still learning the ropes of dispatch and

had recently confessed to Damon she was scared to

death of screwing up and having to go back to working

at her daddy’s funeral home for the rest of her life. She’d

been the one to paint the cheeks and style the hair of

dead folks, a job she hated with all her heart.

“I don’t mind. That’s what I’m here for.” Damon stuck

out his chest in an attempt to look manly and experi-

enced, and he flipped shut the murder file.

Katie’s big brown eyes looked grateful before she

glanced down at the note in her trembling hand. “It’s a

missing child, on Lost Buffalo. Over at the Jessup place.

Did you—do you need a street address? Oh, Lord. I forgot

to ask that. Should I call him back? He seemed pretty up-

set, frantic almost. But I guess I can’t blame him. It’s a five-

year-old boy who’s missing, and that’s a nasty stretch of

prairie. It’s chilly, too, this morning, and his father said the

little fellow slipped out without his jacket.”

“No problem,” Damon said, thrilled to have this

chance to look heroic. “I know just where that is. I’ll

hightail it over to coordinate the search.”
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* * *

The unnatural little freak had seen him, seen him and

was about to run squalling to his father. But the kid had

made a big mistake, edging back behind the ranch

house, out of sight of any of the windows. Far enough

from view that with a running start, he had cut the boy

off, then grabbed for him with the intention of scaring

the living snot out of him, of threatening to eviscerate

that cat if word of this morning’s “visit” got out.

But the wretched little heathen was faster than he

looked. He’d darted away, then made for the dry creek

bottom, which was lined with enough low-growing

cedars, mesquite, and other brush to hide a hundred

brats. There was nothing for it but to try to find him.

The trouble was, the longer this chase went on, the

greater the chance there was of getting caught. And

though the man had thought at first that a good scare

would keep the kid quiet, he changed his mind as he

heard someone—Mark Jessup—calling out his son’s

name. If that sorry bastard found the boy first, the kid

would tell him exactly what he’d seen this morning.

If he could talk, that was.

As he released the safety on his weapon, the man

gusted out a sigh of resignation. God forgive me, he

prayed. For all the wrongs he’d done in this world, he

had never thought of himself as the kind to kill a child.

Beth Ann was scheduled to visit patients spread out all

over the county this morning, but the note of panic in

Mark’s voice had convinced her to stop out at the Jes-

sup ranch house first.

All the way there she told herself that she would not

be needed, that by the time she showed up, Eli would

be back inside, drawing racecars while Mark chastised
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him about running off and scaring him to death. Or

maybe she’d pass Mark on the way out to Lost Buffalo

as he drove his son to daycare to keep him out of mis-

chief. She told herself a lot of stories, mostly to tamp

down the images of Eli’s sweet face as he’d handed her

a picture or thrown his arms around her neck to hug

her.

It was only then she let herself admit that, all joking

aside, she really had fallen for the child as completely

as she had for his father. I’m such an idiot. A romantic

fool, living inside one of Mama’s stories instead of real-

ity. Living in another century, too, if I think for one

minute that a man who could easily have his choice of

women is going to fall head over heels just because he

slept with the one who babysat his son a few times.

Deal with it, Beth Ann. We had a few good times, that’s

all. A little break from our real lives.

Eli would never be hers, any more than his father.

They would go back to Pittsburgh, to a big house and a

thriving company. To a place she’d never fit in. Be-

cause try as she might, Beth Ann could envision her-

self nowhere else but here, where she’d attend the

dying people and serve as witness to the dying town.

She had missed her chance to get out when she came

back after college, her return a mostly fruitless effort to

keep her mother on the straight and narrow, or at least

to save her from herself. Since then, Beth Ann had

somehow lost her nerve, internalizing the tragic

story—a story built on lies, it turned out—that she had

too late tried to cast off.

And what had she gotten for her efforts? A single

taste of the sort of life she was missing? And now, the

stark terror that this harsh land could have somehow

swallowed Eli Jessup.
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Still a few miles from the house, she drove past the

charred skeletons of acres of scrub trees that had

burned in a grass fire during last summer’s drought.

Ash overlaid the rust of half a dozen dead pump jacks,

killed not by the blaze but a drought beneath the sur-

face of the earth.

Beyond the fire-field, the land looked only slightly

more hospitable. Thorny mesquite twisted among the

brownish grasses as if in pain, and the occasional

cedar, a tree that wreaked havoc among those allergic

to it every winter, looked no more inviting. Considered

nuisance trees by ranchers, both species were often

“controlled” but never exterminated, and they had

spread over the lost Jessup acreage like a modern-day

plague. The only movement that she spotted was a

roadrunner sprinting along with a squirming lizard

clutched like treasure in its bill.

Was Eli out there somewhere, or was he simply play-

ing, maybe even hiding, among the weather-beaten

ranch outbuildings? As she drew close enough to spot

them, Beth Ann took inventory of the decaying barn,

the well house, and an old shed that had once housed

tractors but now served as a garage. So many places a

small child could conceal himself—and so many hid-

den dangers. Containers of weed killer, rotting floor-

boards, rusted old equipment . . .

Please, God, let him be inside right now, under his fa-

ther’s watchful eye.

She spotted Mark trotting out of the garage, his

hands cupped around his mouth. Calling Eli, she was

certain. Her heart sank, and she prayed for some other

explanation.

Pulling into the driveway, she rolled down the elec-
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tric window. Before she could frame a question, Mark

was asking, “You didn’t spot him, did you? Were you

looking as you drove up?”

She struggled to hide her alarm. She was used to

playing the compassionate but cool-headed profes-

sional. This was the time to call on that skill, for Mark’s

sake. He looked rattled, flushed, with perspiration

rolling down his face, though it was no warmer than

the mid-fifties.

Shaking her head, she said, “I looked as much as I

could, but no, I didn’t see him. What’s he wearing?”

“I—” Mark put one hand to his forehead. “I can’t

think—can’t remember. Damn it. What kind of father

am I if I don’t even know what my kid has on?”

“You’re a very good father,” she said as she grabbed

her cane and left the SUV.“Anyone could see that. But

I need you to calm down. Eli needs you to calm

down. Now.”

Mark closed his eyes, his face a mask of misery. “I’ve

already called the sheriff’s department. I swear, if that

boy’s playing some sort of game with me—”

“You’ll kiss him and hug him and then ground him

’til he’s sixteen.” She forced a smile as she spoke.

His eyes widened, and he blurted, “Red, white, and

blue long-sleeved T-shirt, striped. With a pair of jeans

and some white sneakers.”

“Shouldn’t be too hard to spot,” she said. “How do

you want to do this? You want me to help you search

around the property?”

He shook his head. “I’ve already looked all over . . .

but maybe I missed something. Or maybe I scared

him. I can sound a little—um—I get kind of intense

when I’m worried like this. I don’t mean to, but I—”
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“It’s all right. Everybody does that.” Beth Ann laid a

hand on Mark’s arm. He wasn’t wearing a jacket, but

his flesh felt warm, almost fevered. It made her think of

the heat the two of them had generated inside the

house’s living room.

Guiltily, she sent the thought packing. Sex should be

the last thing on her mind now.

“The sooner you quit beating yourself up,” she said,

“the sooner we’ll find Eli.”

“All right.” He drew a deep breath, then eased it out

slowly. “Maybe you should look around here. Tell him

you’ve brought Maia for a visit.”

“Good thinking.” Now that she knew Eli was missing,

she wished she had brought the Lab. Not that she was

under the delusion that Maia was any better suited for

tracking than guard duty, but the big dog adored Eli

and would doubtless bark with pleasure if she hap-

pened upon him on her explorations. “What about

you? Will you wait for the deputy?”

He shook his head, sending that rich brown hair

across his equally dark eyes. As he shoved the hair

away, he answered, “I’m going to take a walk, circle the

property about fifty yards out. And you should know

I’m taking my dad’s old .22 hunting rifle with me.”

“You don’t think—” She couldn’t bring herself to

say it, could barely wrap her brain around the bone-

jarring idea that evil had set foot here, that it might

have taken Eli.

But it wasn’t so far-fetched, was it? Since he’d been

here, Mark had been insulted and then beaten sav-

agely. Though Gene Calvert was in jail, others still

blamed Mark for the crash. Could one of them have

taken out that hatred on a little boy? Or could the man
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Eli had spotted wandering around here earlier have

been someone far more dangerous than Pete Riker?

After all, a murderer remained on the loose, the same

sick person who had carved up her mother’s body.

At the thought of how she’d been killed, Beth Ann’s

stomach plummeted. They had to find Eli—had to find

him right away.

“I don’t want to think it.” Mark’s throat worked, and

his muscles tensed. “But I can’t discount the possibility.

And besides that, not long ago, I killed a big rattler

right behind the well house. You be careful where you

poke around.”

She nodded and tried not to shudder at the thought

of snakes. Ugh. “All right. And I’ll speak to the deputy

when he comes.”

As Mark went inside to get the rifle, she wondered,

would Pete Riker be the one to show up? And if he

was, could he push past his animosity toward Mark to

do what was needed to find Eli? Pete was a father—

maybe an inattentive one at times—but she knew he

loved his children and prided himself on his profes-

sionalism. Surely, he would put aside personal biases

to save a helpless boy.

Beth Ann tried the barn first. Though she left the

wide door open, it was dim inside. Looking around,

she spotted a few stalls, a number of rusty, old tools

hanging along the walls, and a rickety-looking ladder

that led up to a swaybacked hayloft. Had Mark already

climbed it? Perhaps not, for the ladder looked unlikely

to hold a grown man’s weight. But a child’s—yes, she

thought so. Maybe hers as well.

Not that she would go up. She’d come a heck of a

long way on physical therapy and sheer stubbornness.
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But even if she managed, by some miracle, to climb up

there, she’d need a National Guard airlift to haul her

down again.

Yelling sounded a lot easier. “Hey, Eli,” she called.

“Come on out and play with Maia. I have to show

you—she’s got this great new trick.”

The last part was true, anyway. Beth Ann had

amused herself by teaching the Lab to balance a bis-

cuit atop her nose, then snap it out of the air upon

command. A smart and patient animal, Maia loved the

game—or anything else that resulted in her getting

more treats.

No sound came back to Beth Ann but the echo of

her own voice. Unwilling to give up, she added, “Your

daddy’s not mad, Eli. You aren’t in trouble, promise,

but you’re kind of scaring us. Please come out now—

we’ll start a new game. Anything you want.”

Once again, no answer. “All right, then. I’m leaving.”

She pretended to do just that, waiting just outside

the door. But the continued stillness convinced her

that he wasn’t hiding in the barn.

Moving to the garage and around the well house,

she repeated the procedure, with the same lack of suc-

cess. She was wondering whether to go inside and

search the house when she spotted a sheriff depart-

ment’s car coming toward the property. Her stomach

clenched as she recognized Damon Stillwater, and she

wondered if she would ever again see the young

deputy without thinking back to the horrible day he

had come to drive her to the Lucky Pull.

Stillwater pulled into the driveway beside Mark’s

newly repaired truck and shut off his engine before

climbing out of the Crown Victoria. He tipped his broad-
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brimmed hat to Beth Ann, an act so unabashedly old-

fashioned that under other circumstances, she surely

would have smiled.

“Morning, Miz Decker, ma’am,” he said carefully.

Though she didn’t need the formality, this was a big

improvement over “Poor Beth Ann.” She should have

threatened to rip lips off years ago.

“Morning, Deputy. I know Mark Jessup called you.

His five-year-old son, Eli, is missing.”

“Is this unusual?” Damon asked.

“Yes, as far as I know. Mark has mentioned once or

twice that he’s slipped out to see the barn cat, but Eli’s

never gone far.”

Damon frowned, his expression thoughtful. “Do you

know, was he punished when he sneaked out? Could

be he’s hiding out to save himself a whipping. I know I

did the same a time or two myself.”

“I can’t imagine Mark Jessup whipping Eli. I’ve spent a

lot of time out here—on account of his father—and I’ve

never seen signs that he’s anything but a loving dad.”

“So where is Mr. Jessup?” Damon asked her.

“He said he was walking around the place, about

fifty yards out. Every now and then, I hear him calling

Eli.”

“So what do you think? You know this child. Is he

hiding? Lost? Curled up somewhere, sleeping?”

She thought about it, then shook her head. “Not

sleeping, I don’t think. He’s an active little guy, and be-

sides, he wouldn’t—what’s that?”

She turned toward a rustling sound behind her, but

it was only the gray tabby, pouncing on some unfortu-

nate mouse or lizard in the weeds. The cat locked eyes

with her, then yowled and tore off behind the garage.
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Before she could comment on the animal’s jumpi-

ness, a second, louder sound had her whirling around

to stare in the direction of the dry creek.

The crack had been a gunshot. She was certain of it.

Drawing his own weapon, Damon yelled, “Get out of

sight,” and took off running.

Beth Ann shouted after him, “It was probably Mark.

He took a rifle in case of snakes or . . .”

She let her voice trail off. The deputy wasn’t listening

but instead reacting. Which was exactly the sort of ac-

tion that was going to get somebody killed.
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Chapter 24

Though his leg throbbed where he’d gone down to

one knee as he had climbed clear of the creek bed,

Mark ran blindly, conscious only of the child in his

arms and the flow of blood dripping off his elbow. Eli’s

blood—Eli’s. He still couldn’t grasp that some sick

piece of shit had tried to take his son from him—had

shot at a five-year-old.

Mark ached to find the bastard, to pump him full of

bullets—or better yet, to tear his head off with his bare

hands. Stripped of every civilizing layer, Mark was

nearly overwhelmed by his raw fury. But even stronger

was the panic ripping through him, the desperate

need to get Eli to safety.

“It hurts, it hurts.” The child’s cries were ear-splitting,

and he was shaking hard.

Pausing for a moment, Mark crouched behind a

gnarled live oak and looked down into his son’s face. “I

need you to be very brave, son. Can you do that for

me?” Mark whispered urgently.

He struggled not to react to the blood dripping from
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Eli’s split chin. Blood that came not from a gunshot

wound, thank God, but the fall that took place when

Eli had spotted Mark and started running toward him

in the rocky creek bed. The fall that may have saved

the child from the bullet that sent fragments of

mesquite wood flying a few yards beyond the spot

where he’d been moving.

Staring at him gravely, Eli nodded and stopped sob-

bing. Snuffling, he asked, “Will the bad man get us if he

hears?”

Mark measured his words, knowing his reaction

could make the difference in his son’s recovery from

this nightmare. “I’m here now, and I won’t let anybody

hurt you. You see? I brought Grandpa’s gun along to

keep us safe.”

As Eli glanced down at the .22 Mark held, the boy’s

eyes grew slightly glassy.“I don’t want that man to get us.”

He threw his arms around Mark’s neck again and

squeezed hard. Mark hugged him tight and listened for

any sounds of movement. He had to get a bead on

where this guy was. So far, Mark hadn’t seen him, but

that didn’t mean the shooter hadn’t followed—or

hadn’t set up in a spot where he could pick off father

and son running across the ten yards of open grass-

land toward the safety of the house. The two of them

were close, so close that Mark could hear Beth Ann

shouting. But he couldn’t trust to chance that he’d lost

the gunman by zigzagging among the mesquite trees.

With Eli’s life in his hands, Mark couldn’t afford to

make a mistake.

He had promised to keep his son safe, and he

damned well meant to do it. But the moment he saw

to it, Mark swore he was going hunting—for a human

being more evil than the meanest rattler.



Head On

245

He heard someone rapidly approaching: heavy, run-

ning footsteps and the sound of a man panting. Eli

hunched his shoulders in an attempt to disappear. But

Mark peeled away the child’s arms and set him behind

a rock outcropping.

“Stay quiet,” Mark ordered before moving on a colli-

sion course with the runner, who seemed to be ap-

proaching from the direction of the house.

The opposite direction he would expect the shooter

to be coming from. With that split-second realization,

Mark raised the muzzle of his rifle just as Deputy Da-

mon Stillwater crashed through the brush, his pistol

drawn and his eyes wild.

Instinct made Mark drop the weapon and throw his

hands into the air. “It’s okay—don’t shoot,” he told Still-

water. “It’s all right.”

When the young deputy blanched, a few pink spots

of stubborn acne stood out beneath a sheen of sweat.

“Was that you?” he yelled, his gun’s muzzle pointed

straight at Mark’s chest. “Was that you firing?”

“Not me. Someone took a potshot at my—”

“That’s blood—that’s blood on you! Get down. And

keep your hands up.” Hysteria charged Stillwater’s

voice, the kind of adrenaline-soaked panic that so of-

ten turned deadly.

Rising from his hiding place, Eli shrieked, “Don’t you

hurt my daddy.”

In one horrifying instant, the pistol swung toward

the boy. Mark leapt toward Stillwater and struck the

deputy’s wrist with the heel of his hand.

There was a second crack of gunfire as the weapon

discharged, but it was Stillwater who went down to his

knees, clutching his injured forearm as he dropped the

weapon. “Oh God, oh God, oh God,” he repeated as he
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watched Eli climb into Mark’s arms. Tears gleamed in

his eyes. “I could have hit him—could have shot a kid.”

“You didn’t—thank God.” Mark stroked his son’s

trembling back, his own hand shaking just as hard.

“But someone else damned near did.”

Damon looked up and blinked at Mark. “I think my

wrist may be broken.”

“It isn’t broken.” Mark hoped it wasn’t, anyway.

“You’re fine, but you have to pull yourself together

right now. Whoever shot at Eli is still out there, so you’ll

want to pick up your gun. I need you to watch my back

while I get my boy inside the house.”

Damon rubbed his wrist, then nodded, and Mark

saw something switch on in the younger man, some

untapped reserve of courage that he had just discov-

ered. After retrieving the pistol, Stillwater straightened

his hat and stood.

“I’ll take care of it.” A promise shone in his green

eyes, vanquishing the threat of tears.

Mark had no choice but to believe him. “Ready, Eli?

Deputy Stillwater here will watch out for us. He knows

you’re a junior deputy yourself, so he’s bound to pro-

tect you.”

“That—that’s right,” Stillwater promised. “I’ll—I’ll de-

fend you with my life if need be.”

A little over-the-top, Mark thought, but the deputy

sounded pretty convincing for a guy who’d come

damned close to killing them both in his panic. Star-

ing up at Stillwater, Eli wiped away his tears in an ef-

fort to look brave, too, and Mark scooped his son up

in his arms.

“Wait,” Stillwater said. “This shooter—what’s he look

like?”
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“Not sure, I didn’t see him,” Mark said. “Let’s just keep

an eye out for anybody else armed.”

“Okay.” Stillwater nodded. “Yeah.”

Mark returned the nod, then turned and started run-

ning with Eli toward the house. He changed direction

several times, hoping to throw off anyone who might

be taking aim.

He spotted Beth Ann near the barn, her cell phone

out and her face drained of all color. As he drew

closer, she dropped the phone into her pocket and

hurried toward him, her gaze glued to Eli.

“He’s bleeding,” she said. “Is it—he hasn’t been . . .”

Panting with a combination of exertion and adrena-

line, Mark shook his head.“He tripped and split his chin.”

She followed him around the corner of the barn, out

of danger, he hoped.

“I heard gunshots,” she said. “I just called Sheriff

Morrell. He’s on his way. That’s okay, isn’t it? I know you

and Morrell have issues . . . over the crash, I mean.”

He remembered the sheriff’s kindness toward his

son and nodded. “Morrell’s the least of my worries right

now. A bullet came damned close to hitting Eli out

there. There’s somebody shooting. Maybe the same

person who fired on us at Hill’s.”

“What about the deputy? Did you see Deputy Still-

water?”

He nodded. “I met him out there. He should be here

in a minute.”

Now that the crisis was over, the days-old bump on

Mark’s head throbbed, and the bruises on his arms and

shoulders echoed a chorus of complaints, along with

the knee he’d hit. With a muffled groan, he put Eli

down. “You did great, son. Brave and steady.”
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Eli stared at him with somber eyes, then surprised

him by going straight to Beth Ann. Steadying herself

with the cane, she squatted to enfold him in a tight

hug.

“Here, let me look at that chin,” she said, while Mark

peered around the corner.

Damon was running toward them, his weapon still in

hand. At least he had the muzzle pointed down this

time.

“See anybody?” Mark asked.

The deputy shook his head. “Whoever it was proba-

bly took off.”

“Damned chickenshit feels brave enough to shoot at

unarmed people or a little kid,” Mark said, “but not

brave enough when there’s a chance we’ll get him.

“Sheriff’s coming,” he added. “You’ll have backup in

a minute.”

Fear sparked in the younger man’s green eyes.

“About what went on out there. When I found you. It all

happened so fast. I’m really sorry about pointing my

gun at your boy.”

“Sorry I had to whack your arm, too. But you did

fine out there. That’s the only part I’m telling your

boss.”

As Damon nodded, some of the tension visibly

melted from his muscles. “What about the shooter? Did

you recognize him?”

“I never saw anyone.” Mark turned to look at Eli,

who stood in silence as Beth Ann looked at his cut.

She was speaking softly near the boy’s ear, her sooth-

ing words and gentle touch reminding Mark of how

much his son was missing without a mother in his life.

Of how much he was missing without a partner he

could count on.
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The thought threw Mark off kilter for a moment, but

there were things they had to know. “How about it, Eli?

Do you know who the man was?”

Eli shrugged, his gaze sliding downward to avoid

eye contact.

“Was it the same person you saw earlier? The man

you talked about with Miz Beth Ann?”

Eli shrugged, then glanced up, trembling and clearly

miserable, with tears cascading down his face. “My

chin hurts, and I want to go inside now, where the bad

man can’t get me. I want some SpongeBob Band-Aids

and Blue Bunny. And Maia. I want Maia.”

Beth Ann looked up, too. “Let me get him cleaned

up. I have some butterfly bandages and my nursing

bag out in my SUV, and he’s had a big scare for a little

guy.”

“I know, but this is important.” Mark felt like a heel

for pressing, yet this had to be done. “Did the man have

a uniform like Deputy Stillwater’s?”

“What?” Damon perked up, his brow wrinkling.

“Why would you ask that?”

But Eli’s head was shaking. “No, he had on blue

pants. Like yours, Dad.”

“Jeans, then,” Mark said.

Eli nodded. “And a jacket like that, too.”

“Then it could be anybody.”

Damon repeated, “Why would you ask—?”

“I’m taking him inside now.” Beth Ann’s jaw had a

stubborn set that brooked no argument. “Questions

can wait, but if one of you can grab my bag and bring

it in—”

“I’ll get it,” Mark said.

She took Eli by the hand and walked him up to the

house.
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Mark watched them go inside, then looked at Still-

water. “Eli spotted Pete Riker poking around out here a

while back. Only Riker scared the kid so bad, my son

didn’t mention it for days. And he only told Beth Ann

because he had a nightmare. That Deputy Riker was

coming back to ‘get’ me.”

A flicker of surprise in Damon’s expression prompted

Mark to add, “Beth Ann kept Eli for me while I was in

the hospital.”

She wouldn’t appreciate it if a rumor started that

she’d been sleeping over. This might be the twenty-first

century, but Eudena still judged women harshly for the

same activities that earned men slaps on the back.

Damon frowned. “I can’t imagine Pete would scare

your son on purpose. Maybe he came out, uh, in the

course of his, um, his investigation. Into, you know, the

homicide.”

Lilly Decker’s, he meant. Mark huffed out a sigh.“I’m

sure he’d love to pin that on me. Trouble is, I didn’t do

it.”

The deputy stared at him, then nodded. “That’s what

the sheriff says, too. And the more I think about it, the

less likely it seems to me, too, the idea of you showing

up out of the blue and going after Miz Lilly after all

these years.”

“That’s mighty big of you.”

Stillwater grimaced at the sarcasm before shrugging.

“An investigator’s gotta think for himself. Based on the

evidence and not emotion.”

“So what if the evidence points toward Pete Riker?”

Mark asked. “Would you think for yourself then, too?”

Stillwater blew out a big breath but didn’t answer.

Mark hadn’t expected any different. The deputy was

hardly more than a kid, for one thing, a kid who’d
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grown up steeped in the tragic legend of dead cheer-

leaders and a boy called Hell on Wheels.

Mark excused himself to get the nursing kit for Beth

Ann and see to his son. They waited inside for the sher-

iff, as if Morrell might bring answers instead of ques-

tions, as if he would bring safety instead of more

uncertainty.

“How’s my number-one junior deputy?” Sheriff Morrell

asked as he came in from the backyard.

Eli was sitting on the kitchen counter with slumped

shoulders while Beth Ann washed the dried blood off

his neck with a warm washcloth. In spite of her and

Mark’s efforts to engage him, he had hardly said a

word in the last twenty minutes. Instead, he kept glanc-

ing anxiously toward the window, though Mark had

closed the blinds. Even so, the red flash of emergency

lights pulsated at the edges of the slats.

The boy shrugged in answer to the sheriff’s question

and squeezed his father’s hand.

“The butterfly bandages will do for the time being.”

Beth Ann tried not to show her worry, not for Eli’s phys-

ical but his emotional condition. He looked better

since his dad had come back inside, but the boy’s un-

characteristic stillness troubled her. “He’ll need a few

stitches, though. Nothing they can’t handle over at the

county E.R.”

Mark started to say something, but Eli interrupted.

“Will I get to have a real scar?”

Beth Ann smiled at the spark of animation in his

voice. “Maybe a little one.”

Eli looked up at Mark. “Just like you, Dad.”

Beth Ann felt something pass between Mark and

Morrell as their gazes locked. The look was so un-
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friendly that she would swear she felt the room’s tem-

perature drop by ten degrees.

“Yes, Eli,” Mark said without breaking eye contact

with the sheriff. “Just like me.”

Beth Ann shivered, thinking of the story Mark had

told her about the night of the collision. Fully accept-

ing that the sheriff had kept it hidden all these years.

At the thought of the accident, a tendril of scent

rose from out of the past. Sweet, almost medicinal,

with a taste that lingered on her tongue like . . .

“Stop, Beth Ann!” cried Jordan. But the brake pedal

squashed under her foot like a marshmallow, and the

headlights filled Beth Ann’s vision.

She blinked back the threat of tears as a rushing

sound filled her ears. By the time the noise dimin-

ished, she heard Morrell reassuring Eli that he was do-

ing everything in his power to make sure the bad man

didn’t trouble his best deputy again.

“I’ve got practically my whole department out here,”

he said as he handed the boy his missing badge.

“Called in men from every shift and told ’em all to

search the area and see what they can turn up.”

She forced herself to focus on the present, to shunt

aside the ugly past.

“Pete Riker, too?” Mark asked him.

“Sure, Pete’s coming. Talked to him myself. And Ted

Gustavsen, Jay Hill, and Charlie Colson, too, if that

makes you feel any better. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’d

best go on out and do some supervisin’ so I can earn

the county’s paycheck.”

Morrell lost no time in getting back outside, and Eli

slid down from the counter, his hand clutching the

badge. “Are we going to get my scar now? At the hospi-

tal?”
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Mark smiled. “Pretty quick, I think. Your clothes are

awfully messy, though, so why don’t you go in your

room and pick out a fresh pair of jeans and a clean

shirt. I’ll be there in a minute to help you change.”

“I can do that.” Eli sounded exasperated as he ex-

plained to Beth Ann, “I’m not a baby. I’m a junior

deputy.”

“Guess he’ll be all right, after all,” she said as he left

the room.

Mark sighed. “I sure hope so. I swear, Beth Ann, it

took years off my life when I heard that gunshot. And

then Stillwater came running and damned near blew

both our heads off. I don’t mind telling you, I’ve never

been so scared in my life.”

“I know. I wasn’t even there, and I couldn’t raise the

spit to swallow. I still can’t believe anyone would try to

hurt a little boy like that. I can’t imagine the depravity.”

To give her hands something to do, Beth Ann grabbed

the coffeepot and glanced at Mark. When he nodded

his permission, she added, “This hardly seems like Eu-

dena anymore to me, Mark. These kinds of things don’t

happen here. They just don’t.”

“But they are happening. First, with your mother,

and then with some kind of whacked-out sniper.”

She turned from the sink, where she was filling the

glass pot with water. “It doesn’t make sense. Why?”

“And what’s the common thread?” Mark asked her. “I

can understand why some people here might hate me.

Because of the accident, most likely, and the fact that

they don’t understand my business’s objectives. I can

even imagine some sicko deciding to punish me by

hurting my kid—though whoever the hell did it better

hope the sheriff catches him before I do.”

“Unless it is someone with the sheriff’s office. . . .”
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Beth Ann said. “I suppose that’s possible, considering

the cover-up Morrell and Riker were involved in.”

They both stood, silent and thoughtful, as Beth Ann

poured the water into the machine, then grabbed an

open can of coffee from where she knew he kept it in

the refrigerator. Once she’d pried off the plastic lid, she

asked, “But if it’s about the accident, what could that

possibly have to do with my mother? I’ll admit, she’s

had her share of detractors, folks who didn’t approve

of the way she lived or were jealous of her money. You

wouldn’t believe the calls and the letters and the visits

we got. Threats, too. She had to change her number

and hire security for a while.”

Mark rubbed his forehead. “Maybe there is no com-

mon thread. I mean, what happened to your mother

was closeup, personal. This—this sniper is shooting

from a distance, keeping hidden. Whoever it is, maybe

he’s not trying to kill, after all. Maybe he just wants me

to leave town.”

“I wouldn’t bet my life on that theory.” She added

one last scoop to the basket before switching on the

coffeemaker.

“Neither would I. And I especially won’t take a

chance with Eli’s safety. The more I think about it, the

more I’m inclined to hire someone to finish up my

business here. I was going to wait until next week to

leave, but proving a point’s not worth the chance of

him getting hurt or traumatized again. Or worse.”

Beth Ann’s throat ached, and loss balled up deep in-

side her. “You’re leaving.” A statement, not a question.

She’d known this day was coming. And of course, Mark

had to put his child’s safety first. It wasn’t as if he’d

made her any promises.
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The coffeemaker gurgled noisily, its brew’s aroma

nudging the bare edge of her awareness.

He stepped nearer, then caught her hand in both of

his. She cursed, feeling herself shaking.

“Beth Ann,” he whispered.

“Don’t. Don’t look at me that way, Mark.” The hunger

in his brown eyes only made things harder. “What hap-

pened between us, it was nice. No, it was much more

that that. It was the most amazing—”

“You called me Jess before.”

She dropped her gaze and tried in vain to pull her

hand away. “This is too hard. I don’t want you to think

I’m trying to dig my claws in, to make you feel obli-

gated just because of one—”

He leaned forward and took her mouth in a kiss that

made her knees weak. Forgetting everything, from the

sheriff and deputies outside to Eli down the hall, she

opened her lips to his tongue, opened her body to a

wave of pleasure, and opened her soul to the knowl-

edge that this was real and right and . . . this was love.

She’d gone and fallen in love for the first time in her life.

And it was as magical and as wonderful as anything

she’d ever known. As big as the prairie sky and as—

She came back to herself as he cupped her breast

and thumbed a nipple. Remembering all those things

she had forgotten, she pushed herself away from him.

Fear poured into the core of her, an icy flood that

chilled her to the marrow.

Love made people stupid. Hadn’t she learned that

lesson from witnessing her mother’s foolishness all

these years? How many times had she watched Lilly

soar with giddy pleasure at some new relationship,

only to crash down into misery when it ended? This
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hormonal high tide could not be trusted. Especially

not with the last thing that she’d remembered from the

crash lodged like a secret splinter in her heart.

“Sorry,” Mark said. “It’s too easy to get carried away

when I’m around you. If we were here alone, oh, God,

the things I want to do to you . . .”

A sensuous chill rippled through her, and she

closed her eyes against the tumble of images his words

prompted.

“Look, Beth Ann, I don’t want this to end, what’s be-

tween us. I’m not sure how it’ll work out, but I do know

one thing. What I feel for you, it’s more than lust. More

than the best sex I’ve ever had. I love you, you, not just

that body, and I want to spend more time together, to

see if we can—”

“Daddy?”

Eli was staring at them, looking from one to another,

clearly trying to make sense of their proximity to each

other. How much had he heard?

Beth Ann sucked in a deep breath. Oxygen—that’s

what she needed. A lungful of clarity to cool her over-

heated brain.

Mark backed away from her and cleared his throat.

“You’d better comb your hair, champ. It’s all sticking up

from changing your shirt. Then we’ll go and get that

scar worked on.”

Eli frowned, but after heaving an impatient sigh, he

headed for the bathroom.

“You might want to grab another shirt, too,” Beth

Ann told Mark. “Yours has blood all over it.”

The pain in his eyes, as he stared back at her, forced

her to look away.

“Beth Ann, you can’t just ignore what I said to you. Or

was I an idiot not to realize you’re sorry we ever made



Head On

257

love?” Bitterness edged his voice. “Guess I should’ve

gotten a clue from the way you were bawling.”

Her head shook. “I’m not sorry. God knows, that’s

not it. And I—I have feelings for you, too, Mark, or I

never would have— Look, we both have a lot on our

plate right now. The sheriff’s out there, and I’m sure

he’ll want to talk to you before you take Eli to Jackrab-

bit General. And I have patients waiting, lots of them.

Please, can we discuss this more tomorrow? Or do you

plan to leave before then?”

“I’ll stay tomorrow, Beth Ann. But whether it’s before

the turkey or after everybody’s sleeping off their pump-

kin pie, you and I are damned well going to talk this

through.”
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Chapter 25

Beth Ann was glad no one else had been available to

see her patients. Her lateness kept her hopping all

through the afternoon and well into the evening as

she raced from one end of the county to the other,

with only one brief pit stop at the house to meet the

Wichita Falls service technician she’d bribed to deliver

her SUV—sans broken glass—and pick up her loaner

car. Afterward, she’d tended Maia and grabbed a sand-

wich, which she ate on the fly. Her patients’needs kept

her from thinking of her own, and when a fifty-two-

year-old woman lost her fight with colon cancer, the

family’s grief kept her professional and focused. As she

raced along a deserted stretch of prairie beneath a

star-strewn sky, she understood that in some strange

way, the act of dealing with their tears had stanched

her own.

Just as it had kept her from thinking of the taste and

smell of sloe gin that came roaring back from the past

while she’d stood in Mark Jessup’s kitchen. Exhausted

from the long day, she flashed onto a fresh memory of
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the sweet, red liqueur, sitting among the bottles Mama

and Daddy once had kept on the top shelf of the

closet.

The sudden shock of recall jolted Beth Ann hard

enough to send her SUV jouncing off the pavement,

where the right wheels crackled over a stony stretch of

shoulder. With a cry catching in her throat, she wres-

tled for control, struggling to put the speeding High-

lander back onto solid pavement. But the tires had

caught in the groove formed by the pavement’s drop

off into eroded gravel so that when she finally wrestled

the SUV back onto the road, it shot across the left lane

and beyond, onto the shoulder and then bounced

down over clumps of tough prairie grasses.

Inches from an old fencepost, she brought the vehi-

cle to a rattling halt and sat frozen, far too terrified to

scream. Too overwhelmed to do anything but shake as

more of that lost evening filled her to overflowing.

The sloe gin was the only alcoholic beverage whose

taste didn’t make her gag. She’d tried all the bottles at

one point or another in the last months, thinking it

would be cool to casually mention how she’d had some

rye or drunk some vodka. But they were all disgusting,

even worse than the beer Scotty had tried and tried to

coax her into drinking. She began to think he must be

right, that she’d never really fit in, not the way she went

all queasy and made excuses whenever his big hands

squeezed her breasts or crept down toward her panties.

If she were normal, she would like it, he’d said, like

practically every other girl on Earth did. He’d hinted that

other girls had offered—she suspected her so-called

friend, Aimee—since Beth Ann was such a prick tease. If

she learned to toss back a few, it would loosen her up,

get her in a party mood and she’d stop being so uptight
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about her dad being sick and getting in her scholarship

applications and all that stuff that made her a boring

loser. On the night Scotty had wondered aloud how she

could be so frigid considering the kind of mother she

had, Beth Ann had finally dumped the jerk for good.

Scotty might be history, but Beth Ann was still deter-

mined to tease loose her knot of worry, determined

enough that she kept gagging down disgusting sips

from bottle after bottle whenever her mom was out and

Dad was resting. She’d nearly given up her quest when

she found the full bottle of cherry Kool-Aid–colored nec-

tar pushed far to the back of the collection.

The stuff wasn’t half bad, especially when Beth Ann

mixed it with some Sprite, and she’d been so damned

relieved, she’d drunk enough to make her dizzy and a

little sick. After cheer practice the next day, she’d made

such a big deal out of it—working it up to be the next

best thing since milk chocolate—that Heidi and Larinda

made her promise to sneak the bottle to the party after

homecoming. Both admitted they weren’t crazy about

beer either. And though she’d seemed unsure at first, shy

little Jordan Jessup had begged the group to promise

she wouldn’t be left out when they tried it. A year

younger than the others, she’d bought her way into the

party by offering to make Jello shots and bring them

along for the ride, too.

So after the Hawks came back from a 0-14 first half

and beat the Electra Tigers with a vengeance, Beth Ann

slipped the bottle into her bag before going to kiss her

dad goodbye in his room.

“I’m real sorry I didn’t get to see you cheer tonight,”he

said as he hugged her, his silvery whiskers scratching

her cheek. “I meant—I wanted to drive over, but my

legs’re givin’me a bucketful of grief this evening.”
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“It’s okay, Dad. I understand,” she said, barely notic-

ing the swelling or the way the big man struggled to

catch his breath. Congestive heart failure, the doctors

had told him. He’d been struggling with it for three years

now, stuttering toward an ending he had promised Beth

Ann was still a long way down the line. She tried not to

think about it, except to work extra hard at school and

with her cheering because it made him so darned

proud. She pretended that his gushing embarrassed her

to pieces, but the truth was, she ate it all up, banking

each word of praise inside her memory against a day—

still distant, she prayed—when her daddy wouldn’t be

there.

“Your mama back yet?”he asked her.

“No.” Beth Ann supposed she sounded sulky. Lord

only knew where her mother had gone after the game

and who she was out with this time. Beth Ann was sick

of all the whispers, but she would rather die than men-

tion it to her poor father. “And she promised me she’d let

me take her car this evening. I really hate to call Larinda

after I said I’d take her and the others to the party. I can’t

stand letting them down. Again.”

Sometimes she’d like to give her mama a good

smack. What an embarrassment.

“I’ll tell you what.” Her father smiled at her. “You see

my keys there, on the dresser. You’re taking my car to-

night.”

“The Camaro?”A thrill zinged through her, pinging off

each nerve ending. Her mother’s station wagon was a

disgrace, with its wood side panels marred by chips and

dents where Lilly had banged into this or that. Because of

Mama’s carelessness—and a fistful of speeding tickets—

Dad refused to let her drive the sports coupe, which had

mostly sat out in the garage in the six months since he
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had bought it. Sleek and black as midnight, it was a

limited-edition I ROC-Z model, her father’s last attempt to

recapture the spirit of his legendary hell-raising youth.

Never had there been any question of Beth Ann’s driving

it before, since her dad insisted it was way too much car

for an inexperienced teenaged driver to handle.

But now he was smiling indulgently and telling her,

“Hell, Beth Ann, I couldn’t be there to see you cheer at

your senior-year homecoming game—least I can do is

find some way to make your evening special. You’ve

been real responsible since you got your license. A sight

better than your mama, between you and me.”

She felt herself blush, pleasure warming her face and

making her tingle to her fingertips. Her “friend” Aimee,

who’d gone down on every damned thing but the Ti-

tanic, had been crowned homecoming queen tonight,

but when Beth Ann drove out to the party, she would be

the envy of all her friends. And Mr. Homecoming King,

Scotty Morrell, who’d had to hitch a ride in his cousin’s

crappy pickup, could darned well eat his heart out. She

might even kiss Mark Jessup if he showed up, just to

watch her ex turn green. As excitement rushed in on

her, she hugged her dad and squealed “I love you”until

he laughed and started coughing.

When he recovered, he said, “Now, you remember,

Beth Ann, that engine’s gotta lot of punch to it. You have

to promise me that you’ll be careful—and take it easy

on that gas pedal.”

After a final squeeze, she gave her solemn word. But

her mind was already busy picturing how she’d look as

she and her friends poured out of the Camaro into the

Kellers’ barnyard, their spirits high and their lips tasting

of the sweet, red nectar of sloe gin.
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Thanksgiving Day

Mark finally cornered Beth Ann in the kitchen when

he carried in the last few pumpkin pie plates. He’d

been trying to steal a private word with her all day, but

he had barely been able to get her to make eye con-

tact, and she’d come up with pretext after pretext to

keep from being alone with him.

As she turned, he realized that she was talking on

the phone. “Please, Rosario. You have the new key—it’s

a good lock—and you have the new alarm code.

Come back to work tomorrow. You don’t have to wear

that silly uniform. Burn the darned thing for all I care.

And you can bring your sister, if that would help you to

feel safer.”

There was a pause; then Beth Ann rolled her eyes.

“Yes, I’ll pay your sister for her time, too. Thanks,

Rosario. You know I could never keep up this house

without you.”

As she hung up, she shook her head. “My house-

keeper thinks the place is haunted. It probably is—by

dust bunnies, since she hasn’t been coming. Not that I

blame her. She was the one who found . . .”

Her gaze went vacant, and Mark knew Beth Ann was

reliving the one nightmare she recalled in full.

“Great dessert,” he said, too loudly, to distract her.

“You must’ve worked your fingers to the bone on all

that delicious food.”

She nodded, then turned to fill the sink with sudsy

water. She had served the pie on fragile, gold-edged

plates—her Mama’s best, she’d explained solemnly—

with fussy silver forks, none of which looked likely to

survive the dishwasher. Fortunately, Cheryl’s girls and
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Eli had had no accidents, and Mark was happy to de-

liver what Beth Ann called the “frou-frou ware” intact.

“Is Cheryl coming with the rest?” Beth Ann said over

her shoulder. She looked anxious, as if his presence

unnerved her no less than her memories.

“No, this is all of it. Besides, Cheryl’s conked out on

the sofa, and it’s my turn to help, anyway, since you

two refused to let me wash up the dinner dishes.”

“Well, somebody had to watch the kiddos,” she said.

Avoiding eye contact again.

He shook his head. “They’ve been playing board

games, fussing over Maia, and watching videos in the

media room all day—which is what they’re doing right

now. At least the ones who haven’t dropped off yet. My

theory is you’re just a sexist about men in the kitchen.

This is nothing but discrimination.”

That got a smile from her. About damned time, he

thought.

“Maybe I was trying to keep you from stealing all my

culinary secrets. I’d hate for you and Eli to open a big

restaurant chain in Pittsburgh and cut me out of the

profits.”

This kitchen certainly looked like something a gour-

met chef would use. Her mother had had all the high-

end accoutrements put into it, from coffee brown,

deeply spangled granite counters to top-of-the line ap-

pliances to enough rich, custom wood cabinets to

hide a vast arsenal of cooking gizmos. He spotted Beth

Ann’s cane leaning against the L-bend in those cabi-

nets, out of the way so she could keep both her hands

free. He still detected the scent of turkey, yet he didn’t

find a single splotch of grease or crumb, though the

two women hadn’t spent long cleaning up.

Grinning, he threw open the huge, state-of-the-art re-
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frigerator and gestured toward the pie box, which bore

a label from Sandi Sawyer’s bed and breakfast. As did

the containers of leftover cornbread stuffing and can-

died sweet potatoes. And the turkey, too. “Gotcha.

Some culinary secret, faker.”

“Huh,” said Beth Ann. “Did that so-called, soon-to-

be-ex best friend of mine rat me out?”

“Actually, it wasn’t Cheryl. An anonymous caller

phoned around midnight to tell me you’d been seen

loading up your SUV at Mrs. Sawyer’s under the cover of

darkness.And that you really couldn’t cook a lick, if that’s

what I was counting on to keep my son and me fed.”

Beth Ann’s laughter echoed through the kitchen.

“Did this ‘anonymous caller’ by any chance have

Aimee Gustavsen’s patented come-hither drawl?”

“Well, now that you mention it . . .” He was still

pissed over Aimee’s idiotic effort to cause trouble. Be-

sides that, she’d woken him from a great dream involv-

ing a certain gorgeous redhead he was itching to get

his hands on again soon.

“I could learn to cook if I wanted to,” Beth Ann was

quick to point out. “But what the devil’s the use of hav-

ing money if it doesn’t get you out of doing stuff you

don’t like?”

“Can’t argue with that.” He looked her up and down

and was disappointed when she tensed. “I was only go-

ing to say you look tired, Beth Ann. I wasn’t planning

to jump your bones here in the kitchen. Although, I

have to confess, the thought has crossed my mind.”

About every fifteen seconds . . .

“I’m sorry. Yesterday was . . . awful. I still haven’t got-

ten over hearing those shots and wondering whether

you’d been hit, or Eli.” Turning from him, she plunged

her hands beneath the suds and stared out through a
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window. It overlooked the backyard pool, which re-

flected the bruised colors of the twilight sky.

“Lord, I wish the sheriff and his men would catch

someone,” she said. “They’ve been striking out on all

counts lately. This all seems like one never-ending

nightmare.”

He moved behind her, placed a hand on each of her

hips and breathed in the lightly floral fragrance of her

hair, which she’d scraped back and clamped into a

hairclip. It was all he could do not to tease loose the

soft strands at her neck, to rub their silkiness between

his fingers.

“Let me take care of those dishes,” he insisted. “You

sit right here on the barstool.”

A shiver rippled through her, probably because he’d

all but blown the suggestion, hot and soft, into her ear.

Instead of arguing, she wiped her hands on a linen

dishtowel and let him lead her to the island counter,

where she took a seat. “I am tired,” she admitted. “I

worked late, and then I was up worrying half the night.

And thinking about how this was going to be my first

big holiday without Mama.”

She shook her head, moisture gleaming at the lower

rims of her eyes. “Not that the famous Lilly Decker was

all that much fun at holidays. Half the time she just sat

chain-smoking and sipping whiskey sours while she

moped about how her latest big love couldn’t be here.

Usually because he was with his wife and family. And

when one of her, ah, gentlemen did drop by, she’d quit

sipping and start tossing back those drinks in earnest.

Then there’d be some carryin’ on, loud music—it

could get a little sloppy. Mama might not’ve been an

educated woman, but the one bit of Latin she under-

stood real well was carpe diem.”
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Beth Ann smiled at some memory. She clearly

missed the woman, for all of Lilly’s foibles.

“I wish my dad had seized the day a little better.”

Mark washed another plate, then rinsed it and placed it

in the dish drain.“After Jordan died, the man just plain

gave up. I wish I could’ve been there for him. Maybe

there was some way I could have made a difference.”

“You did. You forgave him. And you came back here

for him and helped him get to know his grandson be-

fore he died.”

“For all it meant to him.”

“It meant a lot,” she assured him, “even if he couldn’t

show it.”

“I’d like to think that’s true. That this whole trip

wasn’t wasted.”

When he noticed the way her expression closed off,

he cursed himself as an idiot. “Except for getting to

know you. I’d never count that as a waste.”

“Nice save, Mr. Smooth.”

He laughed. “It’s good to see you smiling. I’ve been

worried about you today. And about us, too.”

She gave her head a shake. “There isn’t an ‘us,’ Mark.

Just a special memory.”

“Why, Beth Ann? Distance doesn’t have to end this.

Not with phones and e-mail—you do have a com-

puter, don’t you?” At her nod, he continued. “And you

can come and visit us, get an idea about how you’d

like living in the Northeast.”

She simply stared at him, the color fading from her

face. His heartbeat raced in response to the sight.

“What’s wrong? Am I moving too fast for you? Maybe

I am, but I don’t want to blow this thing between us just

because I need to get my son away.” He knew he was

talking too much, risking too much, but every passing
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moment weighed on him as a lost chance. “I meant

what I said yesterday. Since I was a kid, I’ve had a thing

for you; you know that. But that was just a crush, noth-

ing compared to the way I feel now that I’ve gotten to

know you as a woman. Sure, we have some things to

work out, and you need time to decide what you feel.

But for my part, I love you, Beth Ann, and that’s not go-

ing to change whether I’m in Pittsburgh or on Pluto. I’d

like to get you clear of Hatcher County, too. I want you

with me, Beth Ann.”

She sighed. “Your feelings could change, Mark. And

they will change. When I tell you everything I know

about the accident, everything I’ve remembered.”

“Beth Ann, that was years ago. It’s all water under the

bridge. There’s nothing you could tell me that would

make one bit of differ—”

“We were drinking that night, Mark, the other girls and

I. Passing around a bottle I’d filched from my parents and

downing Jello shots as fast as we could. I was drinking

that night, even though I was behind the wheel.”

He winced, but shook his head without a moment’s

hesitation. “At this point, what does it matter?”

All he wanted was to put that night behind him. Be-

hind them, in the hope they could move forward.

“Of course it matters,” she insisted. “I was a damned

idiot.”

“I’ll agree it was a stupid thing to do.”

“Incredibly stupid, irresponsible, and let’s not forget

criminal, while we’re at it. Don’t you see? It was my

fault. We were passing the stuff around and laughing,

and I got so distracted, I didn’t look both ways before

pulling out—”

“And I was in the wrong lane, thanks to Calvert and

his buddies.”
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“Jordan saw. She screamed for me to stop, but I must

have been impaired because the brake felt like I was

mashing down through whipped cream. For all I know,

I pushed the gas pedal instead.”

Mark closed his eyes and dragged in a deep breath,

giving himself a moment to sort out how he felt about

this possibility. Yes, anger was flashing through the

mixture, and grief, too, at the mention of his sister’s cry,

which meant that she had seen death bearing down

on her, that she’d been scared in that last moment. But

relief was there, too, in the strange brew of his emo-

tions. Stark gratitude that he was not the only one to

blame.

“I’m so sorry.” Emotion clotted Beth Ann’s voice, and

he thought she might be crying.

Some vindictive facet of him thought: Good for you.

Now you know how I felt, how I’ve felt all these years.

How it feels when your apologies mean nothing against

the enormity of what you did.

But that small, mean impulse crumbled like ash

against her pain: a raw, fresh wound compared to the

scar tissue he’d been living with for so long. After drying

his hands, he went to her. She stood and looked into

his face. “I’ll never be able to tell you how very, very—”

He stopped her by wrapping his arms around her.

He stroked her back and whispered, “I know how

sorry, Beth Ann. I know.”

“You do.” She sniffled, then reached for a napkin

and used it to blow her nose. “You’re the only one who

could begin to understand it.”

He removed her hair clip, which was poking his

shoulder, and smoothed her soft hair as it tumbled

free. “When did you remember, Beth Ann?”

“It started yesterday at your house. The rest came
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when I was driving home last night. It crushed me like

a landslide. I nearly had a wreck.”

“No wonder you didn’t sleep.”

He felt her nod against him.

“I didn’t know what I should do, and I was so

scared.”

“Scared of what?” he asked her.

“Of telling you, for one thing. You’ve taken all the

blame for so long. Calvert’s share, and his friends’, Jim

Morrell’s and Pete’s. And mine, too, it turns out.”

Doubt flickered through his consciousness, eating

away at both relief and pity. “There’s blame enough to

go around—if what you say really happened.”

Her head shook. “But it hasn’t gone around, Mark.

That’s what needs to be fixed.”

“I don’t understand what you mean. I don’t want

anyone else hurt or sued or in jail, Beth Ann. Least of

all, the woman I love.”

She pushed herself away from his chest to stare up

into his face. “How could you possibly still think you

love me?”

“I don’t think I love you,” he said. “I know it. I love

you for your gentleness with kids and animals and dy-

ing people. I love your smart mouth and that sexy hair

and the way you say exactly what’s on your mind. And

I love your courage, too. I can’t think of another

woman who’d have been brave enough to tell me what

you just did. Do you remember when I said how I was

afraid, back in school, that you were too good for me?

I still think that, Beth Ann, only now that I’ve had a

taste of you, I’m never backing down.”

The words reverberated off the hard surfaces

around them, words that Mark could not believe had

come out of his mouth. But it was too late to take them
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back, too late to worry that he’d made a fool of himself

or scared her off by coming on too strong. There was

nothing left except to wait and see how she reacted.

Clearly stunned, Beth Ann blinked up at him until

she finally asked, “You finished?”

His heart sank. “Finished what?”

Mischief sparkled in her blue eyes. “Finished listing

all the stuff you love about me. I could go on listening

forever.”

He laughed before he kissed her, and the joy of it

overrode the anguish and the anger her admission had

churned up. For he tasted hope on her lips, hope that

he could have a lifetime with this woman and that she

might learn to feel for him the way he did for her.

As he deepened the kiss, she sucked at his lower lip,

which sent a jolt of pure lust through his body and had

his hand reaching up to massage one of her full breasts.

She moaned deep in her throat and squirmed against

him, shifting one leg so that her thigh rubbed up against

his stiffness. He was already fumbling with the top but-

ton of her jeans when rational thought hit him.

He’d never realized how much he hated rational

thought.

Stepping back from her, he dragged in a deep

breath.

“No more of that,” he told her, “unless you want one

of those kids walking in on me tearing off your clothes

and doing you right here.” He slapped the counter with

a palm. Something in the contrast of the hard, cool

surface with Beth Ann’s soft warmth, along with the

odd, refractive qualities of the granite, made the ex-

panse surprisingly appealing.

“That sounds just about perfect,” she said dreamily,

“except for the part about getting interrupted. And
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contributing to the delinquency of someone other

than yourself.”

Lust arced through him at her sultry tone. “Damn it,

Beth Ann. I’m going to bust a zipper if you don’t stop.”

She edged so close they were nearly touching, then

threw his earlier words back at him in a whisper. “The

things I want to do to you, Mark . . . The things I want

to do.”

Aching now in earnest, he had to turn away. “Four lit-

tle kids,” he said, mainly to remind himself. “Four little

kids in the house and your best friend in the next room.”

Her sigh sounded every bit as frustrated as he felt.

Served her right, he thought, though he wanted her

too badly to take much pleasure in her pain.

“How about a rain check?” he asked and dared an-

other look at her. “In Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Pack up

your things and come home with us, Beth Ann. Come

home and be mine. Again and again and again.”

But both the arousal and the playfulness had al-

ready ebbed from her expression.

“I can’t just run from this—I love you too much.” She

was staring directly into his eyes, and through some trick

of the lighting or emotion, her own burned sapphire-

bright. “Too much to let you keep carrying this burden. A

lot of people in Eudena hate you, possibly enough that

one of them is shooting at you and your child. For some-

thing that was more my fault than yours. And that’s not

even counting the parts Gene Calvert and his buddies,

Pete Riker, and Jim Morrell played. I can’t understand

why you’d want to let all of us get off scot free.”

“What difference does it make what a few nutcases

think if you and I don’t live here? Come on, Beth Ann.

There’s a lot more to this world than this two-bit patch

of—”
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“This is my home, Mark, and the people in it matter.

Their opinions matter to you, too, if you’d let yourself

admit it.”

“You can’t honestly be thinking of telling this mem-

ory of yours to anyone. First of all, how can you be cer-

tain that’s the way it really happened, that your mind

hasn’t started inventing details because our involve-

ment’s stirred up a lot of troubling emotions?”

“I know it really happened. Do you think I’d make

up something like this? Being around you has been

the key, that’s all. It’s unlocked what’s always been

there.”

“I’m not so sure about that, Beth Ann. First of all, you

had a serious head injury, serious enough to put you in

a coma. And even if that weren’t true, memory changes

over time, with everything shifting to fit a person’s

hopes or fears or some piece of an old book or movie.

Events get jumbled, mixed together. By this time, Gene

Calvert recalls a different version of that night than I do.

Pete Riker’s probably painted himself as a hero. Scotty

Morrell might have put it out of his mind completely.

And who’s to say that what I told you is exactly what

took place? I certainly believe it is, but I saw this show a

while back. It showed these experiments with filmed

events—they played those and then interviewed the

people involved years later. You can’t imagine the ways

the different participants described what happened.

Every one of them had a different version. And as the

years progressed, their stories changed, too.”

“This isn’t some experiment, and it damned well

isn’t wishful thinking.” Beth Ann frowned, clearly trou-

bled by the fact that he was questioning her story.

“Even if the incident with the drinking really hap-

pened the way you described,” he said, “this was six-
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teen years ago. Who would it be helping, reopening

those old wounds?”

“You, for one thing. It would make people realize

they’ve misjudged you.”

“Don’t do me any favors. I still did what I did. I made

a choice to run from those guys in a moving vehicle. A

choice to speed, to escalate things, just to save myself

a beating.”

She traced the scar beneath his eye with the warm

tip of her finger. “But they could’ve hurt you terribly,

maybe even killed you.”

“At the time, I thought the same thing, but now, I

can’t imagine it really would’ve gone that far. These

guys were kids, not killers. And when I sped off down

that dark road, I put other people at risk. I accept my

responsibility. As terrible as it is, I’ve learned to live

with it. What I can’t live with is the thought of ripping

open those old wounds, both mine and the families of

the dead girls. Let them rest in peace, Beth Ann. Let all

of us—”

“It’s not right, Mark, letting this go. Letting Calvert,

the sheriff, all of them get away with the things they

did. Letting people keep thinking I’m nothing but Eu-

dena’s Official Tragic Figure when I’m as responsible

for what happened as you or anybody else. And Gene

Calvert and his friends didn’t beat you up and try to

run you out of town for nothing. They know what you

know, and they don’t want it getting out to hurt them.”

“And these are the kind of people you think matter?”

“Of course not, but there are lots of other people in

this town. Good people who look out for each other’s

kids, help neighbors when they need it. Some even

volunteered to take care of your father when he’d

barely spoken to anyone in years.”
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“Okay, so there are good people in this town, too.

But I can’t see how any of them would be helped by

bringing this all up again. Please, Beth Ann, let this go,”

he pleaded. “It’s not healthy to keep looking backward.

The best thing, the only real choice, is to keep moving

forward and never mention this again.”

“But don’t you see? Everything keeps pointing me

back to that night. My mother left the clippings in a

safe deposit box for me to find, and then there was the

date—she kept it hidden in that big globe. It’s a mes-

sage, Mark, a way to tell me the truth is what’s impor-

tant. The truth about the accident.”

He shook his head. “I can’t imagine that your

mother, of all people, would want you wallowing in

old pain. From what you’ve said about her, she lived

for the moment. Which seems like a damned good

idea. It’s bad enough we had to suffer through the past

once; let’s not live through it all over.”

“Did burying the past help with your father?” she de-

manded. “You came back here to set things right, but it

never happened because you both refused to discuss

what drove the two of you apart. Neither one of you

would face the truth head on.”

A rush of anger seared his skin. “Don’t bring up my

father. And don’t rake up any more old shit about this

crash. I’m tired of being defined by a terrible thing that

happened when I was seventeen years old. I’ve done

things since then. I’ve worked, I’ve gone to college, I’ve

started up and run a company. I’ve loved a woman, fa-

thered a fine son, and I’m doing my level best to raise

him to feel the acceptance I missed out on from my fa-

ther and this town. I’ve paid the debt society de-

manded, and I have moved on with my life. And if you

think for one damned minute your dredging up all this
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garbage will somehow make things better for you, for

me, for Heidi’s family or Larinda’s father, you’re living

in a dream world.”

Her gaze turned deadly cold. “I don’t appreciate

your talking down to me. And I also don’t appreciate

the implication that I haven’t done a thing with my

life.”

“I wasn’t trying to compare us, and I wasn’t talking

down to you.”

“Yes, you were, on both counts. First you try to talk

me out of what I remember, and now—”

“Maybe I don’t want to see you hurt, Beth Ann.

Maybe I think I’ve paid dues enough for both of us

without you sacrificing yourself, too. And I would

never diminish what you’ve done with your life. I’ve

seen up close, with my father, the importance of your

work. And while I never could get my relationship with

my dad right, you stuck it out with your mom, even

though that couldn’t have been easy.”

“I’m really sorry, Mark. Sorry if I hurt you by bringing

up your dad. I still think I’m right about getting the

truth out in the open, but that wasn’t fighting fair. And

if there’s going to be some chance for us, I need to

learn to do that.”

Remembering Rachel’s no-holds-barred style of

combat, Beth Ann’s maturity impressed him. And

made him ashamed of the strength of his reaction.

“And I’m sorry if I chewed your head off. I just want

you to promise me you won’t do anything rash.”

“Like what?”

“Like talking about this drinking thing with other

people.”

She grimaced. “So you expect me to carry around

this secret? You know, Mark, you’ve had sixteen years
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to come to grips with your part in this, but mine is all

new to me.”

“If it’s true,” he repeated.

In the silence that followed, he felt a wall come up

between them.

After an uncomfortable span, she finally asked,

“What time do you expect to leave?”

So this is it, he thought. She wasn’t going to make

that promise, which meant anything could happen. Up

to and including some reporter pounding on the door

of his townhouse in Pittsburgh on a mission to remind

the whole world of his greatest nightmare. Though part

of him understood the way Beth Ann felt, the rest

cursed her stubbornness—and her naiveté. Did she re-

ally believe that ridiculous old saw, The truth will set

you free?

“I’m not sure,” he answered. “Probably late tomor-

row. I still have to call some people, work out details

about getting the house ready to put on the market

and arrange to have my father’s last bills forwarded to

me in Pennsylvania. And there’s some last-minute

packing to consider. We may even end up waiting and

leaving Saturday.”

He vowed to himself that he’d watch Eli like a hawk

until that moment.

“Promise me you’ll call.” She sounded resigned to

his leaving, and sad, too. “Promise you’ll give me a

chance to see the two of you before you go.”

It bothered him that she was asking for a promise

when she refused to give one, but he could not bear to

deny her. “Sure, Beth Ann. I won’t forget.”

And he wouldn’t. Even if it turned out to be their last

goodbye.
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Chapter 26

By the time he reached the house and tucked his thor-

oughly worn-out son beneath the covers, Mark was

more disturbed and out of sorts than he had felt in

years. As he walked the dark rooms, images of Beth

Ann, past and present, vied with flashes of his sister

screaming and his father dying, with memories of his

mother’s stricken face when she came to collect him

from Jackrabbit General’s ER, where a doctor had

stitched him up and treated him for shock after the

crash. He remembered Sheriff Morrell snapping on the

handcuffs, Pete Riker pushing him in the patrol car’s

backseat. A closing cell door clanged in Mark’s mem-

ory, a sound that still made him jump when he heard it

on a TV show or dreamed it in a nightmare.

There had been so much loss, so much waste. And

his relationship with Beth Ann seemed all too likely to

end up on the same scrap heap because of her stub-

born self-righteousness. With no idea how to fix the sit-

uation, Mark went to the family room, picked up the

phone, and started dialing.
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When a man’s voice answered, Mark asked to speak

to Aimee Gustavsen. He didn’t care that it was almost

ten P.M. on Thanksgiving. He was in too foul a mood to

observe the niceties, especially considering how late

she’d phoned him last night.

Deputy Ted Gustavsen, a former Red Hawks fullback

who had graduated a couple of years ahead of Mark’s

class, hesitated before calling his wife to the phone.

Despite his frame of mind, Mark pitied the man; Gus-

tavsen had seemed like a decent enough guy in

school, too friendly and good-natured to deserve a

woman hell-bent on cheating.

“Hello?”

“Mark Jessup here.”

“Just a minute, Mr. Jessup,” she said, before covering

her phone’s mouthpiece and murmuring something to

her husband about some urgent matter related to an

upcoming closing on a property. Mark heard her mov-

ing around, and then she came back on the line.

“So you’ve changed your mind.” A promise of plea-

sure honeyed her voice, as it had on numerous occa-

sions. “But the thing is, sugar, I don’t see how I can get

away this evening.”

“I haven’t changed my mind.” Mark knew he

sounded harsh, but he didn’t particularly care. “I just

called to say that if you want that commission, you

need to refrain from making anonymous calls regard-

ing Beth Ann Decker.”

Aimee started to stammer a denial, but he wasn’t

having any of it.

“Give me some credit, will you? Listen, Aimee, what-

ever stupid little high school rivalry’s still simmering on

your back burner, it’s way past time to turn the heat off.

And I’ll be gone tomorrow or the next day anyway.”
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“I’m terribly hurt, Mark—” Her pout came through

loud and clear “—that you would make such an accu-

sation. Believe me, the last woman I need to compete

with is some cripple who’s never even had a man in

her life.”

“You can’t compete with Beth Ann,” he growled, “not

in heart or warmth or loyalty.”

And not in beauty either, to his thinking, though he

had noticed the faint scars on Beth Ann’s face and the

more pronounced ones that marked the smooth skin

of her left leg and her back. He knew that a lot of men

would prefer Aimee’s flash over Beth Ann’s substance,

but Mark wasn’t looking for a quick, adulterous foray.

He was looking for a woman who understood commit-

ment. A woman who was worthy of forever.

“Fortunately,” drawled Aimee, “most men can find all

those same qualities in a good hound. When they go

looking to fill other needs, there’s simply no one to

compare to me, love.”

Mark grimaced. She was right. There was no com-

parison to Aimee, especially when it came to ego. He

couldn’t imagine what he had been thinking to offer

her the consolation of handling his real estate deal-

ings. But considering how abrasive he’d been, Aimee’s

vain words were probably no more than self-defense.

At least he hoped she wasn’t quite as narcissistic as

she sounded.

“Look,” she continued, “I understand if you feel

sorry for Poor Beth Ann.”

“You’d better not let her hear you say that.” When

Mark had last dropped by Stillwater’s Hardware to pick

up the things he’d need to fix a broken faucet, he’d

overheard several old men laughing over the story of

Beth Ann threatening the sheriff. On the spot, the
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geezers had solemnly rechristened her “Rich Beth

Ann.” Afterward, they’d returned to speculating about

the Red Hawks’ chances in the play-offs in what might

be the school’s last year to field a full team, thanks to

the decline in its enrollment.

“Oh, please,” said Aimee. “I’ve known Beth Ann

since kindergarten, same as you have. You know I’d

never do or say a thing to hurt my good friend.”

“See that you don’t, Aimee, and we’ll do business

just fine.”

After ending the call, Mark cursed himself. He’d ac-

complished nothing, neither burning off his anxiety

over the threat of violence nor his worry over what

Beth Ann would do. Despite his exhaustion, it took

hours for sleep to find him. And even then his dreams

were threaded with dark echoes past and present . . .

along with Aimee’s promise that she would never hurt

her lifelong friend.

“Please don’t look at me that way,” Beth Ann scolded

Maia, who was staring expectantly. “We’ll have a good,

long walk this afternoon—I promise.”

Anxiety had kept her up so late that when she finally

dropped off sometime after two, Beth Ann had ended

up sleeping straight through her alarm. By the time

Maia finally woke her to go out, there was no time for

their normal, somewhat leisurely routine. And rushing

in the morning always put Beth Ann in a bad mood,

especially since she’d come no closer to deciding

what to do about the things she had remembered.

Should she speak up and lose any shot of happiness

with Mark, or keep silent and lose her self-respect?

Unease knotted in her stomach at the thought. Still,

she felt guilty when Maia gave her a last, pleading look
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before slinking from the bedroom. When Beth Ann

came downstairs, the Lab waited near the front door,

her leash clamped in her strong jaws and her thick tail

fanning hopefully.

Sinking onto a lower step as Maia approached, Beth

Ann looked into the soulful brown eyes and then

hugged the furry neck.

“I’m a rotten mama, aren’t I?” Since she couldn’t

even manage to please an animal who demanded lit-

tle more than routine, it was probably a good thing she

had no children—that she would almost surely never

have them. At the thought of Eli, Beth Ann fought an

urge to revisit the familiar harbor of self-pity. A mem-

ory of Mark’s disappointment with her last night re-

turned as well, threatening to push her head beneath

the dark waters.

“Damned if I’m drowning in that slop this morning,”

she vowed, and Maia rewarded her by dropping the

leash to lick her cheek.

Laughing as she wiped her face, Beth Ann won-

dered how she could have lived without the company

of such a forgiving creature all these years. As quickly

as she could, she fixed herself peanut-butter toast and

settled for a cup of instant coffee while waiting for the

dog to take care of business in the backyard.

With Maia safely inside, Beth Ann picked up the

leash from the floor and hung it back on its hook in

the laundry room. While there, she happened to

glance at the file of clippings and the Mercedes man-

ual, which she had left on top of the washer.

She should have put that stuff away already. Since

Rosario would be here to clean this morning—thank

goodness—Beth Ann decided she had better get the

morbid articles and photos out of sight. But in her
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hurry, she dropped the whole damned packet and had

to lower herself into an awkward squat to gather the

pages.

Holding her breath—mainly to keep from cursing

her clumsiness—Beth Ann tried not to look at the

pages she was grabbing, tried not to think of how her

decision to drink that night could have made the cru-

cial difference. But as damning as the headlines felt, it

was another item that snagged her attention: a stapled

set of papers that had fallen loose from inside the Mer-

cedes manual.

At first, Beth Ann thought nothing of the receipt for

five hundred sixty-nine dollars from a Fort Worth busi-

ness called Custom Concepts—until she saw the

words secured compartment—rear deck. On the back

of the page, in her mother’s childish handwriting, was

the notation, Underneath trunk carpet—if anything

happens to me, take to Texas Rangers.

“Oh, my God.” Beth Ann could barely squeeze the

words out, her heart was pounding so hard. Her mother

had known she was in danger. Had suspected, yet

blithely gone on dancing, gambling, and carousing . . .

“Like there’s no tomorrow,” Beth Ann murmured,

quoting one of her mama’s favorite lines. Was the risk

part of the reason? Had Lilly seen death coming?

Seen it, yet said nothing, though she’d clearly gone

to great pains to conceal whatever it was she wanted

Beth Ann to give to the authorities. Such great pains

that Beth Ann had already traded in the car.

After rising so quickly that she lost her balance and

barely caught herself with her cane, Beth Ann hurried

to her study and pulled out the paperwork she’d gotten

when she’d bought the Highlander. There it was—her

salesman’s number. Maia looked on anxiously as her
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mistress dialed and swore when she reached the deal-

ership’s answering machine, which explained that the

business would reopen at ten o’clock that morning.

With a glance at the small clock on her desktop,

Beth Ann cursed anew. Almost two hours, she realized.

Two hours to find out whether the Mercedes had been

sold yet.
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Chapter 27

“So, are you making any progress on the case?”

Damon would have recognized Katie Hill’s voice

anywhere, but he still glanced up from an ancient

computer the sheriff’s office shared with the fire de-

partment down the hall. Partly, he looked because his

eyes were crossing with the monotony of transcribing

yet another of Deputy Ted Gustavsen’s nearly illegible

sets of interview notes. But mainly, Damon did it for

the sheer pleasure of looking into Katie’s gorgeous

brown eyes and feeling the little punch of pleasure

that set his heart racing.

“Hi, Katie,” he said. “That’s a real pretty blouse you’ve

got on. And I like your skirt, too.”

The instant the words were out, Damon kicked him-

self, wondering if she’d think he had commented on

the skirt because his gaze was glued to her thighs. Or if

he liked the slightly stretchy white blouse because it

made the most of her small, pert breasts. Would she

think he was some kind of sex fiend? Or maybe she’d

believe he was one of those Brokeback boys who no-
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ticed women’s fashions but didn’t give two hoots about

the girls inside them.

But his misery was cut short when she smiled and

thanked him, her cheeks coloring. He fantasized that

she had chosen this morning’s outfit in the hope he

would notice, that she was slipping in to see him on her

break because she felt a little of the same magic that vi-

brated in his stomach every time they were together.

“From what I’m seeing here,” he told her as he

tapped a knuckle to the notes, “we’re leaning toward

the dopers and the petty thieves, interviewing the

county’s rougher types to see if any of ’em got himself

the idea of a fat payday over at the Lucky Pull. This in-

terview’s with Gene Calvert, taken over at the jail.”

Calvert had denied any involvement, of course,

claiming his common-law wife would give him an al-

ibi. But everybody knew the mechanic had her so

cowed she would swear to anything.

Calvert had also denied owning a firearm or having

any knowledge of who had shot at Beth Ann Decker

and Mark Jessup. Since he’d been behind bars when

the incident with Jessup’s son occurred, it was pretty

clear he hadn’t done it, but Damon wouldn’t count out

the man’s employee, Donny Ray.

“What about you?” Katie asked. “Do you think it was

just some troublemaker or a drifter who killed her? Do

you think the rest of us are safe? My mama—she’s been

really nervous, checking all the locks and going on

about some sex-crazed killer out to get Eudena’s

women.”

Damon could barely suppress a smile at the idea that

Katie would be interested in his take on the Decker

killing. Heaven only knew nobody else was. From his
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own home, where he didn’t dare bring up the subject,

to work, where despite the sheriff’s leniency, he was be-

ing assigned more and more clerical duties, Damon’s

theorizing had been systematically shut down.

“You can tell your mother I don’t think she needs to

worry,” he said, rapidly warming to the forbidden

topic. “I still think Lilly Decker’s killer must be someone

who knew her well. Whoever broke into the Lucky Pull

and assaulted Beth Ann later was easily frightened off.

But the—uh—the manner of Mrs. Decker’s death was

so violent, so personal, and so clearly connected to

the victim’s—her um—her sexuality, that I can’t help

thinking her assailant was somehow threatened by the

way Mrs. Decker lived her li—”

The sound of a throat clearing had Damon’s head

whipping toward the open doorway, which was cur-

rently filled by a doleful-looking Sheriff Morrell. Oh,

holy shit. Damon hoped like hell a puddle wasn’t

spreading under the rickety, straight-backed office

chair where he was sitting.

“You finished printing that report yet?” Morrell’s

deep rumble was the throaty growl of an old lion.

“No, sir. But I’m on it, sir.”

“Good. You bring it to me in my office, won’t you?

Within the next ten minutes.”

Damon promised that he would, though with his

typing skills, the timing would be a near thing.

“We’ll talk then,” Morrell said ominously before nod-

ding at Katie. “Miss Hill.”

“I was—I was just going back,” she said. “My break’s

nearly over anyway, and Deputy Gustavsen won’t like it

if I show up late to relieve him.”

Damon heard Morrell’s heavy footsteps retreating
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toward his office down the hallway. Damon didn’t

look, though. He was too busy trying to push his usual

fifteen words a minute up to fifty.

“Sorry, Damon,” Katie whispered. “I hope I didn’t get

you into trouble.”

“I’ll forgive you,” he said, backing up the cursor to

correct a typo, “as long as you’ll have dinner with me

tomorrow night at the China Lotus.”

“Okay, Damon,” she said brightly. “But didn’t you

hear? The China Lotus has closed down. The Chens are

leaving town to go cook someplace in Dallas.”

“The Blue Coyote, then.” Since the DQ—which gave

Damon deep-fat fryer flashbacks—was the only other

choice. . . .

Katie smiled and nodded. “Why don’t you call me

about the details later, after we get off?”

With a goofy smile plastered on his face, he finished

his transcription in record time. By the time he

changed the ink cartridge on the sorry printer and got

it to spit out the pages, however, a glance at his watch

showed that close to twenty minutes had whizzed past.

A choking sensation lodged in his throat, and he hesi-

tated at Sheriff Morrell’s office door, only to hear a

woman speaking inside.

“He told me all about it, Sheriff.” Tartly feminine, the

voice was familiar, yet Damon could not immediately

place it. “I know what went on with Gene Calvert,

Donny Ray, Xavier, and your boy, and I know about the

cover-up.”

Beth Ann Decker, Damon realized, but what the devil

did she mean about a cover-up? One part of him—the

part that always scolded in his father’s voice—warned

Damon that if he wanted to remain a Hatcher County

deputy, he should immediately move away from the
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door and go back to type another transcript. But the cu-

rious part, the one that for so long routinely exasperated

his parents, his former teachers, and his employers,

rooted Damon to the spot. Pretending to reposition

mixed-up pages from his transcript, he listened in on

the conversation in the office.

“I don’t know what that Jessup boy’s been fillin’your

head with.” Morrell sounded breezy, unconcerned by

her charge. “But we don’t have ourselves some kind of

Watergate conspiracy right here in Hatcher County.”

“Mark Jessup never should’ve gone to jail—or at

least, not alone.”

“Well, Beth Ann, I can’t think what you would really

know about it, other than hearsay from a convicted

felon who everybody in Eudena knows is hot to get

you in bed. If you weren’t so shook up, what with your

mama passing the way she did and that other break-in,

I’d expect you to have better sense than to fall for some

smooth-talking—”

“Don’t patronize me, Sheriff. What Mark told me just

plain fits, on a lot of levels. But though I think it’s repre-

hensible, I’m not here to call you on what you did six-

teen years ago.”

“I’ve been damned tolerant lately.” If Morrell had

sounded like a lion earlier, he was a grizzly this time,

all snarls. “First, you showed up at a house of worship

on the Sabbath, accusing me of ignorin’ Mark Jessup

as a murder suspect. And now you’re saying I set him

up to cover for my boy and his friends.”

“What about me?” she demanded, clearly unafraid

of Morrell’s bluster. “Were you covering for me, too?”

If there was an answer, Damon didn’t hear it.

“Well?” Beth Ann pressed, and though Damon

wished she’d stop, he had to hand it to her. There



Colleen Thompson

290

weren’t many grown men in Hatcher County, let alone

ladies, who’d go toe-to-toe with Jim Morrell the way

she was. There was something damned scary about

that man when he got riled.

“Just tell me what you’re getting at.” Annoyance fil-

tered through Morrell’s resignation. “Whatever fool

idea you’ve come up with, I might just as well hear

about it, since I’m sure you won’t give me any peace

until we talk this through.”

“You know I haven’t been able to remember much

of anything about the crash.”

“Understandable, what with the way it busted you

up.” Morrell’s anger softened yet one more degree. “I

still remember that night, Beth Ann. I still have night-

mares about the things I saw after Riker called me out

there. You might think a fellow in my line of business

gets used to seeing hard things. But when it involves

young people like that accident . . . there’s no forget-

ting those poor, shattered girls—or the way it felt to tell

their mamas and their daddies. My heart about broke

that night. Broke into a million pieces.”

“I know,” she said, compassion touching her words.

“Certain deaths hit me that way, too, even though in

my job, they’re expected, sometimes even welcomed.”

After a pause, she spoke again. “Things are coming

back to me, Sheriff. Bits and pieces that happened just

before the accident. But the memory that most con-

cerns me has to do with drinking. My drinking in partic-

ular.”

“It was a long time ago.”

“Not to me, it isn’t,” she said. “It’s fresh and raw to my

mind—and it hurts like anything. I’ve been worrying

all night and riding around all day with it chewing at

my insides. I have to know if it’s true, Sheriff.”
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Morrell’s sigh followed another hesitation. “You’ve

got enough on your plate for any three people right

now. You ought to let this go. Or make yourself an ap-

pointment with Pastor Timmons for some counseling.

He can pray it out of you if anybody can.”

“How do you know your office isn’t where my

prayers have led me?”

“Then maybe one of them head-shrinker fellas, if

you don’t want to see the preacher. I know you

haven’t been real steady in your church attendance

lately.”

“You’re suggesting I need a psychiatrist?” Dark

amusement weighted the question.

“Well, I don’t know about that, Beth Ann, but in my

experience, a lot of young people these days go for

those doctors with the fancy degrees hung on their

walls. I hear they’ve got a few in Wichita Falls. Coun-

selors, too, maybe. Those are different, aren’t they?”

“Those are different,” she confirmed. “But I don’t

need any happy pills or couch talk, Sheriff. All I need

are answers to a few short questions. Did you find a

bottle of sloe gin in my car?”

“How am I supposed to remember such a thing? I’ve

slept a time or two since then, you know.”

“You’ve already told me, you remember everything

about that night. Because three young girls were

dead—and your son and nephew were involved.”

“We all figured it for four girls dead that night.” Mor-

rell’s voice was barely audible. “No way anybody

thought that you could live. Or that you’d ever be sit-

ting here with me, able to walk and talk and nag the

living daylights out of a man.”

“So you didn’t see much point of speaking ill of the

dead, did you? You found my bottle and the little plas-
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tic cups from Jordan’s Jello shots, but you and Pete

Riker and the others never said a word about it. And

you never ordered blood tests on any of us girls.”

“Are you asking me if I regret it? Because I don’t,

Beth Ann. Not for one damned minute. Their families

and your parents, too—”

“Your decision smashed what was left of the Jessup

family into pieces. And put a young man into prison

without a single person to stand by him. He was only

seventeen years old then, and his sister had been

killed, too. Yet you hung him with the whole thing.”

“There are times in this life, young lady, when a man

has to make the best decision he can under the cir-

cumstances.”

As Morrell’s volume rose, Katie stuck her head out of

the dispatch office and Deputy Ted Gustavsen popped

out of the break room, holding a half-eaten square of

coffeecake in one huge hand. Even the fire chief

emerged from his office at the other end of the short

hallway. All three of them looked at Damon for an ex-

planation, but Morrell wasn’t finished.

“A real man doesn’t have hours to make this choice

or a committee there to offer its advice. All he can do

is act, knowing the critics will come later, goddamn

Monday morning quarterbacks who’ve never had the

intestinal fortitude to make a tough call in their lives.

Don’t you second-guess what I did, young lady. Some-

one had to pay the price, and someone had to make

the call that night.”

As if drawn by a magnetic force, the listeners in the

hall drew nearer, careful not to make a sound.

“If I had been you, maybe I would have done the

same,” Beth Ann said. “I don’t know, and I’ll never

know, but I can tell you that in the long run, no one
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was really spared by your decision. I’ve had to live with

pity, and now I’ll have to deal with knowing I was prob-

ably at fault, too. Gene Calvert is in jail because of this,

and Donny Ray’s a hopeless drunk. Maybe Xavier and

Scotty are okay. I can’t say, but I’ll bet if you asked

them, they’d tell you it’s changed their lives—or maybe

it will change Scotty’s down the line in his career, if

some opponent or reporter dredges this up. And as for

you and Pete, only the two of you can say how much

it’s hurt you. But if you’re honest with yourself, you’ll

know there’s been a cost.”

“You need to leave now, Beth Ann, or so help me I

will throw your ass in my jail.”

“I’m already there,” she told him. “And you’re shack-

led right beside me.”

The listeners scattered as Beth Ann Decker strode out

of Morrell’s office. Later, everyone agreed that she

walked straighter than usual, with more confidence,

her cane’s tip barely tapping the pale green tile as she

left.

For his part, Jim Morrell closed and locked his office

door. None of the witnesses had the nerve to knock, so

after glancing at each other with half embarrassed,

half concerned looks, each one drifted back to his or

her own duties.

As Damon transcribed another interview, he tried

not to think about the rumored flask inside the sheriff’s

desk drawer, tried not to picture the man he had so

long looked up to falling into weakness. But thanks to

Beth Ann’s accusations, he couldn’t stop thinking of

the stories floating around town that Evelyn Morrell

had grown tired of her husband drinking himself to

sleep most nights.

Though he’d always been quick to defend his boss
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whenever he had heard such whispers, Damon now

found himself wondering, as he corrected typo after

typo, if those tales might amount to more than just

loose talk. And if Mark Jessup was the reason the sher-

iff needed bottled help to fall asleep.

In the sheriff/fire department’s parking area, Beth Ann

found the large white envelope tucked behind the

windshield wiper of her SUV. Too keyed up over her

confrontation with Morrell to feel anything but irrita-

tion, she jerked the distraction free and climbed into

her vehicle to start it.

“Stubborn old man,” she said of Morrell. If he hadn’t

made her so damned mad, she might have gone

ahead and talked to him about the hidden compart-

ment in her mother’s car. Though she still had no idea

what was in it, the salesman—who was clearly thrilled

to have this bit of intrigue to enliven his day—had told

her the Mercedes had been sold. He’d then promised

to contact the buyer to arrange a time, which he’d

vowed to share with Beth Ann, for the new owner to

bring in the sedan for some free maintenance.

With her SUV’s engine idling, Beth Ann glanced

down to see her name in block letters written across

the envelope’s front and circled in black marker with a

flourish.

“What now?” she grumbled before tossing it onto

the passenger seat. Unable to deal with one more ag-

gravation, she headed toward the home of her last pa-

tient for the day.

She should have gone to Mr. Johnston’s first, but dur-

ing the long drive back to Eudena from the ranch

house of her previous patient, Beth Ann had gone

from worrying about the contents of the trunk safe to
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obsessing again over her recovered memory. By the

time she had finally rolled back into Eudena proper,

the compulsion to demand an explanation of the sher-

iff had taken root so deeply, her Highlander had all but

steered itself toward the department.

Though Mark had been dead set against her talking

to the sheriff, and Morrell clearly hadn’t enjoyed it,

Beth Ann felt better, freer, for having everything out in

the open. Sure, there might be repercussions, but she

would worry later about those.

With her mood lifting, she parked in front of her pa-

tient’s aging bungalow. But as she reached for her

cane, Beth Ann’s gaze latched on to the mysterious en-

velope, and a thought slashed through her conscious-

ness. Might it be from Mark, a quick goodbye that he

had stuck onto her windshield as he was leaving town

with Eli? Sick with fear that she could have missed her

last chance to see them, she ripped into the envelope,

her hurry tearing a corner of the single page inside.

It was a photocopy of a bid, a bid to purchase a

large chunk of acreage on Lost Buffalo Road. The old

Jessup acreage, she was certain, and Mark Jessup was

listed as the bidder. Across the bottom, in the same

black-marker block lettering that graced the enve-

lope’s outside, a single question had been written:

STILL THINK HE DIDN’T KILL HER?

The shock of the message detonated deep inside

her, wave after wave that raised goose bumps on her

skin and left her nauseated. Who would send her such

a sickening, anonymous message? Though she flipped

the paper several times and shook out the envelope,

she found no clue, and the squared-off print, she

thought, could have belonged to almost anyone.

Including the sniper who appeared hell-bent on
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punishing Mark Jessup with a bullet. Had the shooter

fabricated this bid in an attempt to drive a wedge be-

tween her and his intended victim? But why bother

with such a thing, if he really intended to kill Mark?

Maybe killing him had never been this person’s goal.

Running him out of Hatcher County might suffice. If so,

whoever had sent this didn’t know he had won already.

Assuming that the sender really was a he. . . .

“Aimee Lynn Baker Johnson Gustavsen,” Beth Ann

said as if it were a string of curse words. Her so-called

lifelong “friend,” who’d been drooling over Mark Jes-

sup since before he had arrived. The same woman

who had obviously been insulted when Mark made it

clear that he preferred Beth Ann to a few no-strings,

sweaty rounds with the former homecoming queen of

Hatcher County High.

Aimee must have found it incredibly disappointing

that she had lured home the “bad boy” of her fantasies

only to find he had turned into a responsible and

family-oriented man. Worse yet, he’d begun pursuing a

scarred, pathetic also-ran, a woman no man in Eudena

wanted.

Beth Ann’s heart darkened, clouding with a far more

frightening suspicion. What if Mark had seduced her,

had even told her he loved her, in order to . . . what? To

disguise the fact that his involvement with her mother

had gone much further than his letter declining her re-

quest to get involved in saving his hometown?

Beth Ann shuddered, her stomach knotting, before

she shook her head.

“No way,” she muttered, still unable to reconcile

Mark’s tenderness and passion with the idea that he

could have hurt anyone, let alone butchered her

mother. Besides, Beth Ann would have been smart
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enough to know if he’d been playing on her spinster

status . . . wouldn’t she?

“Damn right, I would have known,” she muttered as

she climbed out of the SUV and hauled her nursing

bag up the sidewalk. But as she hobbled toward the

front door, her limp deepened step by step.

The greatest challenge was convincing the Compan-

ion that the time for watching was beyond them, that

both of them were called upon to do the work of God.

The One Appointed would have much preferred, as

in the whore’s case, to attend to this blood sacrifice

alone, but the Companion had played a part from the

beginning, had, in truth, set this long ordeal into mo-

tion. So perhaps it was fitting that the one tempted into

sin would play a role in its redemption, that the inno-

cent would be protected by the labors of the guilty.

All this and much more had been poured into the

mind of the One Appointed as the whore’s daughter

had earlier come out of the sheriff’s office building,

grimness written into her face and determination in

her stride. She had paused to pick up the envelope

placed there only a few minutes earlier, then climbed

inside her vehicle and driven off to tend the dying . . .

Never guessing that before this day was over, she

would beat her patients in their headlong race to the

grave.

“Please, Dad,” Eli pleaded as Mark packed one of the

last boxes into the back of the extended-cab pickup.

“Stormy’s nice now, see? And Beau would like her, too.

For sure he would. I know it.”

Their two-year-old Lab, a proven wuss, would proba-

bly be scared to death of the gray tabby, but there was



Colleen Thompson

298

no arguing that Eli had managed to bring about a

transformation in the cat’s behavior. Stormy was rub-

bing against the boy’s hand as he squatted, occasion-

ally daring to stroke the black-and-gray-striped head.

Even from where Mark stood, some six feet distant, he

could hear the rumble of the cat’s purr.

“This is Stormy’s home,” he said. “And I told you, Mrs.

Gustavsen promised she’ll come by and feed her ’til

the place sells.”

But Mark wondered, would Aimee follow through?

Try as he might, he couldn’t picture the blonde strut-

ting on her catch-me, do-me heels into the barn to get

the cat food or make sure the animal had water.

“Can’t we bring her with us? I’ll pick up my toys

every single day. Every single second if you’ll let me

keep her.” Eli’s face was earnest, even if his promise

didn’t fool his father for a moment.

Mark shook his head. “She would never be happy as

a housecat. And you know we can’t let her run where

we live.”

Their townhouse was in an up-and-coming urban

neighborhood that was still a little dicey around the

edges, in spite of its ongoing revival. Mark couldn’t

even let Eli play in the yard without supervision, and

an outdoor cat would get squashed flat within minutes

by the traffic.

“We should just stay here then. I like my friends and

Mrs. Minton. I like Miz Beth Ann lots, too. And I know

she really likes you.”

“I care about her too, Eli.”

Eli looked up sharply, his big, dark eyes appraising

and the late afternoon sun glinting off his junior

deputy’s badge. “Like in a love way?”

“Maybe,” Mark said after a hesitation. Though there
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was no doubt in his mind as to his feelings, he had to

answer carefully, for he was far from certain that his re-

lationship with Beth Ann had any sort of chance. And if

either distance or their differences dashed his hopes to

pieces, it would be hard enough dealing with his own

pain without worrying about Eli’s disappointment.

Eli pursed his mouth and nodded. “Then I think we

should stay here. If it might be a love thing, it’s impor-

tant,” he said with the kind of earnestness only a five-

year-old could manage. “She could maybe marry you

and be my other mom.”

Mark’s heart sank. This was exactly the sort of leap he

hadn’t wanted his son taking. He shook his head and

said, “I’m sorry. You know we can’t stay, champ. But I’ll

tell you what. I’ll talk to Miss Beth Ann before we leave,

and I’ll ask her to look after Stormy. You know she’ll do

a good job. Just look at how she spoils Maia.”

He smiled at the thought of how she’d fixed the big

dog a “Thanksgiving feast” that included slices of the

bird of honor with all its trimmings. Maia had re-

warded her by promptly barfing on the living room’s

white carpet.

Eli stood, his small fists clenched in defiance.

Thrusting out his chin, he shouted, “I’m not scared of

that bad man. I’m staying right here in Eudena.”

With that, he turned and ran inside the house. Ag-

gravated beyond all reason, Mark counted to ten be-

fore he followed. But by then, his stubborn son had

hidden. Though he’d thought that he knew every nook

and cranny of the old place, Mark flat-out couldn’t find

the little turkey, and no amount of bribes or threats

could coax Eli out.
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Chapter 28

A doorbell, a fuel can, a garage door opener, and a ju-

nior-high-school student’s knowledge of the explosive

properties of natural gas: these and the Lord’s grace

were all the ingredients one needed to do murder.

Well, these and enough rawhide to lure a large dog be-

hind a closed door, where it would be out of the way.

The schematics for the alarm turned out to be unnec-

essary. God had provided for the One Appointed and

reassured the Companion of His blessing, in the form of

a pair of Mexican women—housecleaners, from their

mops and buckets—who lingered long near the front

door but couldn’t seem to figure out how to set the sys-

tem before leaving. Once the two finally quit arguing

and drove off in their rusted minivan, the alarm’s status

was quickly confirmed by a glance through a side win-

dow. After removing the hinge pieces on the back gate

to allow access, the One Appointed used a glass cutter

and a suction cup on one of the rear windows that over-

looked the heart-shaped pool.
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“We can’t let people see us here.” The Companion

sounded nervous. “They’re going to know it’s not an ac-

cident.”

The One Appointed smiled, all worry veiled by

grace. “Of course it won’t be an accident. It is God’s

will brought to fruition, a blessing for us all.”

In the driveway of the old Jessup place, Damon sat in-

side his dusty pickup, his hands shaking so hard, he

could barely read the document he had pulled from

the department mail only thirty minutes earlier. He’d

frowned down at it a moment, registering the blocky

print and lack of a return address, which could mean

powdered death or a letter bomb, according to the

postal service warning memos. But the envelope’s

postmark said Eudena, which wasn’t exactly a hotbed

of terrorism, and the envelope was addressed to him,

so Damon had torn into it and then stared at the copy

of the real estate bid bearing Mark Jessup’s name.

BLOOD MONEY CAN BUY ANYTHING, screamed the

black block letters, EVEN MORRELL’S SILENCE!

Damon would never forget the gut-punch of suspi-

cion, nor the impulse that had made him slip out past

Morrell’s closed door and drive away from the depart-

ment. Had it been his first step toward betrayal of the

man he had so long admired? And would his half-

formed plan to question Jessup prove to be the second?

There was still time to back out of this driveway. Time

to return to the office and knock emphatically at Big

Jim Morrell’s door. Talk to him about the message . . . a

message sent specifically to DEPUTY STILLWATER.

But Damon wondered, why had it been mailed to

him? Had the sender noted his tenacity, his refusal to
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quit digging in spite of community complaints and

warnings from his boss? He remembered Morrell argu-

ing with Beth Ann and denying a conspiracy, recalled

her mentioning Pete Riker’s name as well. Could dis-

honesty in the department run even deeper? And if

Morrell came into possession of the contents of this

envelope, would they quietly disappear? And what of

the messenger? Would he vanish, too?

Damon shuddered, not imagining himself killed but

somehow discredited and dismissed with the sort of

recommendation that would make it impossible for

him to work in law enforcement anywhere.

“Shit, shit, shit,” he said, paralyzed with indecision.

Morrell had been Hatcher County’s sheriff since long

before Damon had come into this world. No one had

bothered to run against him for years, and despite the

grievances of his soon-to-be ex-wife, Damon had never

heard any whisper of professional wrongdoing.

But still . . .

It was Mark Jessup who finally made Damon’s mind

up for him by coming outside carrying a box. His son

walked behind him at a snail’s pace, his small face

scrunched like a storm cloud. On spotting Damon, the

father’s expression shifted from frustration to curiosity

and concern. After setting the box on his truck’s tail-

gate, Jessup headed straight for Damon’s pickup as the

child followed, picking up his pace considerably.

Damon heaved a sigh and slid out of his vehicle. A

lump formed in his throat to see Eli light up at the sight

of his badge and uniform.

“You caught that bad man, didn’t you?” the boy

asked. Looking at his father, he added, “Now we won’t

hafta go away. We can stay forever.”

“I’m sorry,” Damon said.“This is about another matter.”
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“Then what?” Mark’s gaze flicked to the envelope but

didn’t linger. “We were about to go say goodbye to Beth

Ann before we head out. I told the sheriff we were

leaving town, and I gave him some phone numbers

and an address where he can reach me.”

I could leave right now, thought Damon. Wish the

Jessups a safe trip home and go back to headquarters.

Keep my head down. Keep my job. Maybe get my own

place and get serious about a woman. Katie’s pretty

face flashed through his mind.

But not even that temptation could keep him from

doing the right thing. “I—uh—I need to talk to you,” he

said. “Please.”

Jessup paled. “Has something happened to Beth

Ann?”

“It’s nothing like that,” Damon reassured him. “I

just—I have to talk to you, that’s all. Inside. Inside

would be better.”

He didn’t want to get into it out here, where anyone

might happen by and see them talking.

Jessup nodded, looking more curious than ever. “All

right. I’ll unlock the house.”

Eli cheered and raced to the back door ahead of

them.

“It’s just for now,” his father told him. “Only ten min-

utes, maybe less.”

Jessup unlocked the door and let them inside. Once

they reached the kitchen, he turned to his son. “Why

don’t you go back in Hiram’s bedroom and look in that

box of knickknacks in the corner of the closet. You can

pick out one more of those ceramic frogs to take home

with us.”

“What about two? Can’t I take two? In case I have a

tie between the best ones.”



Colleen Thompson

304

“Two—if you promise you’ll stay in the house and

get here on the double when I call you. Otherwise, no

deal. Plus there’ll be no stops for french fries on the

trip home.”

“Not even once?”

“Not once.”

Eli crossed his heart before disappearing down the

back hallway, and Jessup gave Damon a hard look.

“Whatever you’ve come here to say, it’s just cost me a

couple more coyote-ugly knickknacks. So let’s get to it

before Eli starts negotiating for a three- or four-way tie.”

Damon pulled out a round-backed kitchen chair

and sat down without invitation. Mainly because his

legs didn’t feel up to supporting him. Unable to speak,

he pulled the paper from the envelope and laid it on

the table.

Mark flipped on the overhead light and took the seat

across from Damon. After pulling the paper toward

him, Jessup stared down at it for some time before

swearing under his breath.

Finally, Damon found his voice. “Is this right?”

“That I bribed Morrell? Of course not. Why the hell

would I do that?”

“What about this bid? Is that part true?”

Jessup shrugged. “Well, it was true as of a couple of

days ago. Before someone shot at my kid. Since then,

I’ve been thinking of withdrawing it. I’m not sure

Hatcher County deserves any kind of favors. Or would

even welcome them, from me.”

“Favors? What do you mean? What does buying back

your family’s land have to do with favors for this

county?”

“Why do you think I’d be buying it? To live on?”

Considering the reception Jessup had been given,
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Damon had to admit that seemed unlikely. Unless Jes-

sup’s relationship with Beth Ann was more serious

than anyone imagined. “I don’t know. Why’d you want

it?” He felt a smile tip up one corner of his mouth. “To

build us a nice toxic waste dump?”

Jessup laughed. “How ’bout a nuclear testing facil-

ity?”

Damon grinned in relief at the reaction.

“Actually,” Mark said with a shrug, “it’s neither. I’ve

been looking to expand my business, which is high-

tech and as environmentally friendly as anyone could

want. And I started thinking this might be the place to

do it. In honor of Lilly Decker, who had the vision and

the guts to write me to suggest it.”

Damon’s heart pounded against his sternum. “You

were in touch with Lilly Decker?”

Could he have been right about Mark Jessup from

the start? Damon wondered, was he sitting, even jok-

ing with a murderer?

Jessup answered with a shrug. “If you can call it that.

She wrote back in the beginning of September, pretty

persuasively, as I recall. About our so-called ‘duty’ to

save our hometown. And I wrote back to tell her hell,

no, only I put it more politely.”

“And then what happened?” There had to be more.

Otherwise, why would he have killed her?

“She tried once more, but I didn’t bother to respond.

Then, a week or two afterward, Aimee Baker—I mean

Aimee Gustavsen—dug up my office number and

called to let me know about my father.”

“What about Mrs. Decker? Did she let things rest? Or

did she keep bothering you about her idea for a plant

here? Did she find out you were coming home and

meet you to confront you? Or was it blackmail? Did
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she threaten you unless you went along with her

plan?”

Jessup laughed. “You’re watching way too much TV,

Deputy. As far as Lilly Decker goes, the woman took

the hint, and I put her letters out of my mind. I had

more than enough to think of with my father dying.”

“I’m sorry about that, by the way. It’s got to be a real

hard thing to lose your daddy the way you did. And I’m

sorry, too, you’ve had so much trouble since you came

back.” Damon spoke automatically as he struggled to

deal with an embarrassment so keen, his ears burned

with it. He’d been an idiot, allowing his fantasies of

busting this case wide open to color his judgment. Any

fool could see that someone in this town had it in for

Jessup, that someone was going through a hell of a lot

of effort either to kill the guy or run him out of town.

Someone who’d have access to information regarding

real estate transactions in the county.

Nodding, Jessup sobered.“Apparently, whoever sent

that paper’s not content with taking potshots at my

kid and me. Now this person’s out to get you on my

case, too.”

Damon’s mind raced through the possibilities. In-

cluding the conversation he had listened in on earlier.

“Which brings me to a question,” Mark said. “Why

did you come out here to speak to me instead of your

boss?”

Damon looked down at the tabletop. There was a

faint scorch mark on the maple, where someone had

once set an overly hot platter or a pan. He stared at the

burn to avoid eye contact.

“Deputy?” Jessup prompted, and when Damon

looked up, the man’s expression spoke of both pa-

tience and the capacity for understanding.
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“I overheard something this morning.” Damon had

to force the words out. “Beth Ann Decker talking to

Morrell about a cover-up. It was about that night, the

accident. The one you were involved in.”

Standing, Mark swore, then muttered, “Why did she

have to go and do that?”

“She seemed to think you weren’t the only one at

fault,” said Damon, thinking the explanation might

calm him.

But Jessup started pacing and raked a hand through

his dark hair. “I could’ve just left town. Let ’em hate me

from afar again. But dredging things up this way—I

can’t see how it helps anybody.”

He stopped in his tracks to stare at Damon. “And I es-

pecially can’t see how this translates into your thinking

I’ve bribed Morrell to keep quiet over Lilly Decker’s

murder.”

Damon shrugged. “Okay, I admit it. Whoever sent

this note probably picked me because he thinks I’m a

dumb kid who would fall for anything.”

“Or maybe the culprit thinks you’re the only one in

the department with guts enough to defy the boss.

Probably heard you’d been running around town stir-

ring up hard feelings with a lot of questions.”

“You know about that, too?”

“This is Eudena.” Jessup flashed a grin, though bit-

terness singed the edges of his humor. “You can’t help

hearing everybody’s business, even when you’re the

resident pariah.”

Damon frowned, then allowed,“Guess it’s a little bet-

ter thinking this guy figures me for ballsy and not stupid.”

“That would be my pick, too,” Jessup told him, “but

I’m not so sure this guy’s a guy.”

Damon looked up sharply. “What? You have a
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woman in mind? Someone with a particular grudge

against you?”

Jessup gave a nod. “Unfortunately, I do. And she’d

certainly have access to that bid you’re holding.”

“Then name her,” Damon told him, thinking that

since he was already acting outside the scope of his

current assignment, he might as well question two sus-

pects as one.

After he and Jessup wrapped up their conversation,

Damon left the house and climbed back into the cab.

With the beginnings of a headache pounding at his

temples, Damon started the old pickup and backed

out onto Lost Buffalo Road. As he headed in the direc-

tion of downtown Eudena, he glanced up at his

rearview mirror to check for any traffic.

But it was not a vehicle that had him tapping his

brake pedal. It was the glimpse of a lone figure cross-

ing the road and trotting toward the cover of the

mesquite trees closest to the Jessup house.

Bent low, he or she—Damon couldn’t be certain

from this distance—was carrying either a shotgun or a

rifle. It might be deer season, but this was no deer

hunter wearing the required safety orange, or even an

illegal poacher.

Both the gun-wielder’s furtiveness and location

pointed to a more troubling possibility. This was the

sniper, the same sniper who had shot at Eli Jessup only

days before.

Eager as he was to get to both Gustavsen’s Realty

and the city hall, Damon pulled the truck to the road-

side and reached for his radio. After identifying him-

self, he told Katie, “We’ve got another situation out on

Lost Buffalo. . . .”
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Chapter 29

As Mark strapped Eli into his car seat, the boy frowned.

“Are we going to see Maia first? Will we get to see Miz

Beth Ann like you said?”

Mark wished he hadn’t made that promise. Though

he disagreed with her about going to the sheriff, at the

same time he admired the incredible courage it had

taken. It was just one more thing to love about her, one

more thing to miss. Because in his heart he knew that

Beth Ann’s future lay in Eudena, that she wouldn’t put

aside the life she’d made to join him, any more than he

would come back to the place where he’d known such

heartbreak.

The thought of seeing her again, knowing he would

leave behind a woman he would always love, made

Mark want nothing more than to slip out of this town

unnoticed, to drive away as evening faded into a black

expanse broken only by the passing headlights of

other travelers. He needed the broad prairie emptiness

to settle over him, to anesthetize him like a draught of

whiskey against the pain he felt.
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But Mark wouldn’t do it, for he wasn’t in the habit of

breaking promises to his son. And as difficult as it

would be to say goodbye, he’d made a promise to Beth

Ann, too, and he would honor it.

“Sure, Eli,” he finally answered in a voice rough with

emotion. “We’ll go and say a quick goodbye. And then

how ’bout we stop at the Dairy Queen on our way out

of town. We’ll pick you up one of those meals with the

toy in it.”

Mark’s mood darkened another shade at the realiza-

tion that he had descended to the level of bribing his

own kid with junk food.

At the sound of a loud crack, Mark jerked back so

suddenly, he banged his head against the door frame.

Recognizing the noise as a gunshot, he yelled, “Get

down, Eli,” and slammed the truck door closed in the

hope it would offer some protection.

Mark glanced over his shoulder before darting

around the hood to the driver’s side door. He opened

it, intent on ducking inside and driving both of them to

safety, but he heard someone shouting.

“Wait. I’ve got him. I’ve got the shooter.”

Mark froze. It sounded like Stillwater, from the trees

to his left.

“Deputy?” Mark called back.

He heard voices, rough and low, but only seconds

later, Stillwater emerged from behind the screen of the

mesquite, half guiding and half pushing a handcuffed

man in front of him. A man Mark didn’t know, though

it was difficult to be certain since the prisoner kept his

head down and was dressed head to toe in desert

camouflage. His upper right sleeve had a slashlike tear,

and blood was dripping from it. Damon must have
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winged him with that shot Mark had heard, but at the

moment the deputy was reciting the man’s rights.

“Here’s your sniper,” Deputy Stillwater announced

once he’d finished.

At their approach, Eli bailed out of the car.

“It’s the bad man.” Excitement pitched the boy’s

voice higher. “The one I saw when I got my scar. You

got him. You really got him.”

The man glared at Eli. “Shut up. Just shut up, you

freak of nature.”

Wild blue eyes turned to stare at Mark.“Wish I’d put a

bullet through his heart so you could know how it felt.

So you’d find out what it means to have a child mur-

dered.”

As the voice cracked, Mark knew him. Larinda’s fa-

ther, Billy Hyatt, looking far grayer and craggier than

Mark remembered from the trial, as if the man had

aged thirty years instead of just sixteen. As the county’s

tax assessor, he would have been the person Aimee

consulted to find out who owned the property Mark

wished to buy. Had he then contacted the owner with

some excuse to get a copy of the bid before sending

Stillwater the anonymous message?

“Get back in the truck, Eli.” No need for his son to

hear any more of this ugliness than he had already.

“Now we’re safe here for sure,” Eli exclaimed before

Mark sent him a look that had him scrambling back in-

side the pickup. As curious as the boy was bound to

be, he’d probably crack the window to eavesdrop, but

Mark still felt better getting him out of Hyatt’s line of vi-

sion.

“What happened to your daughter was a terrible ac-

cident, one that I regret with all my heart,” Mark said.
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“But you tried to shoot a five-year-old. And you tried to

kill a woman at the funeral home.”

Hyatt shook his head. “I’d never hurt Poor Beth Ann.

It was you I wanted. But that girl lied to me, she lied.

She tricked me into thinking I had killed you. I don’t

understand it. I never would have let Larinda go any-

where with that girl if I’d figured she’d grow up to be

such a liar.”

The man sounded near tears, wounded by the des-

perate falsehood of a woman under fire.

The deputy shook his head. “You maybe want to

save it for now, Mr. Hyatt? Talk to a lawyer first before

you say more.”

With a glance at Mark, Stillwater added, “At least un-

til we get you in a room with a recorder. Otherwise, it’s

not admissible . . . for later.”

“Do you have backup coming?” Mark asked him.

Damon shook his head. “No reason to call backup

now. Everything’s under control here. Glad I spotted

this fella. Man had a rifle on him—it’s still out there.”

Mark blew out a long breath. If Stillwater hadn’t seen

Hyatt, would Eli be dead now? Or would the boy have

had to watch as his father was gunned down?

“Thank you,” Mark said simply. “Thank you. Do you

need any help with him?”

Stillwater glanced at Hyatt. “Don’t think so. I’ll collect

that gun of his, and then we’ll go back to my truck and

call the sheriff’s office. I’ll have someone meet us at the

hospital, where we’ll have Mr. Hyatt’s arm looked at be-

fore he’s transported back to the sheriff’s office. I will

need you to drop by and make a statement, get the

complaint against this fella sorted out before you leave

town.”
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Mark nodded. “I’ll be by as soon as I see . . . as soon

as I see Beth Ann.”

For in the backwash of relief, his heart was flooded

with a need to hold her, to talk to the only person who

could understand what he felt at learning the depth of

Hyatt’s rage. Even more, Mark ached to hold her close

and to tell Beth Ann he did understand the way the

past weighed on her—and to do all that he could to

convince her that the best chance they stood of shoul-

dering that burden was together.

Home sounded so damned good now.

Beth Ann had run late at Len Johnston’s since, for

some reason or another, the home health care aide

hadn’t bothered to show up earlier, maybe hadn’t

shown for days, judging from the man’s condition. He

was in dire need of a bath and a change of bedding,

and though those tasks weren’t technically her job and

the work made her back throb in protest, Beth Ann

couldn’t very well leave the frail, eighty-three-year-old

wife to deal with the situation on her own.

Once she finally left, she phoned Cheryl with the in-

tention of griping big-time about the AWOL aide. Beth

Ann had to settle for voice mail, though, because

Cheryl wasn’t in her office. Probably, she was out tool-

ing around in that slick new ride she’d bought—if Pete

hadn’t beaten her to the car keys. The couple hadn’t

purchased a vehicle in eons, and they were like a pair

of toddlers squabbling over the same toy.

Shaking her head at the thought, Beth Ann pocketed

her phone. She still had plenty of paperwork that

needed her attention, but instead of heading toward

the cramped rat hole the hospital district called an of-
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fice, she made straight for home. No reason she

couldn’t fill out her reports sitting in her favorite chair,

with her legs propped up, a big turkey sandwich at her

elbow, and maybe some Nora Jones tunes, fine and

mellow on the stereo.

But as relaxing as that scenario sounded, her mind

worried at the question of whether Mark had left al-

ready, forgetting his promise to get in touch before he

did so.

He wouldn’t do that to me. He’s not that kind of man.

It was one of the things she loved best about him,

that he chose to do the right thing, no matter how hard

it might be on him. As it might be if he had heard she’d

gone to see the sheriff.

Beth Ann hadn’t missed the quick dispersal of eaves-

droppers outside Morrell’s office, any one of whom

could have begun a rumor that had made its way to

Mark. Or what if the sheriff had stopped by to see Mark

after she’d left? Could he have urged Mark to make

tracks back to Yankee territory as soon as possible?

Even if the sheriff had insisted, Beth Ann still

couldn’t believe Mark wouldn’t try to contact her be-

fore he left. Unless something was wrong, she realized,

her stomach going cold as she thought about the

sniper.

As she hung a right onto Mill Pond Bend, Beth Ann

decided to phone Mark as soon as she got to the house

and find out if her worries had any basis in reality.

After passing a parked car on the street, she pushed

the security code on her garage door opener, then

waited for the door to rise before she pulled her SUV

inside. Unable to get her mind off the thought that

something terrible had happened, she hurried to un-

lock the connecting door and reached toward the key-
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pad to disengage the Lucky Pull’s alarm. But in the

space of a heartbeat, three realizations struck her: The

alarm wasn’t turned on, as she had left it; the dog’s

muffled barking meant that she was shut up some-

where, since she hadn’t rushed out with an effusive

greeting; and there was a pungent, rotten-egg stench

strong enough to take her breath away.

It came to her at once that she hadn’t practiced the

procedure to arm the new system with Rosario, and

the housekeeper’s grasp of English could be spotty.

Since she’d seemed leery of Maia the day she’d picked

up the new key, Rosario might have shut the dog up

somewhere, too. But there was a frantic edge to the

Lab’s barking that punched up Beth Ann’s pulse rate—

along with the realization that she was smelling natu-

ral gas.

Could Rosario or her sister have accidentally turned

on the stove’s gas jet without noticing while she’d

cleaned? It seemed unlikely, but the reason for the leak

hardly mattered to Beth Ann at the moment. What

counted was getting out of this house and calling the

gas company before she accidentally sparked off an

explosion.

But she wasn’t leaving Maia behind to asphyxiate.

With that thought in mind, Beth Ann hurried in the di-

rection of the frantic barking.
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Chapter 30

As Mark turned right onto Mill Pond Bend, he heard

what sounded like a clap of thunder, though only

wispy clouds floated in the dimming sky. Eli—who was

growing more cheerful by the minute—distracted him

from the thought, laughing and pointing out the white

duck giving his friend a piggyback ride in the water.

Her friend, Mark could have corrected, since the

ducks were clearly working on increasing the local

duckling population. But instead of seizing the mo-

ment for an impromptu lesson on such matters, or

even wondering why the birds were getting amorous

out of season, he felt his face heat as he asked, “Hey,

isn’t that a turtle over there?”

As a car passed on its way out of the neighborhood,

Eli did a double-take. “That’s only an old rock, Dad,

and how come you’re getting all red?”

“Guess I’d better get my eyes checked,” Mark said as

he began the turn into Beth Ann’s driveway.

Began but never finished, for the sight of shattered

glass had him slamming on his brakes.
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“The bad man was here, too.” Fear raised Eli’s voice

an octave. “He busted out the windows.”

As Mark stared at the dust and smoke billowing

through the broken glass, a dark-haired teenaged boy

in jeans and a Cowboys sweatshirt burst out of the

house next door, his eyes wild as he, too, gaped at the

Lucky Pull.

Mark threw his truck into park and jumped out. He

looked toward the house next door and saw that sev-

eral of its windows had cracked, as well.

Explosion, Mark thought. What he’d taken for a thun-

derclap had been something far more frightening.

“What happened?” the boy yelled to him. “It sounded

like a crash, or . . . oh, shit. It’s on fire.”

Eli climbed out of his car seat, slipped out the open

driver’s side door, and clung tightly to his father’s hand.

“Where’s Miz Beth Ann? Where’s Maia?”

Ignoring him for the moment, Mark told the older

boy, “I’m going to see if Beth Ann’s in there. But I need

you to take my son to your house and call for help—

sheriff, fire, ambulance, the whole works, in case she’s

home and hurt.”

The teenager went dead white as he stared toward

the Lucky Pull’s rear. “Oh, man. I’m pretty sure she is

home. I heard her garage door go down just before the

boom.”

Since Beth Ann’s garage was nearest the property

line, Mark believed him.

Snapping out of his daze, the teen tried to run past

him. “We have to get her out of there. She could be

hurt bad, and look at that black smoke.”

Mark intercepted him and shouted in his face. “You

take my son inside where it’s safe. Then call for help

and get your parents.”
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“I’ll call them, too—they’re out now.”

Mark squeezed his son’s hand before peeling it off

and passing it to the older boy. “I’m trusting you with

my son’s life.”

“Daddy, I don’t want to go. I want Miz Beth Ann and

Maia.” Big tears ran down Eli’s face.

“I’m Matthias,” the teen said as he swept the boy up

in his arms. “Everything’s gonna be all right. Come and

help me make that call.”

As Matthias started off with Eli, Mark saw flames

flickering through the side windows and black smoke

pouring from the back side of the mansion. He raced

to the front, which didn’t appear to be as heavily in-

volved, and shouted Beth Ann’s name through a win-

dow that looked into the smoke-charged living room.

Struggling not to cough, Mark screamed above the

shifting, groaning, and crackling, ignoring the war-

bling shriek of an alarm. “Beth Ann. Where are you?”

He listened for a voice, a cry—any kind of answer.

No human sound reached him, but he thought he de-

tected frantic barking.

Instinct told him the Lab would be with Beth Ann,

but where were they in the house? With the storm of

sound and smoke, it was impossible to judge. But he

couldn’t afford to wait for help, not with conditions

growing more dangerous by the second.

Fear ripped through him at the thought that Beth

Ann could have been killed by the blast. God, no—

fate couldn’t be so cruel.

Pulling off his jacket, Mark wrapped the denim

around his right fist, then used both his protected

hand and booted foot to smash out enough of the re-

maining window glass to allow him to climb through.

Once inside, he immediately tripped over a low table,



Head On

319

but his fall turned out to be a blessing since it put him

beneath the thickest smoke.

He could breathe well enough, at least for the mo-

ment, but his eyes were watering so badly, Mark could

barely see a thing. Worse yet, he could no longer hear

Maia. Had her barking been drowned out by the ca-

cophony around him? Or had the big Lab, with her

mistress, already fallen victim to the flames?
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Chapter 31

“He’ll get her out. He’ll save her.”

On hearing the relief in those words, the One Ap-

pointed glared an accusation at the Companion. Be-

trayer! Never again could such disloyalty be permitted.

“He can’t get her out—she knows. We’re turning

around now.”

The Companion’s head shook. “No. We can’t. Place’ll

burn for sure—all that gasoline we poured, plus the ex-

plosion. The evidence will burn, too.”

“The letter isn’t in there. The whore’s daughter found

it and showed it to the sheriff, showed it to her lover—”

“You can’t know that. I told you, you can’t—”

“I have seen it. I have been shown. Better they

should all die, to protect the innocent.”

“How will it protect anyone if we’re caught here?”

The One Appointed opened the glove box and

slipped a handgun from its padded case. “Where is

your faith? Have you not felt His pleasure? Have you

not heard the Lord’s voice saying we cannot fail in this,

not so long as we serve Him in all His fearful glory. And
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we will not fail in courage, either. . . . There can be no

turning back.”

The letter from her mother saved her life, that same,

odd message that had frustrated and confused Beth

Ann when Mama’s lawyer, Mr. Lipscomb, gave it to her

after the funeral. Stepping past Maia and inside the of-

fice, Beth Ann had meant to grab the file folder where

she’d placed it, along with the contents of the safe de-

posit box and the doodled note that had been hidden

in the globe.

Beth Ann’s action had been more instinctive than

well-reasoned; she had only time to think, important

papers, and edge inside before a blast shoved her for-

ward and a wall of sound rolled over her. She was

knocked to the floor as debris pelted her like hail-

stones. Mixed in with the burst of noise, she heard a

sharp yelp, but she didn’t know whether it had come

from her or from Maia, who had been at her side.

For a while—she had no sense of how long—Beth

Ann lay insensible, too stunned to think or move. The

world had fallen silent, but warm wetness broke through

her shock. Blood, she finally realized, once her thoughts

took shape. I’m bleeding?

But as she reached toward her face, she felt Maia.

Sweet Maia, lapping at her cheek to rouse her. Beth

Ann opened her eyes, or tried to, but they weren’t co-

operating. Something in the air—she registered a

charred taste—had her coughing, and when she

wiped at her face and eyes, they felt chalky, gritty with

thick dust.

She blinked and tried once more to look around

her. Through a pale haze, she saw the yellow Lab’s face

close to hers. Wild with excitement, the dog pawed at
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her and appeared to bark, but all Beth Ann heard was

the cataclysmic ringing in her own ears.

Recalling the gas odor, she understood. Explosion. I

could have been blown up—still could die if there’s a fire.

As her vision cleared a little more, she saw that

chairs had been knocked over and items from her

desk and bookshelves were strewn about the floor. But

she could make out only the hazy lower strata of the

room, for above her, dark smoke charged the air.

House burning. Have to get out.

File forgotten, Beth Ann felt for her cane. But she

couldn’t find the thing, couldn’t find much, with the

absurd exception of a mariachi duck. Hurling it aside

in disgust, she righted the nearest chair and used it to

pull herself into a stoop.

With the change in position, she hacked and

choked until she dropped down again, where she

found her purse and slung the strap around her neck

and shoulder. Still on the floor, she struggled on hands

and knees toward the door, her crawling slowed by the

throbbing strain of her old injuries, along with what

felt like a bruised hip.

Frantic, Maia grabbed both the purse strap and a

clump of material from Beth Ann’s top and pulled with

her strong jaws, but the dog only succeeded in drop-

ping her mistress flat onto her belly.

“Damn it,” Beth Ann shouted in frustration—and

heard the dim echo of her words despite the loud ring-

ing in her ears. Maia barked near her face, and this

time Beth Ann caught some bit of that sound, too.

Yet she couldn’t hear the shattering of glass or the

collapse of a wall inside the house. Nor did she make

out her own name as it was shouted, only a room away.
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Chapter 32

Damon hadn’t quite made it to the hospital with his

prisoner when a call came over the radio.

“Deputy Stillwater—Damon.” Normal protocol was

left behind in the rush of Katie’s panic. “It’s the sheriff. I

was worried when he wouldn’t answer. No one else

was here, so I jimmied his lock and found him passed

out cold behind his desk.”

Oh, shit. New to the job and clearly shaken, Katie

must have forgotten that people all around town were

listening on their scanners. Doubtless, some of them

were remembering Evelyn Morrell’s complaints about

her husband.

“Call an ambulance,” Damon told Katie. Maybe it

was the old man’s heart; a cardiac scare could be for-

given. “Check to see if he’s still breathing.”

“Oh, no, it’s not that,” Katie blurted. “I think he’ll just

need a little time, hot, black coffee, and some clean

pants—”

Damon made a sharp turn, changing course. “Katie,
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wait until I get there. And not another word about this

on the radio.”

“Oh! Oh, God.” She sounded horrified at her lapse.

“All right. I’ll see you.”

In the passenger seat beside him, his handcuffed

passenger, Billy Hyatt, straightened, his eyes sullen and

suspicious. “What’s this? I thought we were heading to

the emergency room about my arm.”

Damon didn’t answer, and he didn’t get far before

Katie called over the radio again, her voice shakier

than ever.

“Rescue Unit Two, Deputy Stillwater, all personnel. A

call just came in. There’s a report of a fire and explo-

sion at 107 East Mill Pond Bend. Any volunteers listen-

ing to scanners, please respond. Respond now—hurry.

Caller says there are two people trapped inside the

house.”

The Lucky Pull, Damon thought as he changed

course once more and careened around a corner, his

concentration so fierce that he barely registered his

prisoner’s pleas and screams.

“Aren’t you taking me to jail?” Hyatt stared at him

with scared eyes as they blasted through a stop sign. “I

think I ought to go to jail now. I want to call my wife

and have her get me a lawyer.”

“Shut up,” Damon told him. “You’ll see the inside of a

cell soon enough and long enough to suit you. This is

just a little detour.”

Dazed, blinded, and dripping with sweat, Mark had

lost track of where he was. He’d thought he was crawl-

ing in the direction where he’d last heard barking, but

terror and adrenaline spawned confusion. Though he

fought to form a mental image of the lower story’s lay-
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out, he couldn’t make the picture come together. His

sense of left and right—never strong because of his

dyslexia—fled completely, and he was breathless from

coughing and shouting Beth Ann’s name.

I could die in here, he realized for the first time, and

he thought of Eli, left with some teenager they didn’t

even know. Yet Mark couldn’t make himself give up on

Beth Ann, and even if he did, he was no longer sure of

the way back to the place he’d come inside.

Desperate to reorient himself, Mark reached up, his

hand fumbling with some piece of furniture—maybe a

lamp table? But in his hurry, he ended up flipping it

and bringing something heavy down atop his head.
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Chapter 33

Beth Ann thought of changing direction and making for

the window, but Maia barked furiously and stubbornly

blocked the way, no matter how many times her mis-

tress pushed her. Since the door was closer anyway,

Beth Ann half crawled, half dragged herself in that di-

rection.

She came across the cane, lying in the doorway. She

grasped the stick, though creeping along as she was

would be awkward with it, and she didn’t dare stand.

Maia bounded over her and barked again, but Beth

Ann saw not only smoke, but the orange pulse of flame

in that direction. Reaching out, she tried to snag the

dog’s collar. . . .

Her hand slapped instead against a sprawled, but

clearly human body.

Maia was lapping at the face—Mark’s face, Beth Ann

realized with a cry. Oh, God, not Mark—had he tried to

save her? Had he died because of her?

But she felt him move as his hand reached to his

head, and faintly, she heard him moan.
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“Mark,” she screamed. “Wake up, Mark. We have to

get out right now. This way—through the office win-

dow. Hurry.”

He coughed, then said, “Beth Ann. I was—was

scared the fire got you.”

“Come on.” She pulled at his arm, and after a mo-

ment, he responded.

They helped each other back inside the office. This

time, Maia, who must have heard Mark outside the

room, followed, and Beth Ann closed the office door

behind them to block as much heat and smoke as pos-

sible.

Though there was much to say, neither could spare

the breath for anything but making their way to the

window, which Mark quickly opened.

He helped Beth Ann out first and allowed Maia to

follow before joining her on a strip of grass near the

back deck leading to the pool. Still on hands and

knees, Beth Ann sucked in draught after draught of air

before looking up to see a face she knew well.

“We need help,” she cried—only a split second be-

fore realizing that the person she had every reason to

expect would bring salvation was instead holding a

gun on her and Mark.

“Don’t you move, whore’s daughter.”

Still blinded by soot, Mark couldn’t see the speaker,

but he heard the icy malevolence radiating from the

voice. Her voice, he quickly realized, but it sounded

strange and unfamiliar.

He started to get up, but Beth Ann grabbed his arm.

“She’s got a gun, Mark,” she cried. “She’s pointing it

at you. Please, stop this—can’t you see we need help?”

“I’ll shoot him first if you won’t be still.”
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“Put the gun down, Ginny,” a man’s voice ordered.

“This has gone too far.”

Mark risked wiping his eyes against the sleeve of his

shirt, then blinked until he saw blurred figures. The fe-

male, an older woman with an old-fashioned, blond

dome of hair, swung her pistol to point it at the heavy-

set man beside her.

“I’ve told you,” she shrieked, “I’ll tolerate no more be-

trayal. Bad enough that you’ve lain with a whore, let

alone played me false for her daughter.”

“Ginny, stop this,” he said, and at once, Mark recog-

nized him. He was Earl Stillwater, owner of the local

hardware store. Was this wild-eyed creature his wife—

and Damon Stillwater’s mother?

“You’re the one who told me to think of our children

and their innocence,” she shrieked at her husband.

“The one who lent me strength when mine faltered,

the one who mentioned how a person might get the

plans for anyone’s alarm system.”

“I was scared, yes, but it’s gone too far, involved too

many people. Can’t you see how crazy this is?” Earl

Stillwater persisted. “If this stops now, we can get you in

a hospital. Ginny, darling, you can still be saved.”

“What therefore God hath joined together—” The

shot cracked, louder than the fire. As Earl Stillwater

dropped to the deck, his forehead perforated, the

woman calmly finished, “Let no man—or woman—put

asunder.”

“What are you doing?” Beth Ann screamed at her,

and the gun’s muzzle turned her way.

“What I should have done the moment I found out.”

Exhaustion hollowed Ginny’s voice.

Mark made a wild lunge, shoving Beth Ann aside as
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he sprang forward, intent on overpowering the crazed

woman.

He felt the bullet’s punch to his chest before he

heard it, felt the strength flow from his body . . .

And then felt nothing but unimaginable pain as he

struggled to draw breath.

Something tore away inside Beth Ann as she rolled

Mark over and saw the frothy blood gurgling from a

right-side chest puncture and the glassiness of shock

veiling his eyes as his mouth gaped. Lung shot, she

knew instantly. It’s got to be a sucking chest wound.

Not caring whether Ginny Stillwater killed her, too,

Beth Ann leaned over him and pressed her palms

against the oozing hole in a desperate attempt and seal

it and keep his lungs from totally collapsing. Beside

her, Maia whined and lay close beside Mark’s body.

“Mama, no,” a man screamed.

A glance told Beth Ann it was Damon Stillwater, in

uniform. His gun drawn, he was sobbing as he

shouted, “What have you done, Mama? What have you

done to my father?”

“Put the gun down, Ginny,” Beth Ann pleaded as she

felt Mark draw a ragged breath. “We’ll get them both

help. We can make this better.”

“I’ve been a good and godly wife,” Ginny told her

son as her pistol’s muzzle wavered. “I’ve been the help-

mate that the Lord intended. But he wanted that

woman—nothing but that whore, with her false words

and her false breasts—and then her hell-spawned

money to tempt him yet again.”

“You killed my mother,” Beth Ann said, mostly to

herself, though the knowledge seemed remote, with
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Mark laboring for each breath beneath the weak seal

of her palms.

Widening his stance, Damon said, “Drop the

weapon, Mama. You’re sick. We’ll get you to a doctor.”

She was sick, Beth Ann realized. But right now, noth-

ing mattered except stopping her while there was still

a chance to save Mark.

A glance told her that Earl Stillwater was already be-

yond that possibility.

Resolutely, Ginny Stillwater pointed the gun back

toward Beth Ann. “She has to die. She has the proof

about the accident—and she showed it to her lover.”

“I love you, Mark. I love you,” Beth Ann whispered,

tears cascading down her face.

“Poor Beth Ann, you’ll walk on two good legs in

heaven,” Ginny promised. “The Lord’s voice hath de-

creed it.”

A third shot exploded, but instead of dying, Beth

Ann gaped at the realization that Deputy Damon Still-

water had put a bullet through his mother’s heart.
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Chapter 34

Three days later . . .

“If it isn’t Miz MacGyver,” Mark said with a wry smile. “I

heard you saved me with a plastic bag from Barty’s

One-Stop and a roll of duct tape. How come you didn’t

tell me?”

Beth Ann only stared at him as tears welled in her

eyes. It seemed only yesterday that she and Cheryl,

who’d arrived at Jackrabbit General just as the helicop-

ter took off, had driven hell-for-leather from Eudena

clear to Dallas, where he’d been air-lifted to the nearest

Level One trauma center. For five long hours, Beth Ann

had prayed and prayed, yet she had been certain she

would arrive to find him dead.

Instead, he’d been in recovery after surgery. Since

then, she had stayed at his side. But she’d had to make

an exception for today’s trip, a nearly intolerable com-

mute to Wichita Falls in a rental car, since Cheryl had

had to leave last night to take care of her kids and

check on Eli, who was camping out with Mrs. Minton.
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All the way back to the Dallas hospital, Beth Ann had

imagined some setback would snatch Mark from her: a

sudden fever or a staph infection, though she knew the

chances were remote.

As she had after each leave-taking since the shoot-

ing, she feasted her eyes on him. He looked much bet-

ter this afternoon, she decided, his color good, his

breathing nearly normal as he lay back among the

white-cased pillows. But how would he feel once she

told him what she’d learned today?

“I did tell you how I rigged that seal for your chest.”

She hugged her own arms as the images returned to

haunt her. “Several times, since you kept asking. It’s just

that you were too drugged up to remember.”

“Come on, Beth Ann.” Mark reached up and

brushed moisture from her face. “It’s okay to lighten up

now. I’ll be fine, I promise. The doctors said they’ll be

turning me loose in just a few more days.”

She captured his hand and kissed his knuckles,

where she tasted her own tears.

“Besides,” he added,“proficiency with duct tape gives

you automatic admission to the Hot Babe Hall of Fame.”

In spite of her anxiety, she smiled and rolled her

eyes. “Only a true guy would think that. Now, can I get

you anything? Some water? Or do you need more pain

medication?”

He looked up into her face. “All I needed was that

smile. That’s all I’ll ever need.”

“It’s yours, Mark,” she vowed, “whenever and wher-

ever you want it. Even at your place in Pittsburgh.”

If he still wanted her once she shared the news

about Earl Stillwater and her mother.

“My place,” Mark said, “is wherever you are, Beth

Ann. And if that’s in Eudena, so be it.”
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“But I thought you said you’d never—”

“I’m going to build a plant there, in honor of all the

good that still lives in our hometown. Good I never

would have seen without you.”

Beth Ann couldn’t help herself. Fresh tears spilled.

“In return, I’m asking only two things,” he said.

She nodded. “Anything you want.”

His gaze softened as he studied her. “I want you to

take a little time off, see some of the country with me,

some of the world outside Hatcher County. The Grand

Canyon, Hawaii, Paris, Venice—I don’t care. Wherever

you and Eli want to go.”

“Such a hardship,” she said, allowing herself to imag-

ine the three of them together, traveling almost as a

family. “However will I cope?”

“You haven’t heard the hard part yet. I want you to

marry me, Beth Ann. Please. It’s all—you’re all—I’ve

ever wanted in this world.”

“That and a good, stout roll of duct tape.”

He winced as laughter strained his healing wound,

now bound with higher-tech materials. Sobering

abruptly, he said, “Don’t mess with me, woman. Just

tell me that you love me and say you’ll be my wife.”

She sighed. “I do love you, more than anything.

When I saw you lying there, the blood bubbling out of

you—I thought my life was over. I knew I couldn’t go

on breathing if you didn’t. I—”

“Shh, Beth Ann. It’s over. Please don’t cry again.”

Pressing her lips together, she struggled to regroup.

“Before this goes one bit further, there’s something I

need you to know. And then maybe—maybe you

won’t be so eager to get married.”

Mark used the remote to incline his bed more, his dark

eyes growing somber.“What is it?What did you find out?”
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She had told him this morning that she was driving to

the dealership in Wichita Falls, to pick up the envelope

the auto salesman had retrieved from her mother’s old

Mercedes. The sedan’s hidden trunk compartment had

been locked, but Beth Ann knew at once the combina-

tion.

Her mother had used the date of the collision six-

teen years before. Secreted inside, she’d left two let-

ters, only one of them in her handwriting.

“There was something from Earl Stillwater.” Beth

Ann sat next to Mark, where the bedrail had been low-

ered. “A letter written to my mother a few weeks after

the accident. Our accident. And he—he said—”

Mark gingerly reached over her shoulder and pulled

her closer to his good side. “Go ahead. Just tell me.”

“He begged for her forgiveness. He never meant for

anyone to get hurt—anyone, that is, except my—my

father.”

Mark looked at her, his confusion obvious.

“He and my—my mother were having an affair. They

talked about—” Beth Ann had to stop to catch her

breath. “They talked about running away together. To

Mama, it was just talk—she swore it in the letter she

left, but Earl Stillwater took it seriously. He sabotaged

my father’s car. My dad was dying anyway, Earl figured.

Why not get the insurance right away so he and my

mother could use the money for a fresh start some-

where new?”

“Son of a bitch cut your brake line, didn’t he?” Mark

guessed. “That’s why it gave when you pushed down

on it.”

Beth Ann nodded. “I think that’s right. He didn’t say

exactly in his letter. He just begged Mama’s forgiveness
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and told her he understood why she’d chosen to stay

with me, since I’d been hurt so badly.”

“That selfish bastard,” Mark said. “And your mother

knew he did it. Knew it all these years and yet said

nothing.”

“I don’t think she knew until she got his message.”

Beth Ann told him. “In her letter, she claims that when

she found out, she was terrified she’d be implicated

and no one would believe her because of the way

she—the way she was with men. She said what she

most feared was being sent to prison, where she

couldn’t help me through my rehabilitation.”

Mark went silent, leaving Beth Ann to imagine his

fury at the years he’d spent behind bars, partly be-

cause of her mother’s decision.

Beth Ann endured the stillness for as long as she

could before saying, “She was wrong, I understand

that. An irresponsible adulteress, but she’d never be

part of a conspiracy to murder.”

“Only to a conspiracy to send me to jail.”

“You’re right. She should have spoken up for you in-

stead of hiding Earl’s letter all these years. She was

weak and wrong and selfish, and I wouldn’t blame you

if you hate her. But she was still my mother, Mark, and

in spite of all of it, I loved her. I still love her, and I’ll

miss her all my life.”

Beside her, she felt Mark’s head shake.

“I’m angry. I admit it,” he said. “But I can’t really hate

her, either. In the end, Lilly Decker was the first to

reach out to me from Eudena. And God help her, she

paid for her sins, and paid horribly.”

Beth Ann nodded. “Yes, she did. After the accident,

she broke off all contact with Earl, but when she won
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that jackpot, he showed up again, insisting there was

no reason they couldn’t be together now that money

was no object. Mama told him she’d kept his letter, and

she used it to blackmail him into staying clear of her.

The only problem was that Ginny Stillwater somehow

found out about the whole thing.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. Maybe she followed her husband, or

caught on to his behavior somehow and then kept af-

ter him until he told her everything. But when he did,

she went off the deep end and killed Mama.”

“The woman was insane. I’ve never seen anyone so

completely unhinged.”

Beth Ann nodded. “She was a sick woman, sick with

lupus, which sometimes affects the brain. I think that,

combined with the shock, caused a psychotic break.

She really thought that God was speaking to her, telling

her to do such horrible things.”

“A damned shame her own son had to be the one to

kill her. Poor Damon. He’s a good kid, but this kind of

thing—I’m not sure how he’ll come through it. I know

he’s a deputy, but still, he’s not so much older than I

was, back when all hell broke loose.”

Beth Ann squeezed Mark’s hand, awed by his capac-

ity to think of someone else in spite of all he’d been

through. She could look for a thousand years and

never find another such man. How could she have

imagined for a moment that his feelings for her would

change when he learned of her mother’s secret?

“It’ll be much harder for Damon if this comes out,”

she said, “about his father, that is, what he did to that

car and why.”

Mark perked up. “You said if.”

She drew in a deep breath and moved to get the en-
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velope, which she had laid beside her purse on the

bedside chair. After removing the two letters, she

handed both to him.

“It’s completely up to you, Mark,” she said. “I’ve been

thinking a lot about what you asked me earlier. About

who it would help to bring the accident up again at

this point. Earl and Ginny Stillwater are both dead, and

Morrell’s been disgraced. Gene Calvert is locked up,

along with Billy Hyatt.”

Mark nodded. “Almost everyone who’s had a hand in

this has paid a steep price. And those who didn’t will

have to live with themselves—and there’s a cost to

that, too. Maybe a higher one than we know.”

“So who’s left but the innocent to suffer if we share

this?” Beth Ann asked him, then began to tick them off.

“Larinda’s mother, who’s already dealing with her hus-

band’s arrest; Heidi Brown’s family; and especially

poor Damon and his sister. But still, you’ve taken all

the heat for that head-on for so long.”

“I can handle it,” he told her as he tore the pair of

letters into pieces. “I can handle anything, just as long

as I have you.”

Carefully she sat back down beside him, her heart

overflowing with all the things she’d given up the hope

of having, all the things she’d found in him.

As she put her arms around him, she said, “Forever,

then, Jess,” and sealed her promise with a kiss as firm

as bedrock and a love that stretched eternal as the un-

blinking prairie sky.
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