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When mysterious Heck Dillon enters her life,
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Chapter 1

 


“Ladies and Gentlemen, a round of applause
for your Region 8 Grand Champion Morgan Mare, Cascade Meadows
Coquette!” The words reverberated through the huge arena.

The long ribbon streamers fluttered in a
profusion of blue, red, and gold against the horse’s neck as she
trotted briskly through the victory pass. Julia Dorsey felt as
though her chest would explode with excitement as she rode the mare
past the sea of spectators. This was her reward for months
of hard work, the final step toward her dream—the Morgan Grand
National & World Championship. She gazed at Coquette’s sleek
neck and felt the mare’s excitement in every step. Crushing love
surged through Julia’s chest and she immersed herself in the
glorious moment.

As she approached the out-gate, her elation
faded. Stephen stood at the rail, no visible hint of his mood in
the sharp lines of his aristocratic features. She took a deep
breath as she rode out of the arena and into the brilliant
midmorning sun.

Leaning forward in the saddle, she stroked
the mare’s neck, “You are such a good girl. Carrots and apples for
you.”

Stephen’s clipped words boded no good. “Get
down and walk with me.”

She glanced at her husband’s face, wondering
what tirade he was about to unleash. His expression revealed
nothing but displeasure. She swung down from the saddle and turned
to face him. Whatever it was, she’d get through it. As usual.

Stephen’s tone was derisive. “Well, you
finally qualified for the Grand National, but I don’t understand
why it took you so long—you’ve had the best riding instructors and
horse trainers money can buy. Except for that first bozo you
found.”

Julia chose her words carefully. “This is not
something that happens overnight.”

“Nonetheless, you should have had a better
ride than you did today. Perhaps the judges just chose the lesser
of two evils.”

Julia’s restraint disappeared. “No! Don’t you
dare try to ruin—”

The sentence died in her throat and horror
replaced the anger. The look on Stephen’s face sent a chill of fear
through her chest.

His granite gray eyes narrowed and he stepped
closer, a cruel smile forming on his thin lips. “Ah, a little
feisty are we? You know how that turns me on.”

Revulsion rolled through her stomach and she
stepped back. “I—I’m sorry, Stephen. I’m just a little wound up.
You’re right—I could have done better.” She gave him what she hoped
was a bright smile. “But the good news is, we’re going to Oklahoma
City!”

“Give the horse to Chet and get cleaned up.
We’re flying back to Seattle in an hour.”

“But, I’d rather ride back with
Coquette.”

“Julia, I don’t have time for this
foolishness. I’m in the middle of a big merger, and I’m sure you
haven’t forgotten the benefit dinner tomorrow night.” His polished
public smile appeared. “Besides, I thought we could shop for
something lovely for you to wear.” A frown puckered his brow. “And
do something about your hair. Now hurry up.”

“Stephen—”

He stepped closer. “Enough. Besides, I
don’t like having you out of my sight where I can’t protect you.
I’m a very rich man, and you can be sure that someone out there
wouldn’t hesitate to grab you for ransom.”

Julia looked down at her dusty boots. I
should be so lucky.

The groom’s gravelly voice broke into her
frustration. “I’ll take good care of your horse, Ma’am.”

Julia nodded and handed over the reins,
glancing at Chet’s faded blue eyes and sharing his discomfort over
witnessing Stephen’s egotistical outburst. As they walked along
beside Coquette, she listened to the gentle clip-clop of hooves,
despair flooding her heart, the joy of her victory crushed.

Stephen’s cell phone rang and he turned away,
responding with authority to whomever had called. Julia glanced at
him once more, then hurried to the stall where she kept her tack
and supplies. She pried the lid from a large plastic bucket and
grabbed two big carrots with fluffy green tops. She could certainly
spare a minute to reward her baby for a job well done.

The chestnut mare’s beautiful dark eyes
glowed with excitement and she whickered softly, bringing a lump to
Julia’s throat.

“Do you love me, Miss Cokie, or is it just my
carrots you’re after?”

Julia examined the fine lines and intricate
structures of the horse’s face, moved as always by the beauty of
this animal that had stolen her heart.

“Julia!”

Without looking back at Stephen, she gave the
mare a quick pat, then scurried into the tack stall and pulled the
curtain across the entrance. While she shrugged out of her jacket
and shirt, she listened to the conversation taking place outside in
the aisle. Chet’s restraint was admirable—how he could abide
Stephen’s rude and dismissive attitude was a mystery to her, but
the old guy had worked with horses for over fifty years—he’d
probably seen it all. She half smiled. Poor Stephen. He knew
nothing about horses, didn’t even like them and, most times,
wouldn’t even come into the barn. He complained that the odor
nauseated him. Another mystery, since a clean horse barn smelled
only of hay and the musky scent of warm horseflesh. She almost
laughed out loud. She’d unintentionally picked the one activity in
which he wanted no part. She stopped smiling. She was surprised he
allowed it, and she’d be damned if she was going to do anything to
mess it up.

Gathering up her show gear, she moved to the
tack trunk and allowed herself a moment to gaze at the beautiful
custom crafted piece that had cost her almost a thousand dollars.
She’d heard about a craftsman who lived up in the mountains, a man
whose work was well known among the wealthier horse owners in the
Seattle region. Luck had been with her when the woodcrafter had set
up a booth at one of the horse shows. With just a simple
description of what she wanted, he’d built this beautiful and
useful creation. The box was constructed of deeply burnished solid
walnut, and trimmed with solid brass fittings. Her farm name was
expertly etched into the wood and stained black. The trunk was
worthy every penny.

She lifted the lid and gazed at the contents.
The warm aroma of leather and horse blankets drifted out. She
kneeled on one knee and arranged her clothes, then stopped, aware
of the sudden lack of conversation outside the stall. Coquette’s
iron shoes tapped against the concrete as Chet led her to the stall
next door.

Suddenly, the curtain swept aside and
Stephen’s angry face appeared.

“God-dammit, will you hurry up!”

“Sorry, I’m coming.”

She closed the trunk and briefly ran her
fingers over the wood, then rose and gave Stephen her most charming
smile.

“Let’s go shopping.”

The Learjet banked slightly as the pilot
corrected course, and Julia gazed down at the peaks of her beloved
Cascade Mountains. Lush green blanketed the view for as far as she
could see. In this hottest of summers, thankfully there’d been no
forest fires so far, even though it was mid-August when the forests
were tinder dry. A thrill ran through her chest. August. In
two months, she’d be on her way to Oklahoma to compete in her first
Grand National.

Though Stephen’s disparaging remarks had
stung at first, she knew her progress had actually been very good,
especially considering that, four years ago, she’d known nothing
about riding a horse. She pulled her lower lip between her teeth,
remembering those first few lessons, at a time in her marriage when
she was more or less allowed to come and go as she pleased. Now,
Stephen seldom let her do anything on her own. She released a deep
sigh and closed her eyes to shut out the thoughts.

Stephen patted her hand. “Tired? You can take
a little nap at the office while I make my conference call. I made
your hair appointment for two o’clock.”

His voice grounded her in reality. She nodded
and leaned her head back against the seat. The jet engines whined
softly, then the plane lurched, sending Julia’s heart into her
throat. She simply could not get over her nervousness about being
thousands of feet above the earth. Nowhere to go but down. She
shook off the thought and glanced at her husband’s profile. Not
handsome, but attractive in a powerful way. His charisma had
supported him in a steady rise to the top of the entrepreneurial
world, and perhaps it was that power and confidence which attracted
people to him. She tried to remember how it had been before they’d
married, but the memories had dimmed in the debris of their stormy
relationship. When had he changed? More important, how had she
missed the change? Had she been too close to see it, or had
something in her subconscious kept her from looking too closely?
She pulled her lower lip gently between her teeth and pushed away
the unpleasant self-assessment.

Glancing out the window again, she was
surprised to see the runway racing beneath the plane. A soft thump,
and she released a quiet sigh of relief, then smiled, feeling
foolish. Her inner goblins could rest now.

Stephen wove through traffic, muttering under
his breath when another driver got in his way. Julia watched the
people on the sidewalks and gazed at the buildings that made up the
city core of Seattle. Straight ahead, the magnificent Seattle
Central Library loomed against a brilliant blue sky, the sun
glinting off the thousands of glass surfaces. Though the building
was an architectural masterpiece, its very size intimidated her—she
preferred the quiet coziness of a branch library, so welcoming and
private. She pursed her lips. A library board meeting was coming up
soon, but she wasn’t sure of the date. She’d been consumed with
preparing herself and Coquette for the regional show.

A thrill raced through her mind again. She
was actually going to compete at the Grand National.

Stephen pulled into the underground parking
garage beneath the modern black-faced building which housed Dorsey
International. A few moments later, they rode the elevator in
silence to the fourteenth floor. As the elevator slowed, Stephen
turned and smiled.

“I’m looking forward to our afternoon out.”
He stroked her hair. “Come back to the office when you’re finished
at the hairdresser.”

The doors opened and he strode away toward
the end of the hall. Julia watched until he’d disappeared into his
office, then turned down another hall toward the restroom. She felt
sticky and unkempt. At least she could splash some water on her
face.

Stephen’s blonde receptionist was drying her
hands. “Oh, hi, Mrs. Dorsey. How are you today?”

“Dusty and sticky and wishing I had a
shower.”

The girl’s brows knit together, and Julia
laughed. “I just came from a horse show in Eastern Oregon.
Literally got off the horse and got onto the plane.”

“Oh, yeah, well, nice to see you again.” She
started toward the door.

“Say, do you happen to know how long my
husband might be on his conference call?”

“Probably at least a half hour or more—it’s a
four-way conversation with London, New York, and Hong Kong.
Awesome, huh?”

“Yes, we certainly live in a connected
world.”

The restroom door closed and Julia gazed in
the mirror. Her hair could definitely use some help. She glanced at
her watch. One o’clock. She had plenty of time.

The afternoon heat washed over her as she
stepped onto the sidewalk in front of Stephen’s offices. A ripple
of apprehension ran through her pulse. If he found out... She shook
her head. When he was doing business, he paid attention to nothing
else. He’d never know. She turned left and walked briskly for three
blocks, arriving at the revolving doors of First Bank, a time-worn
historic building housing one of the oldest financial institutions
in the state. Her grandparents had banked there, and their parents
before that. She pushed through the moving circular door and
stopped for a moment to absorb the atmosphere of the vintage
interior.

A middle-aged man looked up and smiled as she
approached the counter.

“Hello, Mrs. Dorsey. Haven’t seen you in
quite a while.”

“I know. I hardly ever get to town anymore.
My horses, you know—they take a lot of time. But I’m not
complaining—I love it.”

“Yes, I used to ride as a young man. Nothing
else feels quite like it.”

Julia held up a key. “I’d like to get into my
safe deposit box, please.”

The man took the key and ushered her back
through the hall, then unlocked a door next to the vault. The room
was about 20 feet long and 10 feet wide. On three sides,
brass-fronted squares rose from the floor to the ceiling. A rolling
ladder rested against the back wall.

Julia signed the register and the man
unlocked her box, then smiled. “Nice to see you again.”

The glass door closed behind him, and she
struggled to remove the heavy box from inside the cubicle. With a
quick glance through the door to the bank lobby, she opened the lid
and gazed at the bundles of bills. Her vision blurred as she
thought about her wonderful grandmother and the love that had
transcended any fallibility Julia might have.

“Gram, I miss you so much.”

Julia removed three bundles and stuffed them
into the bottom of her shoulder bag. Risky, but she had nowhere
else to carry them. She glanced at her watch. She had twenty
minutes to finish and get back to the hair salon. Reaching into the
box, she felt along the sides of the wrapped bundles, taking a
mental tally of what remained of her inheritance, then she closed
the lid, slid the box into its crypt, and left the vault. With a
cheery wave to the bank teller, she stepped onto the sidewalk and
headed back toward safety. As she walked, she thought about the
circumstances surrounding her strange storage of her grandmother’s
money.

After a fairytale courtship that seemed more
suitable to fiction, Stephen’s marriage proposal had been exactly
what Julia wanted. She’d bowed to his every wish regarding the
wedding and the honeymoon, but when he’d informed her that a
prenuptial agreement was being drawn up, the fairy dust had
scattered. How could he treat her like that? She’d never given him
any reason to think she was at all interested in his money. In
fact, she’d actually been uncomfortable with his wealth. Her own
family had been comfortably well-off, but not to the point of
spending money on extravagant non-necessities. Stephen had made it
clear there would be no marriage without the pre-nup in place.

Angry about being distrusted, she’d
transferred her inheritance from investments to cash and stored it
in a place where there’d be no record. A fluke move that now gave
her some semblance of freedom in the prison of her marriage.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


Julia stepped into the hair salon at one
minute to two.

Stephen’s eyes glinted like lightning on
steel and a rosy flush of anger showed on his cheeks.

“Where have you been?”

Julia’s heart thumped. What was he doing
here? She swallowed hard and struggled to keep her tone light.

“I walked down to the library. I have—”

“You just came in from the opposite
direction.” He stepped closer and grabbed her upper arm, his
fingers digging into the flesh.

Tears sprang to her eyes. “Stephen, you’re
hurting me,” she whimpered, keeping her voice low. “People are
staring.”

He released her and stepped back. She
resisted the urge to rub the spot where dark bruises would already
be forming.

“I just wanted to walk a little, so I took
the long way around the block.” She forced herself to be contrite.
“I’m sorry if I worried you. I thought you would be on the phone
for a long time.”

Stephen snorted. “The jerk in Hong Kong
wasn’t available. Wasted everyone’s time.” His tone softened. “I do
worry about you. I can’t imagine what life would be like without my
girl.” He turned to the hair stylist who’d witnessed the whole
scene. “Do your magic and make her beautiful. I want to show her
off to all the big shots tomorrow night.”

An hour later, the stylist handed her a
mirror. “What do you think?”

Julia gazed at the new style, obviously
something Stephen had requested. Her once ash-brown hair was now a
dozen different lengths and streaked with gold. Very sassy and
modern, but more appropriate to a twenty-something chick.

“It’s nice. Thank you.”

“You hate it, don’t you?”

The young man’s fine features formed an
exaggerated pout in the mirror, and Julia smiled. Yes, she hated
it, but how long would it take for Stephen to find that out? Better
play along.

“No. You did a great job. I’m sure I’ll get
used to the new look.”

The stylist whisked away the stray hair
clippings and removed the cape. “It changes your looks
dramatically, you know. Your friends will do a double take when
they see you again.”

Julia gazed at her image in the wide mirror.
He was right—and how interesting that a simple haircut could do
that.

She stood up and grinned. “I just hope my
horses still recognize me.”

“Oooh, that’s right. You have all those
gorgeous animals. I’ve always wanted to ride a horse.”

“Next time you have a day off, give me a
call. You can come out to the farm and ride to your heart’s
content.” Placing a twenty-dollar bill on the counter, she smiled.
“Charge the appointment to my husband’s account.”

Julia stepped out of the elevator and walked
down the hall toward Stephen’s office.

“Ma’am? May I help you?” The blonde
receptionist gaped. “Oh, Mrs. Dorsey. Oh my gosh, I didn’t
recognize you. Your hair looks awesome!”

“It’s certainly different. Is my husband
busy?”

“He’s with someone, but he said for you to
wait in the lounge and he’d be there soon.”

Two phone lines began to ring, and the girl
turned away. Julia walked across the hall to the visitor lounge,
thinking about her class that morning. She’d felt like it was a
good ride. A thread of disappointment worked its way into her
thoughts. She hadn’t even had a chance to savor the win, talk to
other exhibitors and, worst of all, have some time with Coquette to
bond their partnership. And where was Chet now with her precious
cargo? She said a silent prayer that his drive home would be
uneventful. Maybe she should call him. She immediately dismissed
the thought. The one thing she’d figured out was that Stephen’s
jealousy was so unreasonable that he might decide the horses took
too much of her time away from him. She was convinced that the only
reason he allowed her to have them was because they kept her at the
farm where he wanted her.

She moved to the huge window that looked out
over the city. Seattle was a comfortable town, so different from
the large cities of the Midwest and the East. Julia considered
herself a small-town girl, though she’d grown up in the rural
suburbs. All she’d ever wanted or needed was family and friends,
her books, and the fresh Pacific air. Meeting Stephen had changed
all that. But who could she blame but herself? She had ignored the
inner warning that the fairy tale would end.

“Ah, turn around and let me look at you.”

Julia closed her eyes at the sound of
Stephen’s voice. Taking a carefully controlled breath, she turned
and smiled her brightest.

He strode across the room, his eyes glowing
with dark excitement. Her stomach lurched. She’d seen that look
before.

“Perfect. You like it? Of course you do.” He
kissed her forehead, then nuzzled her ear, his hands sliding down
her arms. “I’d like to muss it up right now, right here,” he
whispered.

Oh Lord, please no. “Stephen, we
can’t. Someone will see.”

He chuckled and stepped back, his face
flushed with anticipation. “Later.”

Julia smoothed her fingers over the soft
leather of the large Coach shoulder bag.

“Stephen, it’s beautiful, but it’s too
expensive.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s perfect for you.
Call it a congratulations gift for your victory this morning.”

The bag was really gorgeous and she’d been
thinking about an oversize tote for travel. But $600?

She rose on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek,
startled as always at how cool his skin felt.

With shopping bags in both hands, she
followed him out of the store and onto the sidewalk.

He took one of the bags. “We’ll have dinner
at Onofrio’s, then head home. How does that sound?”

Dead tired and wishing only for a bath and
her bed, Julia put on a brave smile. “Wonderful.”

Just wonderful. I’m in barn clothes and
dirty, and going to one of the best places in town.

“You can change and shower at the office.” He
chuckled. “You didn’t really think I’d let you go out dressed like
that, did you?”

Her laugh sounded hollow. “I guess not.”

Actually, I never know what to expect any
more.

Thirty minutes later, they stepped into the
deserted office suite. A few low lights glowed in the hallway and
the silence was uncomfortable. Julia couldn’t remember ever being
there after hours. Stephen took her hand and led her down the hall
to his corner office, switching on the lights as they entered.

“The shower is through there. I’ll catch up
on my e-mail while you’re getting ready.” He sat down at his
massive desk. “Wear the green dress we bought this afternoon.”

Julia adjusted the water to as hot as she
could stand, then relaxed into the penetrating pulsations. Her
muscles loosened and weariness washed over her. How would she ever
get through the evening? How would she ever get through her
life?

Stepping out onto the thick bathmat, she
wondered what her life would have been if she hadn’t married
Stephen. Would she have met someone ordinary in an ordinary
setting, like work or school? Would she live in a small bungalow in
a middle-class neighborhood full of little kids on bikes and
skates? Her throat tightened. Children. How could she have known
that her partner choice would preclude the joy of motherhood?
They’d never talked about it—she’d just assumed…

She cast off the unhappy thoughts and toweled
away the water drops from her shoulders. The mirror reflected her
body, tall and lean, perhaps too lean, but her active lifestyle
with the horses kept the pounds from accumulating and, anyway, she
didn’t have much interest in food. What had Stephen seen in her?
She wasn’t beautiful by any stretch of the imagination. Certainly
not a trophy wife. Her clear green eyes stared back, taunting her
with the truth. Stephen had wanted someone he could control,
someone with no self-confidence or fortitude. Why hadn’t she
recognized that fact early in their courtship? Probably because she
hadn’t wanted to see any of his flaws, so mesmerized by his charm
she could only delight in her wonderful luck that he’d chosen
her.

She focused on the dark thumbprint on her
upper arm, then her gaze traveled down to a fading green area on
her hip. Somehow, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t avoid
his wrath. And sadly, even after six years, she still never knew
what might trigger it.

She exhaled sharply and reached for the
shopping bag. She swore under her breath—it was the wrong one. She
stared at the Coach bag for a minute, then sighed and wrapped
herself in a towel. The parcel with the dress would be on the chair
in the office. Or had she left it in the car? She shivered as she
stepped out of the steam-filled bathroom into the air-conditioned
office.

Stephen looked up from his computer. “Feel
better?”

She nodded and padded over to the leather
chair where her packages sat. “I had the wrong shopping bag.” As
she rummaged through the bags, she heard his chair creak. A cold
slice of panic raced through her chest. She grabbed the green dress
and turned, but it was too late.

Stephen stood inches from her, his face
flushed, his eyes dark. He took the dress and tossed it toward the
chair, then slipped his hands into her hair and pulled her face
close.

“You are so beautiful. And you’re mine, all
mine.”

He kissed her hard, crushing her lips against
her teeth. His fingers tightened painfully in her hair. Suddenly he
stepped back and ripped the towel away, his eyes devouring her
nakedness.

“Stephen, no, we can’t. Someone might come
in.”

He gave her a haughty look. “They wouldn’t
dare.”

His hands caressed her shoulders, then moved
to her breasts. She was unable to move, unable to respond as he
pleasured himself with the feel of her body.

His voice was husky with need. “Undress
me.”

A wave of sorrow passed through her
heart—he’d played this game before and she could do nothing about
it.

Minutes later, she stared at the ceiling,
blinking away the tears, trying to ignore the hard edges of the
mahogany desk biting into her flesh as Stephen pounded away his
lust.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


Julia eased quietly out of bed and turned to
look at her sleeping husband, snoring softly, his sharp features
dimly illuminated by the night light. Tiptoeing across the room,
she glanced back twice to assure herself that he hadn’t wakened.
Her bare feet touched the marble floor in the hall and she shivered
as she hurried toward the kitchen. Every muscle in her body ached,
a sobering reminder of the previous night. The coffeemaker hissed,
discharging the last drop of dark brown elixir into the pot. She
inhaled deeply, savoring the strong, rich aroma. The clock on the
stove glowed 5:30. She glanced out the window. The barn lights were
on. Chet was already on top of the morning chores.

Dressing quickly in clothes she kept in the
laundry room closet, she mentally went over the day’s schedule. The
vet would be coming sometime in the morning to do the first
trimester check on Coquette’s pregnancy. Julia could barely contain
her delight any time she thought about her favorite mare’s foal.
Thankfully, Stephen had been egotistical enough to want the very
best breeding money could buy. Next spring, Miss Cokie would
deliver a filly or colt by the top Morgan stallion in the
country.

Julia laced up her worn paddock boots and
returned to the kitchen, then moved silently down the hall toward
the bedroom. Outside the door, she held her breath and listened.
Nothing. Then, a muffled snore followed by another. She exhaled
softly and backed away.

Returning to the kitchen, she opened her
purse and removed the bundled banknotes, then wrapped them in
aluminum foil. She opened the wide door to the freezer compartment
of the huge stainless steel refrigerator. The stale scent of
re-circulated freezing air and frozen food drifted around her as
she began rearranging packages. She placed the foil parcels clear
at the back between several slabs of frozen steak, then piled the
remaining food in front. She closed the door and exhaled sharply.
The money should be safe there until she had the opportunity to
move it.

The coffee warmed her throat as she strode
toward the barn.

Chet’s deep voice pierced the morning quiet.
“I was just about to call you.”

Something in his tone jolted through Julia’s
chest. “What’s wrong?”

“It might just be she’s tired from the long
trip, but the mare is off her feed this morning, and she’s not
drinking. Could be colic.”

Julia set her mug on a ledge and hurried
toward Coquette’s stall. Worry nibbled at her mind. Maybe she
shouldn’t have taken the mare for such a long haul and rigorous
show. But that didn’t make any sense—the vet had been definite that
Coquette should live a normal life during her pregnancy. In fact,
he said she would benefit from the exercise and attention. Julia
peered over the stall door and her heart fell.

Coquette stood in the corner, head down, a
hind foot cocked. Her eyes were half closed. As Julia watched, the
mare grunted and shifted her weight to the other hind foot.

Julia turned to Chet. “Did she eat last night
after you got back?”

“Yeah, she finished her hay. But this
morning, she didn’t even want her sweet-feed.”

Julia opened the stall door and approached
the mare, talking softly. “Hi baby, what’s the matter?”

One elegant ear flicked toward the voice, but
the mare didn’t move. Julia’s fear grew. Coquette was usually like
a big dog, eager for attention and very vocal. Her brown coat was
dark with sweat along the side of her neck. Moving to the mare’s
side, Julia leaned down and rested her ear against the flank. Fear
blossomed into panic. All she heard was nothing. No gurgling, no
rumbling. Just the horrifying silence of colic.

“Chet, get the vet on the phone right now. He
needs to come as quickly as possible.”

Spurred by impending disaster, Julia reached
outside the stall and grabbed Coquette’s halter and lead rope.
Slipping the halter over the mare’s ears, she continued to talk
softly, then stroked the damp neck and tugged on the lead.
Reluctantly, Coquette followed Julia out of the stall and down the
aisle toward the back door. Chet’s voice echoed behind them.

“He’ll be here in twenty minutes. He said to
just walk her until he arrives.”

Shivering a little in the cool dawn air,
Julia led Coquette along the lane separating the barn and pasture.
How can this be happening? The mare plodded along, her
breathing heavy, occasionally punctuated by a grunt. Julia closed
her eyes tightly against the threat of tears. Please, please let
her be okay.

At the end of the lane, she turned and
started back. Several lights came on in the house and her heart
fell. Stephen was up. If she remembered correctly, he had an early
meeting in Olympia and would be flying. She swallowed hard. He’d
want breakfast and her presence until he left the house. She
glanced over at Coquette. Surely he’d understand. As she reached
the end of the lane near the front of the barn, his silhouette
appeared on the porch. Taking a deep breath, she continued across
the grass toward the house.

His tone was cold. “You’re certainly at it
early.”

Julia’s throat tightened. “She’s sick. I
think it’s colic. The vet should be here any minute.”

Even in the dim light, she saw her husband’s
features harden. “Well, I have to leave in forty minutes, so hand
her over to Chet and make my breakfast.”

“But—”

“It’s why we pay for barn help.”

Stephen went back into the house, leaving
Julia in a helpless rage. Yes, Chet could handle the mare and the
vet visit, but she wanted to be there, know what was going
on, be part of the treatment. She bit her lip. What would happen if
she just didn’t accommodate Stephen’s demands? A shudder passed
over her shoulders and she pushed away the answer.

Chet came out of a stall and set aside the
manure rake. “How’s she doing?”

“I have to take care of some things at the
house. I’ll be back in a few minutes. Will you continue walking
her?”

A shadow passed over the old man’s face, then
he reached for the rope. “Sure. Don’t worry. Want me to call you
when the doc arrives?”

She nodded and hurried out of the barn,
struggling with the hatred growing in her chest.

Julia washed the breakfast dishes, glancing
out the kitchen window every two minutes. Stephen moved back and
forth from the bedroom to the study as he prepared to leave.

Hurry up, please. Go. She looked out
the window again and her stomach flip-flopped. The vet’s truck
moved along the driveway and, a moment later, the phone rang. She
lunged for the wall phone, grabbing it with soapy hands, but
Stephen’s voice already hummed on the line. “Fine, I’ll tell her.”
Click.

She dried her hands and tried to walk
nonchalantly toward the study. “Was that Chet?”

“Yes. He has everything under control.”

Julia bit her lip, willing her feet not to
carry her out the door and across the grass to her beloved
mare.

Stephen came around the desk, smiling
wickedly. He slipped his arms around her and nuzzled her ear. “I’ll
miss you today. You are so sexy. I can’t stop thinking about last
night.”

Revulsion rolled through her stomach and it
was all she could do to keep from jerking away from him. But she
knew better. She closed her eyes and murmured the truth.

“Neither can I.”

He stepped back, holding her at arm’s length.
“I’m not sure I want to share you with all those leering men
tonight.”

She forced a sly smile. “Let them look. You
know I only have eyes for you.”

He leaned forward and planted a kiss on her
forehead. “I’ll be home about four. Be ready.”

Five minutes later, she watched his Jaguar
turn onto the highway, and she sprinted for the barn.

Chet was holding Coquette’s head while the
vet slid a long tube into her nostril.

Julia was breathless. “Is she going to be
okay?”

The vet expertly maneuvered the tube into the
mare’s throat. “I think so. This mineral oil should get things
moving if she doesn’t have an impaction—and I don’t think that’s
the case—she doesn’t appear to be in too much distress.”

Julia’s eyes misted as she watched Coquette
roll her eyes and try to pull her head from Chet’s firm grasp.

“Will her foal be okay?”

“I can’t answer that right now. If the colic
is simply a result of the excitement of the trip and show, I’d say
yes. If something else caused the problem, we’ll find out soon
enough.”

“Something else like what?”

“Hold on a minute.” The vet attached the tube
to a gallon jug, and the oil began to flow. “If she got hold of
some bad feed, anything with mold, it could compromise the fetus.
Worst case, botulism—but we don’t get much of that in this part of
the country. Still, it’s everywhere and has to be considered in
suspected cases of toxicity.”

Julia thought for a moment. “Chet, what hay
did you give her for the trip home?”

He squinted, thinking. “Um, seems to me I
filled the haybag from that last bale we opened.”

Julia’s throat tightened. “That’s the one I
bought from another exhibitor when we ran out.” Her breath caught.
“Oh God, I was so wound up about the class, I never thought to
check it.”

“It’s still in the trailer. When we’re done
here, I’ll go have a look.”

A few minutes later, the vet withdrew the
tube from the mare’s nose. “Walk her up and down the aisle a couple
of times while I put this stuff away.”

Julia reached over and took the lead rope
from Chet. “You go get that hay. We have to know.”

Her brain was spinning. How could she have
been so careless? Too caught up in the excitement of showing at the
regional show, too consumed with her own desires and importance to
safeguard her horse.

The vet motioned her over, then moved a
stethoscope along the mare’s belly and flank, listening intently.
He stood up and nodded.

“A few gut sounds are returning. She should
be just fine. Walk her for ten minutes every half hour. She should
pass manure within two hours. If she doesn’t, give me a call.” He
picked up his case. “I’ll go have a look at that bale of hay.” He
frowned. “I’ll have to do the pregnancy ultrasound later, after
she’s recovered. I don’t want to stress her any more than need
be.”

Julia felt as though she would cry. She
wrapped her arms around the mare’s neck and hugged tightly.
Coquette chuckled softly, and Julia’s tears exploded.

After putting the mare back in her stall,
Julia walked swiftly toward the rear door where the horse trailer
was parked. Chet and the vet were squatting next to a broken-up hay
bale. Chet looked up as she approached, and his expression implied
that the news was not good.

“Middle of the bale has a large area of
mold.”

“But we were using the end pieces.”

The vet shook his head. “Mold is insidious—it
infiltrates an entire bale, even though you can’t see it. I’d be
willing to bet this is what caused the colic.” He stood up. “Get
all traces of this bale out of the trailer and off the ground, then
burn it. Hose out the trailer, and destroy that haybag.”

Julia stepped closer. “Do you think she got
enough of it to hurt the foal?”

“I just don’t know. We’ll have to wait and
see.”

 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


Laughter and talk rose to a heavy din in the
elegant Rainier Room of the Edgewater Hotel. Julia had moved to a
sheltered corner with a view of Puget Sound. She closed her cell
phone and sighed. Chet’s report on Coquette was encouraging—the
mare was nibbling some hay and drinking again.

The noise level in the room rose even more as
she stared at her wine and closed her eyes. These benefit functions
were complete and utter agony for her.

“A penny for your thoughts.”

She looked up at the man behind the pleasant
voice. Brown eyes twinkled with amusement and his smile formed a
deep dimple at each corner of his mouth.

He offered his hand. “Dave Fortune from
Central. I just want to thank you for your continued support for
the library system. Without board members like you, we wouldn’t be
able to provide such a wide variety of services to the region.”

Julia shook his hand and smiled. “Libraries
have always played an important part in my life. I’m happy to do
whatever I can to assure the continued quality of our system.”

His hand was warm and soft, and she realized
she was still holding it. She stepped back, breaking the
connection, but feeling a small twinge of regret.

She felt Stephen’s presence before she heard
his voice, and dread flooded her mind.

His features formed a mask of wicked
insinuation. “Well, isn’t this cozy.”

Dave Fortune smiled. “Thanks again. See you
on Thursday.”

He swiftly melted into the crowd and Julia
turned to her husband.

“He’s the director at the main library. He
was just—”

Stephen’s eyes were cold with rage. “So
that’s why you’re so anxious to get to your precious
meetings. Do you even go to the library?”

Julia caught her breath, then fear swept over
her again. This was an argument she’d never win.

“Stephen, I barely know the man. Please don’t
say those things.”

He took her arm, his fingers biting into her
bare flesh as he guided her toward their table. “We’ll talk about
this when we get home.”

Stephen drove through the night in silence
and Julia stared out the window, her trepidation growing. Stephen
had been overly polite through dinner, making small talk with
others at the table, but barely speaking to her. She swallowed
hard. She’d learned that no amount of explanation would satisfy him
when he settled on an idea. All she could do was hope she could
appease him with sex. Her lower lip trembled and her heart ached as
she gazed at the heavy blackness that engulfed the countryside.
I wish I could just vanish into the dark night. She thought
about a magazine article she’d read at the dentist’s office last
year. Vanishing was not something to take lightly. It meant walking
away from everything one ever knew or loved.

The wide automatic door magically rose as
they approached, and the sleek vehicle rolled to a stop inside the
pristine garage. Julia stepped out and started toward the open
door.

“I need to run over and check on
Coquette.”

The door began to descend.

“You can check her in the morning. It’s
late.” Stephen’s tone defied argument.

Julia slipped out of her heels and padded
into the kitchen, trying to keep her voice light. “Would you like a
little nightcap?”

The last thing she wanted was more alcohol,
but it might help Stephen mellow a little, might help her survive
the conversation.

He nodded, shedding his tux jacket and
loosening his tie. Julia expertly mixed two Manhattans, adding a
little extra bourbon to his, and backing off a lot on hers. She
dropped a maraschino cherry into each glass, then licked the juice
from her fingers. She picked up the cocktails and headed toward the
couch.

“Did you get to talk to everyone you wanted
to see tonight?”

Stephen accepted his drink and nodded. “All
but one of the principals in this merger we’re working on.”

Julia tried to interject interest in her
tone. “Was he even at the party?”

“She. No, apparently something came up
at the last minute and she couldn’t make it.”

Julia caught just a flicker of something in
Stephen’s eyes as he made the statement, and a jolt of suspicion
prickled her mind. A woman? Stephen had a very low opinion
of women in business, yet this merger had consumed all his
attention and energy for months. Was there more to it than just a
business deal? Something akin to eagerness accompanied that idea.
Could he possibly be having an affair? She almost snorted out loud.
As jealous as he was about her every move, how ironic it
would be if he were sleeping with someone else.

Stephen downed his drink and stood up. “Time
for bed.”

She set her glass on the table and rose,
relief washing over her like a fresh breeze. He seemed to have
forgotten about the library director. She exhaled softly and
followed him down the hall toward the bedroom. Suddenly, he whirled
around, his face flushed and contorted with anger, his voice
strident.

“So, are you fucking him?”

Julia stumbled backward, fear rising in her
throat. “Stephen, don’t!”

The blow caught her cheek, snapping her head
to the side. She crashed into the wall. He grabbed her hair and
pulled her toward him, fury blazing in those steely eyes. She began
to sob.

“Stop that sniveling, you miserable bitch!
Always the tears! They really piss me off!”

He took a step toward her, then cursed and
whirled away, charging into the bedroom and slamming the door
behind him.

Julia stifled her sobs and tried to catch her
breath. Her head throbbed and the vision in her right eye began to
blur as it swelled. She walked slowly into the kitchen and opened
the freezer. The icemaker tray was full and she dumped half of it
into a dishtowel, then replaced the tray. The frigid air blew
across her hot skin and she stared at the packages of frozen food.
The day would come.

She sank onto the couch and cradled her face
in the icepack. Through the blur of tears, she noticed her
untouched Manhattan. A good anesthetic. She downed it in two gulps,
then lay back to wait for the cold and the warm to work their
magic. She closed her eyes and drifted.

A sound in the hall sent a jolt of adrenaline
through her system and she scrambled to sit up. She listened,
hearing his movements in the hall. Her heart hammered with the
thought of the unavoidable. He was coming to “make up.”

Stephen’s robed figure rounded the corner and
stopped. His features were soft with remorse.

“Sweetheart, I’m so sorry. Will you forgive
me?”

What could she do? She had never stood up to
him—the consequences would be too great. She nodded. At least he
wasn’t planning to beat her up any more. For now.

He held out his hand and helped her to her
feet. His apologetic expression looked sincere as he tenderly swept
her hair back from her bruised face.

“Say you forgive me.”

Cold anger rolled through her stomach, but
she swallowed it. “I forgive you, Stephen. I know you didn’t mean
it.”

He stepped back and smiled, pleased with his
conquest. His gaze dropped to her breasts, then continued down the
length of her body. “I never told you how stunning you look in that
dress we picked out yesterday. I should have known better than to
outfit you in something that would attract the men like bees to
honey.”

Dangerous ground. Don’t get yourself
trapped. She glanced away, feigning embarrassment at the
compliments.

Stephen reached out and slid one strap down
over her shoulder. She shivered at his cool touch as he did the
same with the other strap. He pulled the dress down over her bare
breasts.

“Mmm, good enough to eat.”

Her head swam. She had to do
something, had to act like she wanted this, or he might start
swinging again.

Inhaling slowly, she lifted her hands and
caressed her nipples.

Stephen groaned. “Oh God baby, you know what
that does to me.” He shed the silk robe and reached for her.

The dress came off and he devoured her mouth,
pressing his erection against her bare belly. He began walking her
backward, guiding her into the dining room. His hands were all over
her, and she tried to make the appropriate reciprocal noises
through the nausea rising in her throat. The massive glass dining
table reflected the soft lights in the recessed soffits, giving the
feeling of being suspended in space.

Stephen’s voice lost its repentant tone.
“Turn around.”

Slowly, Julia turned toward the table,
choking down the sobs that threatened to set him off again. A
beautiful watercolor on the wall reflected in the table, and she
focused on the scene, willing herself to go there for a while.
Stephen’s hands pushed her down onto the table and she jerked at
the feel of the cold glass against her bare skin. He pushed between
her thighs and grunted, his breathing became raspy, his voice
thick.

“Does he do it like this?”

 


 


 



Chapter 5

 


The mattress moved and the sheets rustled.
Julia listened to Stephen’s movements and kept her eyes tightly
closed, feigning sleep, dreading his touch, but he left the bed and
padded into the bathroom, closing the door quietly behind him.
Julia exhaled slowly and opened her eyes. If she jumped out of bed
right now, she could be in the kitchen before he emerged from his
morning routine. The bathroom door opened and he stepped back into
the bedroom. Her pulse ticked. Through half-closed eyes, she
watched him enter the walk-in closet and turn on the light. His
mind was clearly on work. She peeked at the clock, then snuggled
under the goose-down quilt to collect just one more moment of rest
for her aching body.

The closet door closed and her eyes flew
open. Stephen was fully dressed and walking toward her. She
stretched, pretending to have just awakened.

His tone was light. “Sleep well, darling?” He
gave her a leering smile. “I certainly did.”

He leaned down and kissed her forehead. The
scent of spicy cologne burned her nose.

His voice turned low and husky. “You are the
best sleeping aid I know.”

She peeled back the quilt and started to
rise, but he touched her shoulder. “You stay in bed and relax. I’m
leaving right now. I have a seven o’clock breakfast meeting in
Olympia, so there’s no need for you to get up.”

She sank back into the soft pillow. “Have a
good day. I’ll see you tonight.”

He headed toward the door, calling back over
his shoulder. “Surprise me with something elegant for dinner.”

Julia waited a full ten minutes, then slid
out of bed and walked to the window.

“Another beautiful morning.”

Mist draped across the pasture and the rising
sun cast slanted beams through the tree branches. Several horses
grazed along the fence, and Julia’s chest contracted with love.
This was her heaven, her refuge from a living hell.

She turned away from the scene and entered
the bathroom, stopping to stare at her image, wondering who lived
inside that bruised face. She stepped closer and examined the
damage.

“This will take weeks to fade. No library
board meeting this month.”

Dave Fortune’s pleasant face appeared in her
mind. It was just as well—she’d be asking for trouble so soon on
the heels of last night’s debacle. She opened a bottle of thick
makeup base and began trying to cover the marks.

An hour later, she opened the freezer door
and dug through the frozen packages to retrieve the bundles of
money. After placing them in a grocery bag, she picked up her
coffee mug and headed toward the barn, eager to see her mare.

Chet was at the door, his eyes reflecting
worry. Panic surged into Julia’s chest.

“What’s the matter?”

“The mare’s not doing too good. I called the
doc and he—”

Julia dropped the coffee mug and plastic bag,
and started across the aisle.

“Miz Dorsey, you really don’t want to go in
there.”

No, no, no! Please. It was just stupid colic. She has to be okay. Julia’s thoughts screamed and pain
crushed her chest. With all that was wrong with her life, she
couldn’t lose the one thing that kept her going.

She reached Coquette’s stall door, then
stopped and stared. The mare turned and gazed at her with huge dark
eyes, then nickered. Totally confused, Julia looked back at
Chet.

“She seems fine. What—”

He shook his head. “Her foal.”

Julia stared at him, unable to accept what
he’d said. A burning sensation began in her chest and her breath
rasped through her throat. Slowly, she turned back to the stall,
dropping her gaze to the fluffy wood shavings on the floor. A sob
erupted, her anguish too great to contain.

A perfectly formed little horse about the
size of a rabbit lay curled inside a translucent sac, eyes closed,
legs tucked, tiny hooves that would never race across a
pasture.

Julia turned away, sorrow wracking her body.
Chet’s sinewy arms surrounded her, his deep voice murmuring words
of consolation. But nothing would change the fact that, through her
own negligence, she had caused this tragedy. She cried and
cried until no more tears would come.

Thirty minutes later, the vet laid his hand
on her shoulder. “I’m sure sorry, Julia. But the mare’s fine—I gave
her something for pain and an antibiotic, just to be sure. What
with the moldy hay and the abortion, her resistance is down and I
don’t want to take any chances.”

Julia nodded numbly. “Thank you. Is there
anything I need to do, or know?”

“Give her a couple of days in the barn, then
she can be turned out. Call me if she stops eating or seems
lethargic. Don’t you worry—she’ll be good as new for your big
show.”

He headed toward the barn door, stopping
briefly to talk with Chet. Julia stepped inside Coquette’s stall,
battling the despair that threatened to overwhelm her again. Chet
had removed the aborted fetus and added fresh bedding, but the
memory of what she’d seen would burn in Julia’s brain for a long
time.

Coquette stepped over and nuzzled Julia’s
arm, chuckling softly in her throat, her warm sweet breath a tonic
for sadness. Julia slid her arms around the mare’s neck and laid
her cheek against the warm body.

“Miss Cokie, I am so sorry.”

The moment was one of those times that proved
to Julia that the bond between her and this beautiful animal was
more precious than any link she’d ever had with humans.

Her phone chimed and she stepped back.
Stephen’s number glowed on the screen, and she took a deep breath.
Her husband would not be happy about this news.

His voice was crisp and businesslike. “I left
some important documents on my desk. I’ve sent a courier out to
collect them. He should be there in about forty minutes. Where are
you?”

“In the barn. Co—”

“Go back to the house. In my study, on the
right corner of the desk is a green folder marked Wharton. Put it
into a manila envelope and seal it. Use tape over the flap.”

“Okay.” Grief rose above all else, causing
her voice to tremble. “Stephen, Coquette just lost her foal.” The
tears came and Julia could barely breathe. “Oh god, it was
so awful!”

His tone was cold. “So we’ll just breed her
again. What’s the big deal?”

Julia almost shouted. “How can you be so
uncaring? This was her baby!”

Anger snapped through the line. “For Christ’s
sake, Julia—it’s just an animal. Grow up. Now get the hell over to
the house and get that file ready.”

Julia slowly closed the cell phone. She
stroked Coquette’s shoulder once, then left the stall. Stopping to
gaze around the elaborate custom-built barn, she felt like a
stranger.

One touch on the switch pad and Stephen’s
study was bathed in the diffused lighting he’d designed himself.
The smooth control pad was touch and temperature sensitive, and the
lights adjusted their intensity to the ambient light. On dark days,
they brightened, and on sunny days, they adjusted to balance the
natural light. She thought about her husband as she headed toward
his desk. He was a genius in his field, a fact proven by his
stellar rise to the top of the entrepreneurial heap. She wondered
briefly if he even knew how much money he had. Of course he did—he
knew every detail of his life. And hers.

The green folder sat exactly where he’d
indicated. She checked a couple of drawers, then found the manila
envelopes on a shelf behind the printer. Out of curiosity, she
opened the Wharton folder and glanced through it. The usual boring
electronic mumbo-jumbo filled the first few pages, followed by a
diagram of some sort, but the following page caught her attention.
It was a description of the project, something to do with the
national power grid and a way to control it. Interesting. I
didn’t know he was working on a government project. She
actually didn’t know much of anything about his work. He was
extremely close-mouthed about the business. She shrugged. Not that
she was interested. She quickly slipped the folder into the
envelope and sealed it.

An hour later, Julia closed the lid on the
beautiful tack trunk, then gathered up the pieces of foil and
stuffed them into the grocery bag. She felt more calm and confident
than she could ever remember being during her marriage. A marriage
she could no longer tolerate. Divorce was out of the question.
Stephen would fight it to the death while she suffered under his
hands. What recourse did she have? Her thoughts flashed back a year
to an advertisement she’d seen on a billboard. What was the name of
that organization? She couldn’t remember, but it would be easy
enough to find on the Internet.

She glanced in the tack room mirror. The
heavy makeup did a pretty good job of camouflaging her bruises.
Maybe she’d go to the library board meeting after all.

Several days later, Julia was in her kitchen
cleaning up the breakfast dishes. Oddly enough, Stephen remained at
the dining room table, idly paging through the morning paper.
Why doesn’t he leave? He’s always out of here by eight. As
though he’d read her thoughts, he looked up and smiled.

“Your library meeting is this afternoon,
isn’t it?”

Uh-oh. “Yes, four-thirty.”

Stephen set the newspaper aside and rose. “I
don’t have anything pressing at the office today. I’ll work here
until you’re ready to go, then we can drive in together. How about
dinner at Chandler’s?”

What could she say? Any protest would be
greeted with suspicion, in view of his accusations about her
interest in the library director.

She put on her widest, brightest smile. “That
would be great.”

“What do you have planned for this
morning?”

“I have a riding lesson, and the farrier is
coming.”

Stephen headed toward the hall. “See you at
lunchtime.”

The study door closed with a definitive click
and Julia exhaled sharply. This would be a very long day. She
stepped into the laundry room and pulled on her paddock boots,
grumbling to herself. One of the things she loved about living so
far away from town was the freedom she had to keep her own
schedule. The 50-mile drive had its disadvantages, but at least
when Stephen left for the day, he was really gone.

Outside the back door, she inhaled the cool
fresh air, flooding her senses with the sweet fragrance of dew on
evergreens. She gazed at the mountains to the east, their majestic
ridges and peaks forming an erratic line against the morning sky.
Her backyard was thousands of square miles of the Wenatchee
National Forest, abundant with lakes and trails, and no
civilization. She was surprised at how much the thought pleased
her. Had she become a hermit at heart?

She headed toward the barn, her thoughts
sobering. Stephen’s helpful plan would effectively foul up her own
ideas for the afternoon. Without the freedom of driving her own
car, she wouldn’t be able to do a couple of the things she’d
planned, but perhaps she could still slip out of the board meeting
a little early and spend some time on the computers. A small step,
but the best she could do for the time being.

Just before noon, Julia walked toward the
house. A black Porsche was parked by the front door. She frowned as
she entered the kitchen through the back door, mentally reviewing
what was in the fridge. Stephen wasn’t a fan of sandwiches, so
she’d have to come up with a hot meal.

Loud voices echoed from the study and Julia
tried to tune them out as she retrieved a cold roast chicken and
salad greens, but Stephen’s guest was clearly upset. More than
upset—he sounded livid with anger. She set the food down and moved
to the edge of the hall to listen.

“Dorsey, you knew those inflated
numbers would get the commission’s attention. We have to give them
a revised report or this whole thing will blow up in our face.

“Calm down, I’ve already done that.”

“I hope so. I’ll be God-damned if I’m going
to jail because of your ego.”

Stephen’s voice hummed with malice. “You just
take care of your end of the deal.”

Julia quickly returned to the kitchen,
grabbed the food, and stuffed it back into the refrigerator. She
grabbed her boots and ran outside, her heart thumping and a fine
sheen of perspiration rising over her neck and face. She’d just
heard something she wasn’t supposed to, and if Stephen found out,
she didn’t want to think about what he’d do. She pulled on her
boots and walked toward the barn, then turned at the sound of a car
door closing. Stephen’s company was leaving. She hurried to the
back door and stepped into the kitchen just as her husband appeared
from the hallway.

He smiled. “What’s for lunch?”

Julia leaned close to the mirror and frowned.
Now that the bruise had settled, the darkest spots were harder to
conceal. Nothing to do but make the best of it. She dabbed one more
glob of makeup over the outer ridge of her cheek, then ran a comb
through her hair. God, how she hated this haircut.

“Julia? Are you about ready?”

“Coming.”

She stepped back from the mirror and took one
last look at herself. She’d chosen tailored slacks and a simple
long-sleeved blouse. No jewelry, no perfume, no extra eye makeup,
no lipstick. Stephen certainly couldn’t complain that she was
dressed provocatively for Dave Fortune. She grabbed a blazer and
hurried down the hall to the kitchen.

Stephen turned, then surprise lifted his
eyebrows. “Is that the way you dress for these
meetings?”

“It’s a casual group.” She cocked her head.
“Is this is okay for the restaurant?”

“Yes. You’re such a knock-out, it doesn’t
matter what you wear.”

Stephen’s car glided along the winding
highway and Julia gazed at the rolling foothills and the scattered
farms along the way. Within about twenty minutes, the scenery
changed to small communities and housing developments. Urban sprawl
was reaching its long fingers into the untouched land to the east,
but the national forests would stop the advance.

Stephen’s voice jerked her out of the
reverie. “So tell me what the library board does at these
meetings.”

She hesitated. Why on earth was he asking
this question? He’d never shown interest in any of her activities
that didn’t include him.

“Mostly planning for the system’s financial
health, and sometimes organizing work groups to implement
programming.”

“Hmm, sounds interesting. Maybe I should sit
in. I might have some insights into the financial aspects.”

Julia almost threw up. Who did he think he
was kidding? He only wanted to be sure she didn’t sneak off with
Dave Fortune. She swallowed the hard lump in her throat.

“Um, that might be something to think about.
We can always use fresh ideas.”

Stephen’s cell phone rang and he pressed the
speaker button. “Yes, Janice?”

“Jillian Cruse is coming in at four-thirty to
pick up the final Wharton contracts. She wants to see you.”

“I’ll be there in a few minutes. Have her
wait.”

Julia struggled to keep relief from showing
in her expression as Stephen pulled up in front of the main
library.

“Guess I’ll have to visit another time.” He
leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I’ll pick you up right here at
five-thirty.”

Once inside the glass-faced building, Julia
looked back to assure herself that he’d really driven away. But,
with Stephen, appearances could be deceiving. He was paranoid
enough to sneak back and try to catch her at whatever he suspected
she was doing. She shook her head. How had she ever gotten herself
into such a horrible existence? Stupid and starry-eyed—that’s
how.

She turned away from the window and came face
to face with the library director.

His pleasant features blossomed into a smile.
“Hey, hi Mrs. Dorsey. Great timing.”

“Hi yourself. And please call me Julia—Mrs.
Dorsey is my husband’s mother.”

They both laughed, and Julia realized how
seldom she laughed out loud. A brief shot of sadness tugged at her
heart.

They walked across the lobby toward the
security scanners. When they reached the area by the circulation
desk, Julia stopped.

“Dave, you go on up. I have a couple of books
to find, then I’ll be along.”

He saluted and headed toward the elevators at
the back of the building. Julia waited until he’d actually entered
the elevator, then turned back toward the lobby to take one more
look out the windows before she got down to business.

Several circular kiosks were placed
strategically around the main floor. The structures supported four
computers each, the cubby holes shielded by high dividers that
wrapped around the computer and its user. Julia chose a kiosk at
the far end of the room, one that was away from the main path to
the elevators or reference desk. She sat down and looked back
toward the doors. If Stephen came in, she’d see him before he saw
her.

She swiped her library card and the computer
screen opened to an Internet browser. Glancing once more at the
entrance, she opened a search window and started to type. Her
fingers turned to lead and her thoughts blazed. She found it almost
impossible to type the words “battered women,” a horrifying
concept, yet one she now knew personally. Her eyes widened at the
thousands of hits that appeared. Apparently, she was not as alone
as she’d thought.

She scrolled through the list, then returned
to the advanced search option and entered “Seattle.” The list
narrowed to only a hundred, and then she saw it. The name on the
billboard. “The Refuge: a haven for battered women.”

The Website statistics stunned her. “Over 4
million women are physically abused by their partners, and over 20
million women are emotionally or verbally abused.” The numbers were
staggering. “In the U.S., battering is the single major injury to
women, exceeding muggings, rapes, and auto accidents combined.”
Julia exhaled slowly. The tragic situation had spawned an entire
industry of organizations dedicated to helping these women. Julia
didn’t need to read further. She just needed to talk to someone.
She wrote down the toll-free number on a scrap of paper, then fed
by her paranoia, tucked it into her bra.

On the side of the screen, a small box
appeared with the words “If you do not want anyone to know you
visited this page, click here.” She clicked, closed the browser,
then signed out and took a quick look at her watch. The process had
only taken ten minutes. She rose and started toward the elevators,
then stopped. Except for Dave, no one else knew she was here. She
could later say that she didn’t feel well and opted out of the
meeting. What were the chances that the information would filter
back to Stephen? None, unless she and Stephen happened to meet up
with one of the board members at some point. She turned away from
the elevators. The risk was worth it.

She strode to the front doors, scanning the
street in both directions, then hurried up the block toward a row
of small stores and pushed through the door of a smoke shop. The
spicy, warm aroma of designer tobaccos was surprisingly
pleasant.

An Asian man with a wrinkly smile stood
behind the counter. “Can I help you?”

Julia glanced around, then pointed. “Yes, I
want one of those prepaid cell phones.”

The man moved to the display. “What
brand?”

“Which one is the best?”

He pulled a card from the rack. “This one is
good. Thirty dollars. Comes with ten minutes.”

“I’ll need a minutes card too. About sixty
minutes, I think.”

The man rang up the phone and the time card,
and Julia handed him four twenty-dollar bills. Five minutes later,
she was back on the street, hurrying toward the library. Once
inside, she walked toward the back where the study rooms were
located. She’d spend the remaining time learning to use her new
toy.

At exactly five-thirty, Stephen’s car rolled
up in front of the library and Julia climbed in. Immediately, she
caught the strong scent of her husband’s cologne. He hadn’t smelled
like that on the trip in. Why had he doused himself for a quick
trip to the office? His secretary’s call snapped into Julia’s
thoughts. The person waiting for Stephen was a woman, the one
involved in the merger. Julia slid a sidelong glance at his
profile. Was he harboring secrets too?

She kept her tone level. “Did your meeting go
well?”

“Just the usual barrage of questions about a
contract that’s been negotiated to death. But we have investors
from all over the world clamoring for stock in Dorsey
International, so I don’t mind holding some hands.”

“Yes, I would imagine being in the energy and
power business would make your stock an attractive investment.”

The air immediately thickened with Stephen’s
anger. He pulled to the curb and turned to face her, his features
rigid and menacing.

“You’ve been poking through my desk, haven’t
you? Haven’t you!”

Julia stuttered, startled by his outburst.
“No, I just saw that file you asked me to get the other day. I
didn’t read it, but I did notice the mention of energy.” She faced
his scowl, composing her expression into one of sincerity.
“Stephen, I would never go through your things.”

He relaxed a bit. “My work is very important.
I need to know that any sensitive information is secure.” He pulled
away from the curb. “How was your meeting?”

She silently exhaled her relief. “Boring.
Summer is the slowest time of the year, and a couple of board
members are on vacation, so we really couldn’t vote on
anything.”

“Was he there?”

Julia gulped. “No. He doesn’t always
attend.”

Stephen said nothing and Julia resisted the
urge to comment further. She’d only get herself into more trouble.
She’d save trouble for when she really needed it.

 


 


 



Chapter 6

 


Julia sat on the back steps, the phone
pressed to her ear as she focused on a dandelion in the lush green
grass.

“The Refuge, Helen speaking.”

The woman’s voice was soft and motherly, and
Julia hesitated. What exactly did she want to talk about? She gazed
across the pasture behind the house. The expanse of green calmed
her thumping pulse.

“Uh, I, um…could I talk to someone about your
services?”

“Of course. But first, are you able to talk
freely?”

“Yes, I’m alone.”

“Is this concerning yourself, or a
child?”

Julia’s throat tightened painfully. “No
child, just me.”

“Hold on, dear, and I’ll put you through to a
counselor.”

A slow, melancholy tune drifted through the
phone, filling Julia with a deep sense of sadness. She was on the
brink of something, but she didn’t even know what. She only knew
that her current life must change.

“Hello, this is Freda. Who am I speaking
to?”

Julia gulped, caught off guard. “Uh,
Carrie.”

“What’s your situation, Carrie?”

“My…oh. I really just want to know how this
works, your services and how to use them.”

The counselor’s tone became a little guarded,
but still soft and reassuring. “We deal with women who fear for
their lives, and for the safety of their children. We need the
protection of anonymity against the men who would do these women
harm.”

Julia closed her eyes. Protection.

“Let’s back up a little, Carrie, and talk
about your situation. Are you in immediate danger?”

It was an interesting question. With Stephen,
one never knew.

“No.”

“Do you have a place to go if you need to get
away from your abuser? Family? A trusted friend?”

Julia’s eyes filled with tears. How could she
possibly have come to a point in her life where the answer to those
questions was “no”?

Her silence prompted the counselor to
continue. “If a woman has no place to go, and we have a room
available, we can bring her in. If we are fully occupied, then we
call in the Violent Crimes Division of the Police Department and an
officer picks her up and takes her to one of our partner
hotels.”

“How do you keep your location a secret? How
would a woman find you for help?”

“We never provide an address, only a
toll-free number. When a victim is ready, a counselor meets her
somewhere and drives her to the shelter.”

Julia closed her eyes. She could only do this
as a last resort. Surely she could hang on a while longer.

“Thank you, Freda. I’m not quite ready to
take that step.”

“Call any time, Carrie. And please—if
you think you are in danger, call the police immediately. If you
think you might leave in the future, start preparing now by
collecting your birth certificate, driver’s license, Social
Security card, passport, and any other important identification. Be
sure you have enough cash for at least one month.” Freda’s voice
took on a hint of sadness. “These situations never get better.”

Julia thanked her and ended the call. Not
only was what she contemplated horrific to her, personally, the
scandal of such an action would send Stephen into a rage from which
she would never be safe.

For the next few weeks, Julia’s life seemed
to calm down. Stephen was immersed in a new business venture which
consumed all his time and attention, and Julia focused on preparing
herself for the Morgan Grand National and Championship Show in
October.

On a hot, dusty Thursday morning the week
before her planned departure for Oklahoma, Julia rode her mare
around the practice ring behind the barn. Coquette was being
uncooperative and Julia was becoming frustrated. The instructor
waved her over to the fence.

“I think your mare’s in heat. She’s obviously
not interested in this.”

Julia blinked. “Oh my gosh, yes. It’s about
that time.” She frowned. “What can I do about it? Will this mess up
my chances of a good showing next week?”

He grinned. “Nah, she’ll be over her snit by
then. But you need the time together every day if you want to be
tuned up. Go out again and try keeping a little tighter rein.
Remind her who’s boss.”

Coquette picked up a nice even pleasure trot,
and Julia’s mind wandered. Stephen had been asking when the mare
would be bred again, but Julia had been evasive, saying the timing
wasn’t right, that the trip to Oklahoma was 2,000 miles and she
didn’t want to take a chance on another miscarriage. Not exactly
truthful, but he’d bought it. Coquette gave a little buck and broke
stride.

“You’re not focusing.” The instructor’s tone
sounded disgusted. “Call it a day. We’ll work at it again on
Saturday.”

Julia dismounted and led the mare toward the
barn. “You are being a bad girl—no treats today.”

Coquette tossed her head, yanking the reins
from Julia’s hands, then dropped her head and snatched a mouthful
of thick green grass next to the barn.

“Dammit!” Julia scooped up the reins and
glanced back at the instructor.

He shook his head. “Looks like you both have
other things on your minds.”

A Week Later

Julia pushed through the door into the
wonderfully cool room and dropped her suitcase on the floor. She
flicked on the light, headed straight for the bed, and flopped down
on the smooth bedspread. She’d been on the go since early morning,
and this had been one of those trips from hell. Plane delays, lost
luggage, and no lunch. She stared at the ceiling. Riding in the
truck for two thousand miles would have been easier. Of course,
Stephen wouldn’t hear of it—his paranoia had increased over the
past few months. At least she’d had some time to think about a
number of things. Stephen would take the company plane and arrive
this evening, rested and unruffled. She glanced at her watch. In
about two hours.

She closed her eyes. Just a few minutes’
sleep and she’d be good as new. She drifted, her dreams filled with
visions of riding Coquette across a field of Shasta daisies.

The bed jiggled and Julia’s eyes flew
open.

Stephen’s face was inches from hers, his
mouth curled in a half smile.

“There’s my sleeping beauty.” He brushed a
kiss across her forehead, then wrinkled his nose. “You’re
sticky.”

She rolled away and sat up, suddenly
irritated. “Yes, it was a difficult trip and I’m exhausted. I
needed some sleep more than a shower.”

Stephen removed his suit jacket and hung it
up. “Well, go get cleaned up and let’s get some dinner.”

Julia grabbed her toiletry kit and entered
the bathroom, her irritation threatening to start trouble. This was
the one thing she hated about Stephen’s presence at horse shows—he
always wanted to treat them as vacations. He had no concept of how
important it was for her to focus on the reason for her presence.
She shuddered. After a long day and evening of showing horses,
Stephen would expect her to be fresh and willing in bed. She
wouldn’t mind so much if he came to the shows because he wanted to
support her and had some interest in her riding career, but she
knew better. He was there only to keep track of her.

Julia wasn’t hungry, but the enticing aroma
of pizza changed that.

Stephen took a sip of wine, then set the
glass down. “When is your first class?”

“Tomorrow afternoon. Actually, I have two
classes, but they are spaced far apart.”

“Good. We can do a little sight-seeing in the
morning.”

Julia shook her head. “No, I can’t. I need to
work with Coquette and, besides, the schedule isn’t firm. Classes
could be cancelled, and that would move up my timeslot. If I’m not
there, I’m disqualified and I’ve made the trip for nothing.”

Stephen’s eyes narrowed and his tone became
menacing. “Are you saying that this show is more important than
me?”

“No, of course not. I—”

His hand snaked across the table and grabbed
her wrist. “Or maybe he has stolen you away from me. Is that
it?”

Julia tried to free herself. “Stephen, you’re
hurting me,” she whispered.

He squeezed harder. “You haven’t answered my
question.”

Her eyes burned and her chin quivered. “There
is nothing going on between me and anyone. You’re my husband and I
love you.” The words scraped through her throat and a queasiness
began in the pit of her stomach. This would not end well.

Stephen released his grip and sat back, his
expression dark and brooding. “Then it’s settled. We’ll go to the
land rush museum, have lunch, and I’ll get you back in plenty of
time for your precious class.”

Julia woke at six and tiptoed into the
bathroom, taking her phone with her.

She tried to keep her voice low. “Chet? How
is everything?”

“Good. The stalls are set up, and the mare is
feeling her oats this morning. I sorta thought you’d come down here
last night after you arrived.”

So did I. “I fell asleep, then my
husband arrived and, well, it just didn’t happen. Sorry.”

“Not a problem. See you shortly.”

“Ah, Chet, I won’t be there until around
noon. I have some things to do with Stephen.”

A long silence on the other end, then, “If
you miss your class—”

“I know, but I’ll be there in plenty of
time.”

The bathroom door opened and Stephen charged
in, his face contorted with rage.

“You lying bitch!”

Instinctively, Julia raised her arm and
stepped back to avoid the blow, but her heel bumped against the
bathtub and she lost her balance. Stephen’s hand smashed across her
cheek. Her phone flew out of her hand and clattered onto the floor
as she tumbled backward into the tub, cracking her head on the
shower handle. The room began to spin, but the last thing she saw
was Stephen crushing the phone beneath his heel. In the echoing
recesses of her brain, a door slammed.

Her eyelids drifted open and the harsh
fluorescent lights sent a stab of pain through her head. She took a
deep breath and tried to sit up. Her head pounded and she reached
back to touch the spot that hurt the most. Her fingers came away
sticky with congealed blood. Slowly and carefully, she climbed out
of the tub. Feeling dizzy, she lurched toward the sink and leaned
on the counter. The woman in the mirror was no stranger, but now
that woman had a steely glint in her eye. Enough was enough. She
would contact The Refuge as soon as she returned home.

Loud pounding on the motel door sent a shiver
over her shoulders. He was back. Taking a deep breath, she moved
across the room and peered through the peephole, then opened the
door.

Chet’s face was ashen. “Miz Dorsey, are you
okay? I heard the whole thing through your phone.”

Julia looked down, so embarrassed she
couldn’t stand it. “I’m fine. Let me get dressed and I’ll ride back
with you. I’ll only be a couple of minutes.”

Chet peered past her into the room, then
nodded. “Okay. I’ll wait in the truck.”

Julia closed the door and slid the bolt. God
only knew where Stephen had gone, but he would be back and she had
no intention of waiting for him. She hurriedly put on jeans and a
tee shirt, slipped her feet into clogs, and scooped up her shoulder
bag. Five minutes later, she climbed into the truck, glancing
nervously back at the motel. There’d be hell to pay for this, but
if she could stay in public places for a while, Stephen would have
to behave.

Chet drove a few blocks, then cleared his
throat, obviously uncomfortable with the awkward situation.

Julia nodded. “It’s okay, Chet. Please don’t
worry.”

Julia had been at the Oklahoma State
Fairgrounds a few times as a spectator, but never as an exhibitor.
As the truck approached the gate, her stomach did a little jig.
This was her big opportunity and she would not let Stephen
ruin it for her.

Chet pulled into the parking area by Barn 7
and stopped next to the six-horse trailer with Julia’s farm name
emblazoned on the side.

“You sure you’re okay?” Chet’s tone was
sincere, but he frowned. “Let’s go inside and I’ll take a look at
that cut.”

Every muscle ached as Julia trudged through
the sea of cars, trucks and trailers in the parking lot across from
the barns. In this huge place, it would take Stephen quite a while
to find her. The sun warmed the air quickly and a flush of
perspiration crawled up her neck. She relaxed a bit, then a skip
ran through her pulse. She’d stay close to Chet just to be
sure.

The big barn was dim and cool, and the air
rang with the busyness of exhibitors preparing to show their best
horses. Julia gazed around at the people, knowing not a soul and
wishing she felt more a part of this scene. Would anyone from her
own region be here? She hadn’t thought to ask at the regional show.
She snorted. She hadn’t had time to even enjoy her own victory, let
alone find out about anyone else’s.

The mare’s head popped over a stall door and
she let out a long, loud whinny.

Julia laughed. “Miss Cokie, did you miss
me?”

The mare made little huffing noises as she
nuzzled Julia’s shoulder and, at that moment, nothing mattered but
the joy Julia felt at being with Coquette.

Chet grinned. “She really needs to be
ridden this morning, or you’re going to find yourself on the arena
floor this afternoon.”

Julia stroked the mare’s neck. “We’ll do that
right now.”

“Sit down and let me look at that wound.”

Julia did as she was told, wincing as Chet’s
fingers gently parted her hair over the spot where she’d hit the
faucet.

“It’s superficial. Already dry. It won’t show
under your hat.”

“Thanks. Would you saddle her up for me? I
need to hit the restrooms.”

A few minutes later, she stared at her
reflection in the mirror and cursed softly. A bruise was forming
along her jaw and, in her haste to leave the motel, she hadn’t
brought her makeup case. Well, no one here knows me, and my
purpose is to do a good job in the ring, so I’m not going to worry
about it.

When she returned to the stall area, Coquette
was dancing in the aisle, tacked up and ready to roll. Julia loved
it when the mare was animated, although when Julia had first
started riding, she’d always been afraid she would slide right off
the ultra smooth, tabletop-flat cutback saddle.

She donned her riding helmet, then Chet held
the horse’s head while Julia mounted. He stepped back and saluted,
and Julia headed out of the barn toward the practice ring. The mare
was on springs and it was all Julia could do to keep her headed in
the right direction. Though she didn’t want Coquette to lose her
animation, she did want her to be responsive and obedient in the
class. All thoughts of her problems with Stephen left Julia’s mind
and she concentrated on becoming a team with her horse.

Thirty minutes later, she dismounted and
began unbuckling the girth strap. Chet was not around, but she
didn’t mind. She liked the process of tacking up and cooling down.
She had just removed the bridle and replaced it with a halter when
Chet came around the corner. His expression was one of concern and
Julia’s pulse ticked. Had Stephen shown up?

Chet reached for the mare’s halter. “The last
two classes had some riders drop out, so they aren’t taking very
long. You’re up in 10 minutes, after the break.”

The words were no sooner out of his mouth
than the loudspeaker announced the first call for English Pleasure
Ladies Amateur. Julia leapt into action, heading for the tack stall
where her show clothes hung. Her heart raced. This was it. She was
really going to do this. Her fingers shook with excitement as she
buttoned her shirt and admired the custom tailored saddleseat
outfit she’d ordered just for this show. The luscious deep teal
silk-wool fabric complimented her green eyes. She stepped into the
form-fitting pants, then rolled up the flared hems to keep them
clean until show time. Her feet slid effortlessly into the shiny
new brown riding boots.

She opened the tack trunk and stopped for a
moment, stunned by the thoughts suddenly racing through her head.
She shook them off and picked up a hairbrush, then glared at her
image in the mirror. She’d never be able to corral all that spiky
hair into a neat bun. Working quickly, she pulled all the stray
wisps up and secured them with bobby-pins, wincing as she touched
her lacerated scalp. Satisfied the hair would stay in place, she
eased the soft brown derby into position. Overhead, the loudspeaker
announced the second gate call for her class. She grabbed her coat
and dashed out into the aisle where Coquette stood—groomed,
saddled, and alert.

Coquette fought the bit and Julia struggled
to keep the mare under control. What was the matter with her? Why
was she being so resistant? Thirteen other exhibitors flowed around
the perimeter of the arena, some having more trouble than Julia,
some having a perfect ride. On the out-gate turn, Stephen’s face
flashed before her and she gulped. At the same moment, Coquette
danced to the side and stopped. Julia glanced at the judges, who
were facing away from her. She dug her heels into the mare’s flank
and the horse leaped forward, then settled into a good trot. The
judges called for a road trot, then a canter, then a walk. Coquette
became the picture of obedience. The exhibitors took their places
in the line-up and waited. Julia’s heart was no longer in the
game—she’d screwed up and wouldn’t be seeing any ribbons today. She
furtively looked toward the out-gate where Stephen was still
watching. That was what had thrown her ride. The mare was so in
tune with Julia’s every emotion that she’d reacted to Julia’s
response at the sight of her husband. He had effectively ruined her
ride.

The announcer began calling out the places
and, to Julia’s surprise, she was pinned fifth. Could she
rationalize that it was good, considering she was competing at a
national show? No, she could not. Fifth was pretty poor for a
talented horse like Coquette.

Julia took the ribbon and thanked the judges,
then trotted toward the end of the arena. Stephen was no longer
standing at the rail. He would be waiting for her outside and
that’s how he would find out where the stalls were located. Anxiety
kicked in.

Chet met her at the gate and took hold of the
bridle headstall. He kept his voice low. “You want me to stay
close?”

Julia looked at his sincere expression and
nodded. “Yes, thanks.”

Outside the arena, Stephen walked toward her
as she dismounted. “That was a crappy ride. An expensive
crappy ride. What the hell were you thinking about out there?”

Julia turned slowly and faced him, surprised
at the aggressive thoughts running through her mind. “Just exactly
what do you think I was thinking about? What a loving,
trusting husband I have?”

Surprise flashed across his features, then he
chuckled. “Aw, c’mon honey…you aren’t still mad at me are you?” He
stepped up close and slipped an arm across her shoulders. “Love
likes a little excitement, don’t you think? After all, if I didn’t
love you so much, I wouldn’t be so jealous.”

Julia slithered from beneath his arm, stunned
by her own boldness. “You’re overdoing it.”

“You look gorgeous in that color. We’ll have
to find a gown in the same shade so I can enjoy it more often than
just at horse shows.”

They entered the barn and Stephen exhaled
sharply. “Damn, it stinks in here. How do you stand it?” He
stopped. “I’ll wait outside. When you’re done with whatever you
need to do, meet me. I need to talk to you.” He retreated into the
sunshine.

When they arrived at the stalls, Chet began
unsaddling the mare. “Do you want me to go out there with you?”

Julia shook her head forlornly. “No, I
appreciate your concern, but you can’t be there all the time. I do
have to be alone with him at some point.”

“It’s none of my business, but you know,
there are places that can help you, if you want it.”

Julia stepped over and touched his arm. “I
know. Thank you, Chet.”

Stephen was leaning against the wall in a
meagerly shaded spot. He’d removed his suit jacket and opened his
collar. Julia took a deep breath and walked up to him, trying to
read his expression. He didn’t look angry, and that was all she
cared about.

He smiled and reached for her hand. “I really
am sorry about this morning. Forgive me?”

The same old game. Sure, why not?

“Yes.”

Something flickered in his eyes. He didn’t
like short answers. He always wanted long, drawn out declarations
of forgiveness. Well, he isn’t getting one this time.

He reached into the pocket of his jacket.

“Here, I got you a new phone. It’s even
better than the old one.”

Julia accepted the sleek black instrument,
mildly amused that he would spend almost four hundred dollars just
to apologize. She murmured her thanks and pocketed the phone.

“Julia, there’s something else. I feel badly
about this, but I have to go back today. The new acquisition deal
has accelerated and I need to be there.” He looked appropriately
disappointed. “I’ll try really hard to be back here tomorrow for
your championship class.” He pulled her close to him and kissed her
hair. “I’ll make this up to you, I promise.”

He stepped back, his thoughts already on his
work. “I’ll call you tonight.”

Her fingers fluttered a limp wave. “Bye.”

She watched him disappear into the sea of
cars and trucks glittering in the midday sun. This show as the
biggest event in her riding career, and Stephen’s schedule was more
important to him than sharing the experience with her. She
grimaced. Who was she kidding? He didn’t give two hoots in hell
about her show career. She turned on her heel and headed back
toward the stalls, glancing around at the bustle of exhibitors and
horses. Suddenly, she smiled. The only person who mattered here was
her, and Stephen had just given her the opportunity to
concentrate on her riding and her next class without his
interference. Her step quickened and she waved at Chet, who was
brushing Coquette’s legs.

“Don’t put her away yet. I want to take a few
turns around the practice ring.”

 


 


 



Chapter 7

 


Julia guided Coquette around the rail of the
outdoor practice ring, the blazing sun bringing a wash of
perspiration to her forehead. Two other riders moved through their
paces, and a well-dressed man leaned on the rail, watching. Julia
focused on Coquette’s bobbing head. The mare was mature and
beautifully bred. Her foal would have brought a good price. Julia’s
throat tightened at the memory of the loss. If only she hadn’t… No
sense in visiting the past, it held nothing but grief. And the
future? Her stomach quickened and a flash of fear raced over her
skin. In that moment, she knew the future was hers to control, if
she had the courage.

She left the practice ring and dismounted,
her thoughts churning with impossible scenarios.

“That’s a beautiful mare.”

Julia turned toward the voice. The man from
the rail was four feet away. He stepped forward, extending his
hand.

“Cooper Carter.”

The Cooper Carter?
Julia shook his hand.

“I’m Julia Dorsey. Nice to meet you. Yes, she
is beautiful, isn’t she?”

Carter stroked the mare’s neck, then grinned
at Julia. “I’d like to buy her.”

Dumbfounded, Julia could only gape. The
biggest Morgan Horse breeder in the country wanted Coquette? She
cast a glance at the horse. She was beautiful and had an impressive
pedigree, but no show record or breeding history. Why would he take
that kind of financial risk?

He chuckled, obviously amused by Julia’s
astonishment. “Her bloodlines will meld nicely with one of my
crosses. After your classes at the western regional, I looked her
up. Great pedigree.” He stepped back. “What do you say?”

Julia found her voice. “Ah, she’s not for
sale. She’s my best…”

Her voice trailed off as the smile faded from
Carter’s face. He reached into the pocket of his soft leather
jacket, then handed her a crisp white business card.

“I’ll give you twenty-five thousand if you’ll
sell her to me before the championship class. After that, no deal.”
He stepped back. “You can reach me on my cell anytime.”

A few minutes later, Chet looked up from
polishing a saddle. His brow immediately furrowed. “What’s wrong?
Is she okay?”

Like moving through a dream, Julia slid a
halter over Coquette’s ears, then hooked a crosstie.

“She’s fine, I’m fine. Just shell-shocked.
Cooper Carter just offered me a lot of money for her.”

“Great! Is he taking her home from here?”

Julia ducked under the mare’s chin and
frowned at Chet. “Of course not. Why would I sell her?”

Confusion blazed across his leathery face.
“Because you’re in the horse business?”

She stared at him, unable to come up with a
suitable response. He was absolutely right, but she adored Coquette
and could not imagine life without her. Pain burned her throat as
other thoughts crashed in, recent musings she’d been unable to keep
at bay.

Chet shook his head. “None of my business,
but there’ll be hell to pay if Mr. Dorsey finds out you turned the
offer down.”

A strange chiming noise emanated from Julia’s
vest pocket and she retrieved the new phone. The screen glowed
turquoise, and “Dorsey International calling” appeared. Julia
shivered involuntarily, then pressed the talk button.

Stephen’s voice was low and relaxed. “Hello
darling. I miss you already.”

Julia’s voice squeaked. “Me too. How was your
flight?”

“Just fine, but I have good news.
Everything’s under control here and I can be back tomorrow morning
for your class. Nine o’clock?”

Julia suppressed a sigh of disappointment.
“Yes. That’s wonderful news.” She hesitated. “Are you coming in
tonight?”

“No, we’re taking the group to dinner and it
will be a late night. I’ll fly down very early.” His voice became
muffled and Julia heard a woman’s voice in the background.
Stephen’s voice sharpened again. “I have to go now, I’ll see you
tomorrow. I love you, darling.”

“Okay, bye.”

“Julia?”

“Love you too.”

She disconnected and resisted the urge to
throw the phone as far as she could.

Chet had taken care of Coquette during the
conversation and now he emerged from her stall. “I think I’ll go
get some supper. You want to come along?”

“Thanks, but no. I’ll get something later.
I’d like to watch some classes.”

Chet sauntered down the aisle toward the barn
doors and she smiled at his bow-legged gait. He was a good worker
and a good human being. It had always been comforting to have him
around. She pulled her lower lip between her teeth, wondering just
how loyal he might be.

She moved to the wall and examined the class
schedule. Several saddle classes were coming up, then the dinner
break, then the first championship classes. She swallowed hard and
stepped back, her heart racing. For so long, she’d believed this
moment would come, but had always struggled with the idea. Meek,
mild Julia do something daring and dangerous? Not likely. She
gently touched the back of her head, feeling the crusty spot on her
scalp and a soft throb of pain.

Coquette’s head popped over the stall door
and she whinnied, sending Julia’s heart into a downward spiral. The
mare’s dark brown eyes seemed to reflect her instinct that
something was different. Julia turned away, fighting the urge to
step over the edge into the familiar abyss.

The smooth wood felt wonderful beneath
Julia’s fingers as she lifted the tack trunk lid and inhaled the
interesting combination of aromas. She lingered for only a moment
before lifting out the stack of blankets and coolers and setting
them aside. Her extra show bridle and several shiny bits came next,
followed by an assortment of brushes and combs. Once she’d emptied
the trunk, she moved her fingers along the bottom edge until she
found the small notch. The false bottom came up easily and she
glanced behind her, pulse pounding. Don’t be silly—you just
talked to him on the phone. She caught her breath. It wouldn’t
matter where Stephen was when he called, his number would still
show up the same on the screen. What if he hadn’t really left and
he was spying on her? She gulped, struggling with the paranoid and
fantastic scenarios that leapt into her mind’s eye.

She whipped out the phone and dialed his
number. A moment later, his voice came through crisp and clear. A
background of laughter and music accompanied the clink of glasses
and dinnerware.

“Julia, what’s the matter?”

She calmed her breathing. “Nothing. I
just…well, I miss you and wanted to tell you I’m happy you’re
coming tomorrow.”

Annoyance colored into his tone. “Well, I’m
very busy right now, so I’ll see you in the morning. Bye.”

The line went dead and Julia rocked back on
her heels. The man was a chameleon—or schizophrenic. She tucked the
phone back into her pocket, then reached into the trunk. It didn’t
matter, at least she knew where he was.

The beautiful Coach shoulder bag sat on the
floor beside her and she pondered for a minute. The bag was so
distinctive and flamboyant it would stand out anywhere. All her
research had reinforced one thing: reinvent yourself, leave the
familiar behind. Reluctantly, she pushed the bag aside. From the
depths of the tack trunk she removed a worn canvas tote bag, then
tucked eight bundles of money into the bottom of the bag. A curly
blonde wig, panties, bra, and socks went in next. She replaced the
false bottom in the trunk and repacked everything exactly as it had
been. She rose to her feet and plucked her handbag from a wall
hook, then dug to the bottom of the purse to retrieve a pink tampon
case. She opened it to check the prepaid phone hidden inside, then
tossed the pink case into the canvas bag, and placed her handbag on
top of everything.

She unbuttoned her show shirt, gazing at her
reflection in the mirror. The morning’s bruise was a humdinger now
and it would be necessary to find some makeup. She dressed in
jeans, a light blouse, and sneakers, then arranged her show clothes
neatly on a hanger. The leather show boots slipped easily into the
custom carrying case with her initials embroidered on the side.
Scooping up the tote bag, she left the stall and checked on
Coquette, then walked down the aisle toward the main arena. Music
and applause filled the air, but sadness flooded her heart.

Settling into a seat in the grandstand, Julia
lost herself in the rhythmic display of a pleasure driving class.
Beautifully turned-out carriages, sleek glossy horses in shiny
leather harness, and ladies in gorgeous formal driving attire
painted a picture unlike any found elsewhere. The judge asked for a
reverse and the exhibitors carefully swung around and headed in the
opposite direction, just moments before the call for line-up and
the announcement of the winners. Julia leaned forward in her seat.
Though she did not drive, she understood that quickening in the pit
of the stomach, the nerves, the anticipation that this might
be the big win. The announcer gave information about the dinner
break, the show vendors, and what time the championship classes
would begin. Moments later, the runners-up had accepted their
ribbons, and the winner’s horse and carriage were flying around the
arena at a fast trot. The crowd began to flow toward the exits and
Julia stood up, surprised at the wobble in her knees. She clutched
her bag close and headed back toward the stall area.

Chet was not around. Julia glanced toward the
barn doors. The light was fading, which was a blessing, as the
temperature would drop to a more comfortable level. She opened
Coquette’s stall door and stepped in. A deep chuckle drifted
through the warm, horse-perfumed air, and Julia moved up close. She
smoothed her fingers along the mare’s shoulder and over her back. A
sob threatened in her chest, but she fought it. Wrapping her arms
around Coquette’s neck, she laid her cheek against the sleek
mahogany hair-coat and inhaled. Without warning, sobs wracked her
body and she hugged tighter.

“Oh, Miss Cokie, I love you so much. Please
understand.”

The mare nickered and turned her head to
nibble on Julia’s shoulder, an action that brought on more sobs.
Julia stepped back and Coquette brushed her muzzle against the top
of Julia’s head, touching the gash in her scalp. A stab of pain
reminded Julia why she was there. She took a deep breath, then
reached up and stroked one silky ear.

Her voice sounded hoarse. “You be a good
girl, okay?”

She turned quickly and left the stall,
whisking away her tears.

Chet was headed toward her and she tried to
compose herself, pasting a forced smile on a wooden face that
didn’t want to cooperate.

He narrowed his eyes. “You okay?”

She nodded. “Just tired and hungry. It’s been
a very long day. I’ll be back in a while.”

He didn’t look convinced, but nodded. “Okey
doak.”

Adjusting the shoulder bag securely, Julia
walked toward the soft early evening light at the end of the aisle.
Coquette’s forlorn whinny followed her.

 


 


 



Chapter 8

 


Once outside, Julia walked quickly the length
of the barn and entered the next building. The restrooms were in
the far corner and she walked around the perimeter of the barn,
rather than down the aisles where people were working or relaxing.
The restroom was empty and Julia went into the farthest stall,
latched the door, and quickly pulled the blonde wig over her hair.
She left the stall and leaned on the sink to stare at the startling
image in the mirror—blonde did not suit her coloring at all. She
secured the wig and tucked a few wisps of her own hair out of
sight. The overhead lights set her diamonds on fire and she exhaled
slowly. The unique ring was worth at least twenty-five thousand
dollars, but had no value to her and would be too noticeable. It
would have to go, but not here. Taking a deep breath, she headed
back out into the barn, looking for the nearest exit.

Adrenaline rushed through her body, jacking
up her pulse and making every breath an effort. She walked at an
ordinary pace, resisting the urge to sprint toward the truck parked
so far away. She glanced around the deserted parking lot. At this
hour, everyone was inside watching championship classes. Her eyes
welled with tears, but she angrily brushed them away. Don’t look
back.

The chrome door handle on the truck was still
warm from the sun and, as she grasped it, she saw her reflection in
the dark window. Who was this woman? More importantly, who would
she become?

She climbed up into the driver’s seat and let
out a long breath as she gathered her thoughts. On the interstate
highway outside the grounds, a steady stream of cars moved in both
directions, the working world headed home. A city bus pulled to a
stop outside the gate, disgorged several passengers, then pulled
back into the heavy traffic.

Loud voices beside the truck sent another
shot of adrenaline through her body. She put on her sunglasses and
peered through the passenger window at the two men laughing and
shoving each other like teenagers as they threaded their way
through the tangle of cars and horse trailers.

Without wasting another second, she stuck the
keys into the ignition, then pulled her purse from the canvas tote
bag. She glanced out the window as another bus pulled up to the
shelter, and a different plan began to form in her head. Taking the
truck would be a mistake. She turned her purse upside down,
emptying its contents onto the seat. After scooping up a handful of
change, she stepped out of the truck and retrieved the fancy new
cell phone from her pocket. A curl of nausea crept through her
stomach and Stephen’s cruel features flashed into her mind’s eye.
She looked around to make sure she was alone, then squatted down
and tossed the phone under the truck. Hoisting the canvas bag onto
her shoulder, she turned on her heel and strode toward the
gate.

 


The city bus hissed to a stop at the corner
of a busy intersection and all the passengers got off. Julia
hesitated, then approached the driver.

“I need to get into the downtown area.”

The woman driver stared straight ahead. “Take
the number ten.”

“Where do I find that?”

“Two blocks to your right. Lady, the light
just changed and I need to check in at the dispatch office.”

“Thanks.” For what?

Julia stood on the corner, holding her breath
to avoid the heavy exhaust as the bus pulled away from the curb.
She turned and started in the direction she’d been told, wondering
how many thousands of people in the world hated their plight in
life. She smiled half-heartedly. Right now, she knew of two.

The light was beginning to fail and she took
a moment to notice to her surroundings as she walked toward the
next bus stop. The houses were run down and neglected, several
skeleton cars lounged against the curb, and trash littered the
gutters. She gulped, intensely aware of the contents of her bag.
Only I could take a bus into the bad
part of town. A half-block from the bus shelter, three hefty
teenagers crossed the street and walked alongside her.

“Hey, sister, nice hair-do.”

Raucous laughter, then one of the boys
stepped up closer. “You lookin’ to score?”

Julia shook her head and kept walking.

“Hey, bitch, I’m talkin’ to you!”

A deep voice came from somewhere behind. “You
boys get the hell out of here and leave the lady alone.”

The trio turned as one and headed back down
the street, leaving Julia with a lifetime worth of adrenaline
coursing through her body. She stopped to catch her breath and see
who had rescued her. A burly black cop with a kind face shook his
head.

“You must be from outta town. You shouldn’t
be down here. Where are you headed?”

Julia’s voice shook so badly she almost
couldn’t get the words out. “I took the wrong bus. I’m trying to
get to the downtown area.”

The cop nodded. “The next bus to Bricktown
oughta be along any minute. Don’t get off until you get there.” He
motioned toward the shelter. “I’ll hang around until it comes.”

Julia smiled feebly. “Thank you.”

“So, where’re you from?”

Oh crap. Is this guy going to remember me
when all hell breaks loose? Julia’s brain hummed as she tried
to think of an answer. What states bordered Oklahoma?

“Arkansas.”

The cop’s eyes narrowed. “What brings you to
Okie City?”

“Visiting a sister.” Julia tried to act as
though she was embarrassed. “I wouldn’t let her drive me into town,
told her I could do the bus just fine. She’s older, always acts
like I don’t have a brain in my head.”

The cop chuckled. “Yeah, my oldest sister is
the same way. I can’t—” The two-way radio on his shoulder beeped
and a robotic voice chattered something unintelligible. He clicked
the button. “I got it. Ten-four.”

He turned and looked down the street. “Here
comes your bus. I got work to do. Enjoy your visit.”

He touched the rim of his hat and started
back down the street in the direction they’d just come. The bus
pulled up and Julia climbed on, stunned by the pitfalls that seemed
to litter her plan. She settled into a worn seat and gazed out at
the passing scenery, her sad expression reflected in the window.
This would not be easy, but compared to the alternative... She
touched the curly wig. It made her head itch and she wanted to rip
it off. Once she settled someplace safe, her hair would be the
first thing she’d change. She grinned, thinking about the horrified
expression on the stylist’s face if he could see her now. She
leaned her head against the seat and thought about the next step.
As she relaxed, her thoughts drifted back to her last moments with
Coquette, and tears burned her eyes. Leaving the beautiful mare
would be her only regret.

 


The neighborhoods quickly changed for the
better and Julia examined the tidy homes and townhouses along the
busy road into town. After several stops to drop off passengers,
she rose from her seat and approached the driver, hoping this one
would at least be civil.

“Can you let me off near the main bus
terminal?”

“I’ll be going right by there on my way to
Bricktown. Just stay on board. I’ll let you know when we get
there.”

Julia sat down again and relaxed a little. A
sudden thought popped up. Where, exactly, was her final
destination? Might be a good idea to think about that now. First,
she needed to be as far away from Oklahoma City as quickly as
possible. Second, a large city would be a good place to get lost in
throngs of people. She closed her eyes and visualized a map,
wishing she’d thought of doing this before she’d left home. On the
other hand, how could she have known this chance would present
itself? She clucked her tongue. Preparation was key, and she’d only
taken the obvious and preliminary steps. She pictured Oklahoma, but
for the life of her, could not remember what state was directly
above. Did it matter? She’d just pick a large city and start
there.

The driver’s voice interrupted her plotting.
“You ever been to Bricktown before?”

Julia shook her head, and the man warmed to
his subject.

“From 1889 to 1904, four railroads came
through the area: the Santa Fe, the Rock Island, the Frisco, and
the Katy. With all the commerce that the railroads brought, the
area became a warehouse district early on, with dozens of large
brick buildings. That’s why they called it Bricktown. Anyways,
cotton, cattle, horses, wheat, corn, fruit, and oil were in high
demand and the area grew. Then Henry Ford built his assembly plant
in the city in 1915.”

The driver’s voice droned on and Julia’s mind
wandered. She thought about the innocent questions that seemed to
keep rolling her way. She’d have to be very careful about
answering—it was impossible to know which answer would trip her up.
How many people had she now talked to? A police officer. She
shuddered, unhappy about that one. Two bus drivers. Probably no
worry about the first one, although she might remember the dumb
woman who’d been lost.

Julia glanced over at the man giving the tour
spiel.

He grinned. “More than you wanted to know,
huh?”

“No, it’s very interesting.”

The man seemed interested in his passengers
and might just remember her. At that moment, she resolved to talk
to no one about anything other than necessities.

 


The Union Bus Station was modern, clean, and
well-lighted. Julia glanced around at the half-dozen people seated
in the waiting area, then approached a wall covered by notices and
warnings, an out-dated advertisement for a benefit concert, and bus
route maps and schedules. Scrutinizing the small print, she finally
located the interstate bus lines. Most of the town names she did
not recognize, then one popped out. St. Louis, Missouri would be
her new home, at least for the time being.

The restrooms were in the far corner and
Julia headed in that direction. Secured inside a locked stall, she
dug into her bag and pulled out one of the money bundles. She
peeled off three hundred-dollar notes, stuffed the wad back into
the bottom of the bag, and left the restroom.

“One adult ticket to St. Louis, please.”

The woman behind the glass didn’t look up.
“One-twelve-seventy-one.”

Julia pushed two hundred dollars through the
slot. The cashier punched some buttons, the machine whirred and
spit out a ticket. She pushed it through the slot along with
change.

“Next bus leaves at 10:45, arrives in St.
Louis at ten a.m. tomorrow.”

“Whew, eleven hours?”

The woman looked up, narrowing her eyes and
giving Julia the once-over, her gaze lingering briefly on the
magnificent diamond ring. “Bus is the cheapest way to get there,
but you pay the price in time. If you’re in a hurry—”

“No, no, I was just surprised it’s so far.”
Shut up, Julia!

The cashier nodded and lifted an eyebrow. “Do
you need anything else?”

“Actually, yes, is there a restaurant close
by?”

“There’s a café across the street, and a
sushi joint up by the library.”

Julia brightened. “Oh, where is the
library?”

“Two, three blocks away, corner of Hudson and
Park.”

Julia thanked the woman and hurried toward
the door to Hudson Street, cursing herself for once again calling
attention to herself. Clearly, the hardest part of this plan would
be to avoid getting drawn into conversations. They seemed to spiral
out of control every time she opened her mouth. She stepped out
into the warm evening air and took a deep breath. It was hard to
get used to the balmy evening weather here. At home, the
temperatures would already be crisp at this hour. A sharp pain
sliced through her chest at the thought of her beautiful horse farm
in the rolling foothills of the Cascades. A sight she’d never see
again. Indecision grabbed her by the throat. Was this the right
thing to do? Had she lost her mind, thinking that running away
would make her happy?

She glanced at the bus ticket in her hand. It
wasn’t too late to change her mind. She could be back in Miss
Cokie’s stall in less than two hours and no one would ever know. A
headache began at the base of her skull, the pain throbbing through
her temples and pulsing in the scalp wound. She gingerly touched
her jaw, feeling the congealed blood beneath the skin, knowing the
bruise was dark and obvious, un-camouflaged by makeup. Another
memorable feature that might be recalled by any of the half-dozen
people she’d encountered.

She walked a few feet, then leaned against
the wall of the terminal building. Who was she fooling? Nothing
would ever change with Stephen, and her only salvation would be to
pursue a new life. And no one had ever promised it would be
easy.

She pushed away from the wall, took a deep
breath, and headed toward the library. The tree-lined street was
devoid of pedestrians, and only a few cars drove by as Julia walked
toward Park Avenue. She hugged her shoulder bag closer and an
uneasy feeling began in the pit of her stomach. What the hell was
she doing wandering around the downtown area of a huge city with
eighty thousand dollars in her purse and a twenty-five thousand
dollar ring on her finger? Whiling away the time at the library had
seemed like such a good idea, but she now realized she’d have to
make the three block trek back to the bus station late at night.
How stupid was that?

A few minutes later, she gazed up at the
handsome brick and glass building that housed the public library.
It was modern architecture, but not nearly as gorgeous as her own
beloved metropolitan library at home.

She stopped short. “Dammit. Stop
thinking about those things.”

She crossed the street and entered the
building, promising herself she’d only stay for a little while,
then go back to the safety of the bus station. Inside the library,
the temperature was much cooler and the familiar atmosphere
comforted her, slowed her racing heartbeat. She strolled into the
small patron services area which provided vending machines, rest
rooms, drinking fountains, sale books, and a display of library
promotional items. She entered the ladies restroom and looked
around. It was empty. She squirted a small glob of soap into her
left hand and massaged it around the ring. A second later, it slid
off and she tucked it deep into her jeans pocket. Her stomach
growled and she headed back to the patron area to check the vending
machines. Several snack bars and a couple of sodas would hold her
until she reached St. Louis. She dropped the goodies into her bag,
then turned to examine the books for sale. She’d probably sleep the
whole way, but books were irresistible, especially when they were
on sale. She picked out two paperbacks, paid for them, then with
one last glance around, left the library and headed back down the
street.

 


The bus that was scheduled to continue on to
St. Louis had been delayed on the interstate by a twenty-car
accident and hadn’t arrived at Union Station until eleven o’clock.
While the coach was cleaned and the new driver checked in, Julia
and two other passengers waited in the uncomfortable molded plastic
chairs.

At well past midnight, Julia sank gratefully
into the soft cushions of the bus seat next to a window. Every
muscle ached and her bones creaked in time with her throbbing
headache. The snack bars and soda sat heavily in her stomach, and
all she wanted was to close her eyes and go to sleep. She pushed
the reclining seat back as far as it would go and gazed out the
window into the darkness. Her own reflection shimmered against a
few lights and billboards in the sleeping town, and she closed her
eyes.

A man’s voice penetrated the silence and
Julia woke with a start, confused and unable to remember where she
was. The bright lights of a bus terminal glared into the window and
she looked at her watch. Two o’clock. She peered out and saw a sign
on the building. Tulsa, OK. She exhaled and leaned back, hoping to
sleep again. How many times would the bus stop and waken her?
Don’t think about this stuff. Just sleep. You can worry about it
tomorrow. That did it. She came fully awake, her brain
churning. What, exactly, did she plan to do in St. Louis? She had
plenty of money, but ID she couldn’t use. What did that eliminate?
Car rental. Hotel room? She’d eventually need a job—what would
that require? ID. She exhaled in disgust. She’d researched
all this, but now that the moment was upon her, she was unprepared.
She pulled the canvas tote closer. It contained her only connection
with the real world she’d just abandoned. The bus hissed and eased
away from the platform. She’d take things one obstacle at a time,
but the first thing she’d do in St. Louis was find a room and get
some sleep.

 


 


 



Chapter 9

First Day

 


The wished for sleep came, but not the
restful kind. Vivid dreams of Stephen and Coquette, and frightening
unknown places woke her several times during the night as the bus
sped north. Fatigue began to gnaw at her resolve and, again, she
wondered if she’d made a mistake. What would happen to Coquette? An
involuntary gasp sent a sharp pain through her chest. I just
walked away without thinking about her welfare. Julia tried to
calm her thoughts. Surely Chet would take care of her until…until
what? Would Stephen keep the horses, thinking she’d be
found? If not, what would be the alternatives? Numbed by the
enormity of her actions, Julia again struggled to breathe, fought
the band tightening around her throat. She took a deep breath and
tried to push the disturbing thoughts away so she could concentrate
on the next step, whatever that might be. Leaving it all behind was
a required part of the plan if she were to succeed.

Dawn colored the countryside a pale golden
yellow and Julia gazed at the flat land that spread as far as she
could see. Rows of dry corn stalks stretched away in perfect lines,
forming geometric patterns as the view changed. Pale green,
half-mown hayfields were the focus of the season, and huge machines
waiting silently in the early light to resume their work. Sturdy
brown cattle dotted every other pasture, and well-maintained barns
and charming old farmhouses stood watch over the daily chores. How
strange the view seemed—no mountains, no evergreens. Would this be
the scenery of her new life?

Soon the farmland changed to rural suburban,
then quickly to commercial. A sign swept past the window.
“Springfield, MO 9 miles” Julia leaned her head back and closed her
eyes. The bus swung onto an exit and threaded into the morning
commuter traffic, arriving at the bus station fifteen minutes
later.

The driver’s voice came through the speakers.
“Springfield, Missouri. Through passengers have forty minutes until
departure for St. Louis.”

Julia scooped up her tote bag and hobbled
down the aisle, so stiff and sore that every muscle hurt. The brisk
morning air was startling after the controlled comfort level in the
bus. She shivered and hurried inside the building, wishing for the
denim jacket that still hung on a hook in the tack stall. The bus
station had seen better days, and was utilitarian, at best. Two
rows of the obligatory molded plastic chairs faced a small
television tuned to all-day news and weather. In the opposite
corner, a neon sign glowed “S ack Bar”—the light was burned out in
the “n”. A ticket counter, restrooms, and three vending machines
completed the picture. Julia’s stomach growled and she headed
toward the snack bar. A rack of travel literature stood next to the
door and she stopped briefly to examine the offerings, then picked
up a colorful visitor’s guide for St. Louis. Perfect. At least
now I’ll know what to expect.

A minute later, she gazed with distaste at
the case of prepackaged food offerings, wondering how long they’d
been there. Her stomach rumbled again and she shrugged. She’d take
a chance on a doughnut and an orange. They would hold her until she
reached civilization. A plastic cup of muddy black coffee completed
her breakfast fare, and she settled into a chair at one of the tiny
tables.

Leafing through the glossy pages of the
brochure, Julia’s spirits drooped. St. Louis was a vibrant city
with hundreds of interesting and expensive things to do and see,
but her visit wouldn’t be for pleasure. She would need some time to
readjust her lifestyle mindset, from one of wealth to one of living
from moment to moment. She hugged the tote bag closer. Her stash
wouldn’t last forever, but it would give her the freedom and
anonymity to pursue her new life.

Someone bumped the table and she looked up. A
man with red hair and ruddy cheeks looked down and smiled.

“Sorry, I’m not quite awake.”

She nodded and turned her attention back to
the visitor guide.

“Uh, do you mind if I sit here?”

She glanced around the room. The two other
tables were full. She nodded to him, then turned a page.

He sat down. “You headed to St. Louis? Nice
town.”

Julia suppressed a sigh. Why did everyone
want to talk?

She closed the magazine. “No, just something
to read while I eat.”

“Bus travel is cheap, but they sure don’t
waste any money on amenities, huh?”

She met his twinkling blue eyes, feeling
mildly apologetic for being so rude.

“That’s an understatement. But it’s probably
how they keep ticket costs down.”

“So, where are you headed?”

She narrowed her eyes, feeling her forehead
furrow into a frown, but before she could respond, he stood up.

“Never mind. You’re obviously not the
friendly type.”

He scooped up his empty wrappers and plastic
cup, then gave her a curt nod. “Have a nice trip.” He turned and
walked toward the trash container near the door.

Disgusted, she closed her eyes. It didn’t
seem to matter whether she talked or not, keeping a low profile
seemed to be impossible. She glanced at her watch. The bus would
leave in fifteen minutes and then she would have four hours to
think about what she’d do next. She discarded her trash and stepped
into the waiting room.

Stephen’s voice stopped her cold.

 


Horrified, Julia gazed at her husband’s face
on the television screen. His voice sent the familiar stab of fear
through her heart. He flew back to Oklahoma last night, after
all!

“We are, of course, devastated by her
disappearance. The local law enforcement officials are scouring the
area around the fairgrounds, looking for some clues as to what
happened.” Stephen’s sharp features softened a little as he gazed
at the camera. “Please, if anyone knows anything about the
disappearance of my wife, call the police. I’m offering a
hundred-thousand-dollar-reward for information that will help us
find her.”

The camera panned to a young reporter against
the backdrop of the fairgrounds. “Again, this late-breaking story
about the mysterious disappearance of Seattle socialite, Julia
Dorsey, the wife of multi-millionaire electronics developer,
Stephen Dorsey. She was last seen leaving the Grand National Morgan
Horse Show at the Oklahoma State fairgrounds last evening, after
telling her assistant she was going out for something to eat. When
she did not return, the assistant notified Mr. Dorsey and he flew
out here immediately. Police aren’t releasing any details of their
investigation at this point, but there is talk that this could be a
kidnapping, given Mr. Dorsey’s wealth. Mrs. Dorsey is tall and slim
with brown hair and green eyes. She was last seen wearing jeans and
a long-sleeved shirt. A substantial reward is being offered for
information leading to Mrs. Dorsey’s whereabouts.”

The television screen flashed to a weather
map and Julia stumbled toward the exit. In a very short while, her
picture would be plastered all over the television and newspapers.
The wig would help, but there was nothing she could do about her
face. She climbed onto the bus and took a seat at the very back,
away from the comings and goings of other passengers. She slipped
on her sunglasses and slouched down in the seat, praying that the
next four hours would pass quickly. Her plan had just been notched
up dramatically.

 


 


 



Chapter 10

 


Julia stepped off the bus and shivered at the
change in temperatures. The air was warm and the late morning sun
was brilliant, but not brutal as it had been in Oklahoma. As she
started toward the station entrance, she saw a taxi standing at the
curb. She walked swiftly toward it, then scooted into the back seat
and met the driver’s eyes in the rearview mirror.

“Take me to the Sheraton, please.”

The man nodded and the cab eased into the
traffic. Julia stared out the window at the framework of downtown
St. Louis. The cab drove around the block and pulled up in front of
a huge building. She shook her head. She could have walked if she’d
known where she was going. She handed the driver ten dollars, then
stepped out onto the sidewalk. A smiling doorman headed her way and
reality slapped her alongside the head. She couldn’t stay in this
hotel. There were too many people, and she was sure that
registering for a room would require both identification and a
credit card. For an establishment like Sheraton, cash for rooms
would be a red flag. She turned away from the approaching doorman.
A string of three-sided shelters lined the other side of the
street, with city buses arriving and leaving like ants working a
colony. A large sign identified the area as MetroLink. Remembering
her foray into the unsavory side of Oklahoma City, she turned back
toward the hotel. It would have travel brochures and timetables,
and that seemed a good place to start. She swept past the surprised
doorman.

The expansive lobby was beautiful and she
longed to just get a room, lock herself in, and sleep for days. At
this hour on a Friday, the place bustled with arriving visitors.
The announcement board showed several conferences in the hotel, and
welcomed fans arriving for a Rams football game. She walked across
the lobby toward a long hallway leading to the coffee shop and
restrooms. Racks of travel information lined one wall and she
browsed, picking up anything that might come in handy in the next
few days. Stuffing the brochures into her tote, she headed back
toward the entrance. As she passed a sitting area, she noticed a
newspaper lying on one of the tables. She sidled over to glance at
the front page. Her stomach knotted. She was still in the news, but
thankfully, no photograph yet.

She tried to walk nonchalantly, fighting the
urge to hurry and draw attention to herself. When she emerged onto
the sidewalk, the doorman tipped his hat. She gave him a quick
smile and hurried across the street toward the MetroLink area,
resisting the urge to look back to see if he was watching her.
Paranoia was beginning to take hold and, if she wasn’t careful,
she’d overreact and mess up.

Perspiration plastered her shirt against her
skin and she exhaled. I’d give anything for a shower right
now. She sat down and examined the bus and train schedules.
From this MetroLink station, she could travel anywhere in the city,
but where did she want to go? And how would she find a low-rent
motel? She studied the bus transit map and her shoulders sagged.
The map revealed nothing about the different areas of the city.

A large, dark-skinned woman sat down on the
next bench and piled several plastic bags at her feet. She fanned
herself with a magazine and flashed Julia a wide smile.

“Gettin’ hot again. Don’t much care for this
Indian Summer stuff.”

At first, Julia’s reaction was to ignore the
woman, but then she realized this could be a way to get the
information she needed. A complete stranger.

Julia smiled back. “Is that what they call
it?”

“Yeah, it teases you up a little by gettin’
colder, then we get a freeze, then the heat comes back.” She shook
her head. “I don’t like it.”

Julia licked her lips, then held up her bus
schedule. “I’m new here. Do you know where I can find a cheap
hotel?”

“Depends on what you mean by cheap. There’s a
motel up on north Broadway that rents by the week to the
construction workers. Don’t know if it’s decent, but I hear it’s
cheap.” She laughed. “These days, cheap is good.” She gathered her
bundles and stood up. “My bus is coming. Good luck.”

“Thanks. Oh, one more thing. Is there a
thrift shop anywhere close by?”

“Take the Jefferson Street bus. Get off at
Chestnut.” She gave Julia a long, thoughtful look, then waved and
trundled off toward a waiting bus.

Julia opened the schedule and located the
Jefferson Street line. Another bus would be along in about five
minutes. Fatigue crept through her body and she closed her eyes.
How long before she could relax? Even for just an hour.

 


Julia stopped short inside the door of the
thrift shop, taken aback by the strange blend of odors, a melange
of used clothing, old wood, musty paper, and who knew what else.
The store was large and well-lit, and a dozen or so customers
browsed through the shelves of discarded treasures. Julia checked
her mental shopping list. Clothes, maybe another wig, a different
tote, and anything else that might be useful.

She headed for the racks of women’s pants,
trying to ignore her revulsion at the thought of putting on some
stranger’s clothes. To her surprise, many of the items were brand
new with tags, and others were like new. She found two pairs of
jeans and some wool dress slacks, then moved on to the blouses and
jackets.

Twenty minutes later, she stood in front of
the mirror in a musty dressing room, struggling to ignore the
heavily perfumed air freshener that did little to cover up the
odors in the confined space. The slacks fit perfectly, as did the
jacket. They were expensive brands and she looked great in them.
Then a sinking feeling came over her—this was the wrong approach
for a new life.

“Dammit,” she muttered under her breath,
peeling out of the slacks and putting her jeans back on.

She carried the clothes back to the racks and
started over. Ten minutes later, she gazed again at her reflection.
The baggy jeans were a size too big, and the tee shirt was a large,
but the look was what she needed. She placed the new items in the
shopping cart.

The store was heavily decorated for
Halloween, and a central location held anything that might suffice
for a costume. Julia plucked up a wig with long red hair, then
another one with short straight black hair. At the side of the
store, one full wall held dozens of pairs of shoes. She grabbed a
pair of winter boots and a brand new pair of white athletic walking
shoes. At the end of the shoes, tall racks held purses and bags.
She found a sturdy, well-worn brown backpack—the perfect place to
carry everything. She cringed, thinking about what the next few
weeks might be like. Unless she found a secure place to live, she’d
have to carry the money with her at all times.

She left the thrift store just as the
Jefferson Street bus pulled up to the corner. She looked at her
watch. It was now almost two-thirty and she was starving. She could
go back into the Sheraton and eat there, but that would be risky.
Better to wait until she found the motel. She sighed and looked out
the window at the tired old buildings in the area. This was so much
harder than she’d imagined.

 


 


 



Chapter 11

 


Julia hesitated on the bottom step of the
bus, then stepped off onto the cracked sidewalk. Glancing up and
down the street, she assessed the area, dismay threading through
her head. Freight depots, trucking companies, and construction lots
lined the road in both directions for as far as she could see.
Directly across the street, chain link fence surrounded a huge lot
jammed with construction trailers and equipment. A one-story
building sported vivid graffiti on the grimy brick and boarded-up
windows. She turned away from the dismal view and walked toward the
motel entrance.

The woman at the bus stop hadn’t been
kidding—the motel was anything but fancy. Weariness hummed through
Julia’s muscles as she pushed through the door. As long as it was
clean and safe, she didn’t care. She wouldn’t be here long. The
tiny reception area smelled of pine cleaner, a scent so strong it
burned her nostrils. The office was protected by thick glass with a
round opening for talking, and a slot on the counter for
transactions. Great. So much for a safe, secure place to
stay. She rang the chrome call-bell and a dark-skinned woman
immediately appeared. Her dark eyes were friendly, and Julia found
herself staring at the small red dot on the woman’s forehead.

“I need a room.”

“How many people?” The woman’s voice was
lilting and her English was good, with just a hint of British
accent.

“One.”

Julia caught sight of her reflection in the
glass. She still wore the sunglasses. Reaching up to remove them,
she remembered her black eye and hesitated. Better to be as
unmemorable as possible.

“How many nights?”

“Five or six.”

“Twenty dollars per night plus tax, or one
hundred dollars per week plus tax. Pay in advance.” She pushed the
registration card through the slot. “Do you have a driver’s
license?”

Julia shook her head. “My purse was stolen
this morning. I have to start over.”

The words reverberated through her chest.
Starting over, a new future, maybe even some peace and happiness
down the road.

The woman’s face showed sincere concern. “Oh,
that’s too bad.”

Julia stared at the registration form. A
name. She needed a different name. Why hadn’t she—well, what
difference did it make what name she used? With no identification,
she could have a new name every day if she wanted. She wrote
“Coquette Smith” on the line.

She laid two fifty-dollar bills on the form
and pushed it through the opening. “Do you have an end room, away
from the street?”

The woman nodded and passed a key through the
slot. “It’s very quiet here, except on weekends. The construction
crews get a little loud when they come home from the bars, but we
try to keep them under control.”

“Is there someplace to eat around here?”

“Go out to the gate, turn right and go two
blocks, then turn right. There’s a diner halfway down the block. It
opens early.” She tilted her head, her expression sober. “Don’t
walk around this area after dark.”

Julia thanked her and set off to check out
her new temporary home.

The parking lot was deserted, but it wouldn’t
be long before that changed. Julia assessed the building. It wasn’t
shabby or run-down, but the doors could use a coat of paint. The
room at the far end butted up against a massive tangle of shrubs
and trees, and she shivered involuntarily. The motel owner’s
warning, coupled with Julia’s new awareness of her surroundings,
reminded her that the foliage could be a hiding place for unsavory
characters. She hugged her tote bag tightly.

The room was dark and cold. She removed her
sunglasses, flipped on the light, and moved directly to the
wall-mounted heater. Dropping her bags on the bed, she looked
around. The air was musty from being closed up, but the place
didn’t smell bad. A regular double bed hogged most of the room, and
a small table and chair were arranged in the corner by the window.
On the wall facing the bed, a small television was bolted to the
ceiling and, underneath that, a tiny microwave oven sat on a
desk/bureau with drawers. She looked inside the drawers and found a
Gideon Bible, a phone book, and a menu for delivery pizza. She
crossed the room to inspect the bathroom. Clean and functional. She
turned back and nodded. This would do just fine.

She sat down on the edge of the bed,
overwhelmed by the desire to lie back and disappear into sleep for
a while, but that would have to wait. She needed to get to the
diner before dusk. Pulling the new backpack from her thrift store
purchases, she began transferring all her worldly goods into it. To
her delight, inside the main bag, another zippered compartment
expanded into the bottom. She tried to think what its use might be,
then nodded.

“Of course! It would hold a pair of shoes
perfectly.”

She began stuffing the bundles of money into
the expanded compartment, then zipped it up and piled her other
things on top. She stood up, hooked the strap over her shoulder,
and headed for the door. Thrift store shopping was filled with
surprises—she’d have to try that again.

 


Julia walked purposefully along the busy
street, following the motel manager’s directions. At the second
intersection, she turned right and could see the diner’s neon sign
midway down the block.

“Tommy’s Place” was no great shakes, but it
was relatively clean and the smells coming from the kitchen sent a
flush of hunger through Julia’s stomach. A couple of men sat at a
table in the corner, and a lone elderly man hunched over a plate of
food at the lunch counter. Julia slid into a booth by the window as
a short bald man hurried over, wiping his hands on his apron.

“You want coffee?”

“No, I’ll have, uh, cola.”

He scribbled on his order pad. “Special today
is chicken fried steak, mashed potatoes and gravy, green beans, and
biscuits. Dessert half-price.”

“Sounds good to me.”

The man hurried back to the kitchen and Julia
gazed out the window at the pickup trucks and vans that cruised the
area. They weren’t junkers, but they weren’t new, either. As long
as she didn’t do anything stupid, she should be safe here. She just
needed long enough to form a plan to change her looks. She gulped.
Chicken fried steak and mashed potatoes would be a good way to
start that plan. With twenty or so extra pounds, she’d look
different than the description that had been broadcast on the day
of her disappearance. She chewed the inside of her lip. She’d spent
years keeping a model’s figure and looking like a fashion plate.
Bile rose in her throat. For Stephen, always for Stephen. He was
so adamant about my appearance. At that moment, she wondered if
her husband had ever really loved her for who she was, or if she’d
simply been one of his possessions.

A few minutes later, the largest plate of
food she’d ever seen appeared in front of her. A mountain of mashed
potatoes swam in gravy beside two large pieces of crispy brown
meat. A separate bowl of steaming green beans was served with two
crusty golden biscuits, butter, and jelly packets. Good grief,
I’ll never be able to eat all this!

The first bite sent delight coursing through
her head and she tucked in. Nothing had ever tasted so good.

“Tsk, tsk. Them potatoes will go right on
that pretty ass of yours.”

Julia dropped her fork and looked up. She’d
been lost in thought and hadn’t heard anyone come near. The two men
from the corner had finished, and one was paying the check while
the other one made comments about her dinner.

She gave him a dead look. “Get lost.”

Did I really say that?

The guy chuckled and walked on to join his
companion. They both looked back at Julia and grinned, then pushed
through the door to the street. They climbed into a green pickup
with a caved-in door. As the truck pulled away from the curb, the
driver gave Julia a lecherous grin through the window.

Great, just great. The only place to eat
within walking distance and I manage to draw attention to
myself. Again.

The server appeared. “Everything good?”

“Delicious, but I can’t finish it. Could I
take the rest with me?”

He nodded. “You from around here?”

Uh-oh. Be careful. “No, just here for
a couple of days.”

He nodded and pulled out his order pad. “Did
you want dessert?”

“Mm, yes. Do you have any apple pie?”

“One piece left.”

“I’ll take it to go.”

He wrote something with a flourish, ripped
off the sheet and plunked it down on the table. “I’ll get the
box.”

As Julia walked back toward her motel, she
noted the frequency of buses moving up and down the street. It
looked as though she could catch one about every fifteen minutes.
That would be convenient. She’d need to get into town at least two
more times in the next few days. At some point, she needed to get
some form of identification and that would be her biggest stumbling
block. A year ago, at a time when her morale had been at an
all-time low, she’d briefly researched the subject of counterfeit
ID on one of the computers at the library. The articles had made it
seem almost easy, but she’d discovered it wasn’t something that
happened without a lot of forethought and care. And now, she
couldn’t remember a single fact about the subject. Another trip to
a library was in order.

She walked through the gate to the motel
parking lot, crossing diagonally toward her room. Two vehicles were
now parked in front of rooms—an older white sedan, and a green
pickup with a dented door.

“Of course.”

She dropped her head and hurried the last few
yards to her door, hoping the men weren’t looking out the window.
Safely inside, she turned the bolt and slid the chain into its
track, then dropped the backpack on the floor beside the bed.
Snatching off the wig, she vigorously scratched her head with both
hands. Wigs weren’t going to cut it for the long haul. She stood
there for a minute. Shower or sleep? Now that she’d eaten, she
wasn’t very sleepy. She headed for the bathroom, peeling off her
clothes and thinking about her rude retort in the diner. As well as
changing her looks, she’d need to adopt a new attitude, a tougher
get-outta-my-face personality that would keep people at arm’s
length. She exhaled. That might be the hardest part of her
transformation. By nature, she was soft-spoken and polite, caring
and thoughtful. And, a doormat.

She passed the bathroom mirror and glanced at
her slim naked body, still marked with Stephen’s wrath. She stopped
and stared, then slowly smiled.

“Goodbye, Julia.”

 


Warm and deliciously clean, Julia slipped
under the covers and snuggled against the pillow. The bed was
surprisingly comfortable and she let out a long sigh. The
television’s black face stared down at her and she reached for the
remote. Might as well see what the damage was, so far.

A second later, she stared at her own face on
the screen, a photograph taken at some charity function earlier in
the year. Her hair was swept back behind her ears and her makeup
was over-done. Another of Stephen’s attempts to make her look
glamorous. She snorted. Today, she looked nothing like that
picture. Still, with or without makeup, her fine features and high
cheekbones showcased her wide green eyes. How could she change
that?

The newscaster’s voice updated the story
while the image remained on the screen.

“Oklahoma City police are still searching for
information on the possible whereabouts of Seattle socialite, Julia
Dorsey, who disappeared from the Oklahoma State Fairgrounds
sometime yesterday evening. Dorsey is the wife of multi-millionaire
electronics entrepreneur Steven Dorsey, who has offered a large
reward for information that leads to finding his wife. The FBI has
become involved in this possible kidnapping, although our sources
report that no ransom demand has been received. Police are now
concerned that Mrs. Dorsey may have become a victim in a series of
grisly rape-murders which have been occurring in the metro area.
Julia Dorsey is five-foot-nine, weighs one hundred and twenty
pounds, has brown hair streaked with blond, and green eyes. Anyone
with information should contact…”

Julia muted the sound and nodded her head
slowly. How convenient to have a serial killer on the loose in the
area. Perhaps that would keep anyone from thinking about a
runaway.

Second Day

After a good night’s sleep and a hearty
breakfast of apple pie and buttered biscuits, Julia donned her new
clothes and laced up the new shoes. She reached for the red wig,
then grabbed the blonde one instead. It didn’t make much sense to
come and go with different colored hair—that would only draw
attention to her. She’d save the other two wigs for when she was
ready to make the next move.

The St. Louis metro phonebook was three
inches thick and provided everything Julia could want in the coming
days. She located the library page and jotted down addresses, then
searched for more thrift stores, finding an army surplus store, as
well. In the front of the book, a street map of the city gave her
some sense of where she would be going. Without giving it a second
thought, she tore the page out and folded it into her pocket along
with the addresses she’d written down.

Hoisting the backpack onto her shoulders, she
turned off the lights and stepped outside. A light rain was falling
and the temperature was cool. The parking lot was empty. If the men
from the diner were construction workers, they were most likely up
and out by three-thirty or four.

“Good. Less chance of another encounter.”

A bus pulled up as she left the parking lot,
and twenty-five minutes later, she was in downtown St. Louis. The
trip through the main streets was enjoyable, with a good view of
the many attractive features of the city. At one point, she
glimpsed the top of the famous arch, and made a mental note to
visit the monument after she was more settled.

The walk to the public library took her past
many modern high-rise buildings, along streets bustling with
shoppers and workers and, to her surprise, several blocks were
lovely green parks in the center of downtown. She finally reached
the library and gazed up at the magnificent historic building. Its
marble countenance emanated the wealth of knowledge within. A giddy
sensation swirled through the pit of her stomach as she climbed the
wide stairs to the arched entrance. Inside the hushed lobby, she
read a plaque on the wall. The building had been constructed in
1901 with funds from a generous grant by Andrew Carnegie. Had the
man had any idea of the joy and wonder he would bring to millions
of people forever more?

She entered the main area and approached the
information desk. “Where are the public computers located?”

“Up the stairs, take a right. You can’t miss
it.”

 


Two hours later, she left the library,
discouragement weighing heavily on her mind. Changing her identity
would be next to impossible unless she consorted with criminals.
She walked slowly down the street, turning over in her mind all the
information she’d gathered about trying to disappear into a new
life. Her sense of hopelessness grew. Without identification, she
had no hope of getting a job. How would she find one of the
purported countless underground counterfeiters who dealt in fake
documents? Apparently, high school and college kids knew exactly
how to find these people. Would she have to hang around a campus
and take a chance on asking someone? Or worse, hang around a bad
part of the city and hope she asked the right person? Her
head swam with questions and answers, none of them encouraging.

At the corner, she looked down the street and
sucked in her breath. A magnificent cathedral took up most of the
block, a structure of time-darkened stone with huge stained glass
windows and a bell tower outlined against the gray sky. Julia
walked toward the church, her heart beating fast and her breath
coming in small snatches. Longing ached in her chest. She wanted
desperately to hear a comforting voice. Maybe her answers lay
inside that quiet sanctuary.

Julia grasped the worn brass handle of the
ornate wooden door, and the connection with a century of humanity
washed over her. The door opened easily and silently, and she
stepped across the threshold, out of the chaos and into the dim
quietude. Her breath came softly, and her heart thumped gently, a
prelude to transition. Her gaze traveled up to the arched ceiling
and the shadowed recesses. Sunlight filtered through the many
stained glass windows. The air was still, and touched with the
scent of antiquity. She walked a few steps, trailing her fingers
over the edges of the worn oak pews, then slid onto one of the
seats and sat back. At the front of the church, the white altar
glowed beneath a magnificent rose window, and hundreds of gleaming
pipes rose into the ceiling on both sides. Julia’s heart ached. How
beautiful the music would sound in this place, spiritual
surroundings she hadn’t graced with her presence since the day
she’d married Stephen. She looked down at her hands, struggling
with the angry thoughts that had no place here.

She looked up again, focusing on the gold
cross. Every fiber of her being longed to make peace with
herself.

“I’m so sorry if I’ve disappointed You...I
need guidance,” she whispered. “But please, if you’ll just keep
Coquette and the others safe...they don’t deserve to suffer because
of my shortcomings.”

Her throat tightened and she struggled with
the images intruding on her peace. She had to believe
Stephen would not harm the horses to get back at her. A tiny sob
escaped and she closed her eyes.

“Miss? Are you all right?”

Her eyes flew open and she stared into the
kind face of a priest. His black hair was closely cut and his skin
tone was warm olive, accentuating his dark brown eyes.

He gestured toward the seat. “May I?”

Julia nodded and scooted over to make
room.

He sat down and gestured toward the altar.
“It’s a magnificent church, isn’t it? I love coming here when there
are no crowds, just to think.”

Julia hesitated, then met his gaze. “Father,
do you believe self-preservation is an acceptable reason for
leaving a marriage?”

His features softened and he nodded. “The
sanctity of marriage is only as good as the two people involved. If
one’s life is in danger, then survival is more important.”

Julia sighed deeply and nodded. Had she come
here for that answer? Confirmation that she was doing the right
thing? Would her feeble prayers keep Coquette safe?

The priest held out a business card. “I
minister to one of the shelters in the metro area. If you ever need
to talk, don’t hesitate to contact me.”

 


 


 



Chapter 12

One year later

 


Julia scowled, gazing at her puffy face in
the mirror over the bathroom sink, reeling with disgust at the way
she looked. A lot of fast food, desserts, and candy bars had made
quick work of adding almost forty pounds to her light frame, and a
good portion of it had settled around her jowls and neck. At least
the extra weight changed her looks dramatically. That, and the
ultra short hair cut and bleach job. The final touches to her
façade were brown contact lenses and wire-rimmed glasses.

She stepped back, tucked in a baggy white
blouse, and nodded at her reflection. “Time to go to work,
Ginger.”

She glanced around the drab room as she
headed toward the door. This was the third place she’d lived since
arriving in the St. Louis area. A dumpy apartment complex just
across the Illinois border in a tiny town off Interstate 270, but
the price was right and it was close to her new job so she could
walk or take a cab.

As she strode along the street, head down
against a cold wind, she thought about her circumstances. Stephen
and all the pain seemed so far away, so unreal, that at times, she
wondered how she had entered into this madness. But thoughts of
Coquette had stayed with her, every day a reminder that her beloved
animals had been left to endure the whims of a cruel and
unpredictable man. The only thing that had kept Julia reasonably
sane was knowing Chet would never allow anyone to harm the horses.
But after a year, was he even still there?

The focus on her disappearance had eventually
faded and, the last she’d heard, the police hadn’t found any
answers to her disappearance, concluding that she’d been killed and
dumped somewhere like the other murder victims in the area. Unhappy
with the assessment, Stephen had hired his own investigators. He
was so full of his own self-importance that he felt he could do
better than anyone at their job. A few stray snowflakes danced
across her cheeks and she picked up her pace, shivering a little
under the denim jacket, not from the cold, but from the memories.
When Stephen set out to do something, he moved heaven and earth to
make it happen. Then, as always happened when she thought about
him, she wondered—had she inadvertently left any clues behind?

The door squeaked as she entered the small
reception room at Bud’s Truck Parts & Service. A hefty man with
a couple of days’ beard stubble looked up from the counter and
scowled.

“Nothin’ like comin’ in right on the
minute.”

“I’m here on time. What’s your bitch?”

“Got two drivers coolin’ their heels in the
back. I can’t get nothin’ done if I have to do your job too.”

“So go hold their hands and let me get to
work. You’re in my way.”

Julia hung up her jacket, then examined the
two work orders. Neither were big jobs, and she should be able to
get away for an early lunch. She craned her neck to peer through
the window into the garage where one of the drivers was talking to
Bud. He gave her a hard time, but he was basically a pretty good
guy. Better than pretty good—he’d given her a job and had been
agreeable to paying her under the table. He’d asked no questions,
and she felt more or less safe around him. She sighed and turned
back to the counter. No Social Security number had greatly limited
what she could do with her life. She glanced around the small
office. This was a life? She sighed again. It would have to
do for now.

An hour later, one of the drivers leered at
Julia from beneath a grease-rimmed ball cap. “Mornin’ sweetheart.
You gonna give me a discount?”

Julia didn’t look up from the work order.
“No, but I’m gonna charge you extra for callin’ me sweetheart.”

The old guy laughed loudly and reached across
the counter toward Julia’s hand. “Aw, come on, you must be used to
it.”

She yanked her hand away and glowered at him,
speaking between clenched teeth. “Touch me again, buster, and
you’ll be tellin’ it to the judge.”

Surprise lifted his gray eyebrows. “Whoa,
you’re workin’ the wrong business, lady.” He tossed two
hundred-dollar bills on the counter and stepped back. “Keep the
change. You can use it for manners lessons.”

Julia closed her eyes as he disappeared
through the door and headed for his truck. She’d hear about this,
for sure. Being so close to the big truck plaza, Bud didn’t have
all that many customers. He wouldn’t appreciate her being rude to
any of them.

“Miss? Excuse me?”

Julia jumped, then gaped at the tall man
standing at the counter. “Can I help you?”

“Bud said you’d have my bill. A to Z
Trucking.”

She picked up the work order and moved to the
calculator. “Gimme a minute.”

As she ran the numbers, she felt distracted.
The man was not the typical truck driver who came through those
doors. He was clean shaven, muscular and toned as though he worked
out, and his clothes were clean. She threw him a furtive glance
through her eyelashes. And he was handsome as hell in a scary way.
She suppressed a smile. Whatever are you thinking?

She wrote the total on the work order and
pushed it across the counter. “Three-eighty-seven ninety. Includes
tax.”

The man handed her a credit card.

“Can I see some ID?”

He pushed a commercial driver’s license
across the counter, then folded the invoice into thirds and stuck
it into his shirt pocket.

The driver’s license identified him as Hector
Dillon, and she smirked. With a name like that, he’d probably
settled his share of scores over the years. And he looked like he
could handle it. The address on the license was a small town in
Massachusetts. She looked up.

“You’re a long way from home.”

He gazed at her for a moment, then shrugged.
“I’m a truck driver. Uh, I’m in a bit of a rush?”

She swiped the card and handed everything
back to him.

A minute later, he strode out the door and
she watched him climb into an older green Freightliner truck. Why
would a guy like that come to a place like this for service,
instead of the large, efficient service garage at the truck stop?
He was startlingly different, compared to the usual trucker types.
A trickle of apprehension moved through her head. He was too
different. Was he one of Stephen’s private investigators? Panic
rose in her chest, then she shook it off. An unlikely possibility,
but she’d have to stay sharp.

“Ginger, what the devil’s gotten into you
this morning?”

She jumped and grinned. “A little hung over,
boss. Just need to get me some lunch and I’ll be fine. See you
later.”

“Gotta start inventory today. God-damned
gummint!”

She chuckled and pushed through the door into
a light swirl of snow.

The truck plaza was about a two-block walk
and the exercise felt good. Her life was pretty dull compared to a
year ago. Sadness crept into her thoughts and she struggled to push
away the mental images of Coquette. Did the horse miss her? Of all
the questions in Julia’s mind over the past months, the biggest and
most worrisome was what had happened to her horses. She could think
of no way to find out without jeopardizing her anonymity. Chet
might talk to her—he’d always seemed sympathetic to her situation.
She frowned. He’d certainly wasted no time reporting to Stephen
when she’d disappeared in Oklahoma, but maybe he’d been genuinely
worried about her safety. On the other hand, if he knew what she’d
done, he might consider her a coward, or a traitor for abandoning
the animals. Calling him was out of the question. She couldn’t risk
anyone finding out that she was still alive.

She stepped inside the warm, brightly-lit
restaurant and headed for her usual spot in the corner, then
stopped abruptly. Hector Dillon was in the adjoining booth, reading
the newspaper while he cradled a mug of steaming coffee.

He looked up, his deep blue eyes reflecting
confusion. “Something wrong?”

Julia flushed. “Uh, no, I…” What is
wrong with you? “Just surprised to see you again. You
did say you were in a hurry.”

She quickly moved past his table and sat down
in the next booth. The waitress poured coffee and Julia ordered
lunch, her concentration fractured by the sight of that head of
short dark hair. As though he’d sensed her attention, he turned
around and draped an arm across the back of the seat. A slight
smile twitched the corners of his mouth and his eyes were
friendly.

“You new around here?”

Julia nodded. “About a mo—week.” Focus,
Julia. Don’t forget who you are and why.

He gazed at her for longer than made her
comfortable. “This is kind of the armpit of creation out here. I
would have thought a young woman would want to be closer to the
action.”

In spite of herself, Julia grinned. “I’m not
so young, and I don’t care much for the social life.”

“So what brings you here?”

Julia’s smile faded. Too many
questions. A shot of panic revved her pulse. He could be
a spy for Stephen. She needed to get out of there.

She gave him a non-committal look.
“Lunch.”

From the corner of her eye, she noticed a man
and woman walking toward the empty booth directly across the aisle
from her. There was something familiar about the man, about the way
he walked. Julia gaped, her brain trying to comprehend the
absurdity of the situation. She glanced at Hector Dillon.

He was studying her closely. “Are you okay?
You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

She grabbed her jacket off the seat and
started to scoot out of the booth. “I don’t feel so good.”

“Julia?”

Nausea rose in her throat and she sank back
into the booth, staring up at the man standing beside the
table.

She found her voice. “Who?”

The man stepped back, bewilderment washing
over his features. “Oh. You look so much like someone we know from
the horse show circuit, except she was—” He glanced at Dillon, then
bobbed his head in apology. “Sorry to disturb you.” He returned to
his table.

Julia struggled out of the booth seat and
dropped a ten-dollar bill on the table for the lunch she wouldn’t
be eating.

“You know that guy, don’t you?”

A flash of anger rolled through Julia’s chest
and she leveled a steely gaze on the handsome driver. “How about
you mind your own business?”

She strode past him and out the front door,
so frightened she didn’t even feel the icy sleet peppering her
cheeks. What were the chances of running into a horse show
exhibitor at a truck stop out in the middle of nowhere? Her
shoulders sagged as she hurried toward Bud’s. Obviously, the
chances were better than average, and her disguise hadn’t made much
difference.

 


 


 



Chapter 13

 


For the next two weeks, Julia took her lunch
to work. She could no longer risk eating in the busy restaurant at
the truck stop. Too much chance of another encounter with someone
who knew her. On the day of that sobering experience at the
restaurant, she had taken the bus to a grocery store and purchased
sandwich supplies, a small cooler, and some ice. Dinner was a
little more difficult. She had no choices except two fast-food
places, and a tavern frequented by locals who were less than
savory. Gradually, she began to wonder if it was time to move on to
another place, but she was haunted by worry that she wouldn’t have
the same luck finding a job.

One morning, as she combed her now-red hair,
she thought about her plans. She was basically just drifting,
almost in limbo. No future, no discernible chances for a normal
life with other people. Was this really better than enduring
Stephen’s cruelty? She thought back to her second conversation with
the counselor at the safe home for battered women. Freda had
encouraged her to go through legal channels to leave Stephen, and
make a new life within the framework of society and the legal
system. But Julia knew it would never work that way. No one seemed
to understand that Stephen’s possessiveness and trigger temper were
a recipe for tragedy. She didn’t fit the normal profile of a
battered wife. She’d collected her birth certificate, Social
Security card, and marriage certificate, sewn them into the bottom
of the canvas tote bag, then stored it in the tack trunk. At the
time, still in physical pain from the last altercation with her
husband, she’d not believed anything would work. He’d rather see
her dead than on her own. She stared at her image. Was this much
better than dead? Maybe it was time to resurrect Julia Dorsey and
force her to stand up for herself. Maybe face him again.

As she approached work that morning, she
spotted a familiar rig parked by the garage doors. Her pulse
quickened a bit and she smiled. Handsome Hector was back, and her
pleasure at the thought was surprising. Self-preservation squelched
the thought. Why would he be back? To check on her? She frowned.
She was being irrational. If he was working for Stephen, she’d have
known about it after their first meeting. She relaxed. Hector
Dillon was simply a customer, nothing more.

She entered the office and hung up her
jacket, then finger-combed her wispy hair. Stepping over to the
window of the garage, she peeked through. Bud and the driver were
looking under the hood of the Freightliner, and she could hear
Bud’s deep voice, but couldn’t make out the words. She gazed at
Dillon’s square shoulders. At least she’d have a chance to
apologize for her rude behavior at their last meeting.

Ten minutes later, Dillon stepped through the
front door and nodded. Something about the man’s body language
emanated authority, and she wondered if he was ex-military.

He didn’t smile. “Bud said you’d drive me up
to the restaurant.”

Julia’s jaw dropped, then she stammered. “I,
uh, don’t have a driver’s license.”

He scrutinized her for a moment. “I don’t
think there are many cops patrolling the two blocks between here
and there.”

Julia swallowed hard. “Okay, only…”

He leaned close, his voice low. “I promise I
won’t molest you.”

She blinked, then threw her head back and
laughed out loud.

Dillon grinned. “Well, it’s not that
outrageous!”

Julia stepped over to the door to the garage
and hollered at Bud. “I’m taking this driver up to the truck stop.
Answer the phone.”

A couple of minutes later, she clenched the
steering wheel as though it would fly out the window if she let go.
Her passenger was silent until they pulled up beside the restaurant
door. He grabbed the door handle and gave her a long look.

“Want to get a cup of coffee?”

“Can’t. I have to get back.”

“Okay. See you this afternoon.”

“Hey, listen. I’m sorry I was so rude to you
last month.”

He looked confused, then grinned. “I have
thick skin.”

He climbed out and Julia eased the old pickup
truck out of the parking lot and down the hill toward the garage.
If she could just get some ID, life would be so much simpler.
Finally, she allowed herself to think about Dillon’s friendlier
attitude. She wanted the comfort and companionship of another human
being—a dangerous desire, but too strong to deny. Did she dare let
herself become involved with him? He was probably a safe choice,
given his mobile lifestyle. She doubted that truckers paid more
than cursory attention to regional news.

She glanced in the cracked rearview mirror.
What was it about her appearance that had caught the traveler’s
attention in the restaurant last month? To her own assessment, she
looked nothing like she did twelve months ago. She parked the truck
and stared out the window. Was anyone still searching Oklahoma for
her body? It was time to visit a library and get caught up on her
own saga.

 


Julia swallowed the last bite of her tuna
sandwich and folded the brown paper lunch bag in thirds before
sticking it into her jacket pocket. Bud shuffled in from the garage
and laid a work order on the counter.

“A to Z’s job is done. You can go pick him
up.”

Julia licked her lips. “You know, I shouldn’t
be driving your truck without a license.”

He looked at her for a moment, then squinted
one eye. “I could help you with that.”

She moved toward the counter. “Meaning
what?”

“I know people. If you need some papers or
whatever.”

Julia’s thoughts raced. This could be the
answer to all her problems. She bit her lip. But every single
person who knew anything about her posed a potential threat of
exposure. She nodded, trying to act only mildly interested. “And
that would happen, how?”

Bud pushed back from the counter. “Next time
Ace Anderson comes in, pay close attention. He’ll ask you to give
him an inflated invoice to turn in to his company. He can get
anything a person might want for identification. I can tell him you
need his services.”

Though a little wary about Bud’s interest in
her situation, she relaxed. “Thanks, Boss.”

“One thing—whatever you need, it’ll be
expensive. Will you be able to pay?”

She leveled a cool look at him. “Yeah.”

Five minutes later, she pulled into a parking
space in front of the restaurant. Without thinking, she pulled down
the visor and checked her hair in the mirror, then chuckled. Like
Handsome Hector would have any interest in a fat, frowzy parts
clerk.

Inside the building, the restaurant had only
a handful of customers, but Dillon was not among them. Julia walked
toward the trucker’s lounge area that offered televisions, arcade
games, telephones, recliners, and the entrance to the showers.
Dillon sat in one of the recliners, a newspaper spread across his
lap, his head tipped back, his eyes closed. In that vulnerable
state, he looked far less intimidating.

She approached, pondering how to wake him
without scaring the hell out of him. His eyes flew open as though
he’d sensed her presence. He straightened up and smiled, sending a
wallop through Julia’s chest. Each time she saw him, he seemed to
grow more attractive. Not a good thing.

“Your truck’s ready.”

“Good. I’ve read every word in this
paper.”

He gathered the sections, stood up and walked
toward a waste barrel.

“Wait, I’d like to read that.”

He turned back and handed her the thick
sheaf. “It’s a pretty comprehensive newspaper. Covers news all over
the country.”

Julia tucked it under her arm and started
toward the exit, Dillon falling into step beside her.

His tone was teasing. “So, out for another
illegal drive?”

“I’m working on that. I just haven’t had time
to get the darned thing.”

They climbed into the truck and headed back
down the hill. Julia glanced over at his profile. He seemed more
relaxed than he had earlier, and she took a chance on
conversation.

“Where-all do you drive?”

“Mostly the northeastern states to St. Louis,
sometimes down to Oklahoma and Arkansas.”

“Your license says home is Massachusetts.
What’s it like there?”

“I don’t see it much, but it’s beautiful,
especially in winter. I have a cabin in the Berkshires, a perfect
place to hibernate during my downtime.”

They pulled up in front of the garage and
Julia hesitated, wondering how far she should go. What the
hell…

“Being on the road so much must be tough on
family life.”

Dillon’s smile vanished and his tone
hardened. “I’m alone. It suits me just fine.”

He opened the door and stepped out. Julia
kicked herself for spoiling a pleasant conversation with a fishing
expedition.

A few minutes later, Dillon pocketed his
credit card and invoice, said goodbye, and walked out the door. An
inexplicable sadness came over Julia. Her own loneliness had driven
her to invade the man’s privacy and, clearly, she’d touched a raw
nerve. Alone. He’d said it with bitterness. Was he the
victim of a cheating wife or girlfriend? Or worse, a widower? She
watched the back of the truck disappear up the road toward the
interstate and wondered why she kept feeling the need to
apologize.

 


That night, after what had to be her
hundredth hamburger, French fries, and milkshake dinner, she
settled into a chair to read the newspaper. She found no further
items about her disappearance, but there was an interesting article
in the financial section.

“Seattle Electronics Firm Experiences Huge
Investor Gains”

“Dorsey International reported their
highest quarterly net income this week as investors clamored to buy
stock in the second largest electronics development firm in the
U.S. The company has developed some of the leading edge hardware
for the energy industry, and rumors abound that a new product will
be announced soon. However, the company’s owner and CEO, Stephen
Dorsey, declined comment on this. DI’s third-quarter net income
rose 4% to $391 million, or 80 cents per share.”

Julia laid the paper aside and gazed at a
spot on the dingy carpet, remembering the folder she’d seen on her
husband’s desk. The energy project was real and could generate
millions of dollars for Dorsey International. Stephen’s wealth and
potential earnings were almost unbelievable. No wonder he drove
himself the way he did—the money was everything. Did he even know
what he’d lost through his ambition? Thoughts of her old life
renewed memories of her horses, and the tears began, slowly at
first, then escalating into sobs that racked her body. She had
nothing. No life, no love, only the constant fear of being found.
She couldn’t do this any longer.

“Stop!” she cried, launching herself out of
the chair. “Julia Dorsey is dead!”

She wiped the tears from her cheeks, then ran
a hand through her hair. Frustrated. Angry. She had to stop
thinking like the woman she used to be. Her only salvation was to
follow the path Ginger Green had chosen and see if she could make
something of herself.

 


The next morning, Julia trudged down the dirt
road toward the garage, squinting to identify the truck parked
outside the office. As she neared, she saw that it was a dually
truck and stock trailer. When she got close, she peered through the
slats and gasped. Four horses of assorted colors and sizes gazed
balefully back at her. They were all thin with dull, rough coats
and lackluster eyes. One gray horse had a bandage on its foreleg,
and a large, bony horse had scars all over its body. Julia
shuddered and stepped back. What had happened to these animals?
Where were they headed? Slaughter?

She turned and hurried into the office,
calling out to Bud. He appeared, followed by a short stout woman
with straggly salt-and-pepper hair. She had a face that had seen
some hardship, but her eyes were kind.

“Ginger, this lady needs an invoice for a
wheel repair.” He gave her a pointed look. “Make it twenty-five
dollars even. No tax.”

Julia blinked. Twenty-five dollars to
repair a wheel? That’s almost a 75% discount.

“Okay.” She turned to the woman. “Need your
name, address, phone number.”

“Casey Turner, Old Stagecoach Road,
Lakeville. I’m just north of here.”

Julia looked up. “What happened to those
horses?”

The woman shook her head. “You name it, it’s
happened. The poor pitiful things. I run a rescue operation and
these trips just break my heart. A couple of years ago, most of
these animals would have been sent to the killers, but now it’s
illegal here and most owners don’t want to pay for shipping to
Canada or Mexico.”

Julia’s heart thumped. Were her
beloved horses being neglected or abused? Or worse, had Stephen
sent them to be slaughtered? Her head swam with the new notions of
what she’d left behind.

Turner was speaking. “I have a tax exempt
number, if you need it.”

Julia nodded, then handed over the invoice.
“What do you do at your rescue place?”

“Just take care of ’em, nurse ’em back to
health, hope to find new homes for them. That’s the hard part. With
this stinkin’ economy, folks can’t afford to feed themselves, let
alone a large animal.” She brightened. “You have horses?”

“Not any more.” Julia’s pulse skipped. She’d
just goofed again with too much information. “Not since I was a
little kid.”

Casey Turner peeled off twenty-five ragged
dollar bills and laid them on the counter along with a grubby
business card. “Come visit any time. The horses love the
attention.” She turned toward the door. “Tell Bud thanks for me.
He’s a gem.”

Julia watched the old truck and trailer pull
away, carrying its damaged goods on a mission to save and protect.
She looked at the business card. She would definitely be paying a
visit to Sunny Hills Equine Rescue.

But first she needed to figure out a way to
find out about her own horses. She might have to break down and
contact Chet. She had to know—her peace of mind depended on
it.

Late that afternoon, a tall, barrel-chested
man in a tan cowboy hat ducked through the front door, then stopped
to stare.

“Whoo-ee, Bud’s really prettyin’ up this
place!”

Julia tried not to frown. “Can I help
you?”

“Oh, boy, darlin’, you sure could.”

He stepped closer and Julia read the name
embroidered on his work jacket. Ace. Oh great!

He pushed his hat back and leaned on the
counter. “Bud around? I got a problem.”

The boss came through the door and snorted.
“What’s wrong with that piece of junk now?”

Ace chuckled. “Nothing a new engine won’t
fix. Can’t get any power going up the hills. That doo-dad you put
in last time didn’t do no good.”

Bud came around the counter and they both
went outside to look under the hood. Julia groaned. How badly did
she need that ID? Enough to fend off this creep? Her shoulders
sagged. Unfortunately, yes.

The two men returned to the office and Bud
grabbed the schedule. “I can get to it on Saturday, but it’ll cost
you overtime.”

Ace grinned. “No problem. I’m between loads,
got some time to kill.” He winked at Julia. “Could use some pretty
company while I wait.”

She gave him a dirty look and walked away
down the hall toward the restroom. It’d be a cold day in hell
before she did anything with him other than negotiate for some ID.
Maybe not even that. The whole idea was beginning to worry her. At
this point, she was officially a missing person, but technically
she was a fugitive. Buying and using counterfeit identification was
a federal offense, which would make her a criminal. This whole
thing was getting out of hand.

When she returned to the front desk, Ace was
gone and Bud gave her a long look. “He’s your man, but you’ll have
to be a little nicer to him to get what you want.”

Julia gazed at her boss for a moment. “I
appreciate your help, Bud, but I don’t mix business with pleasure.
I need a driver’s license and I’ll pay for it, but that’s
all.”

He nodded. “Well, he’ll be here Saturday if
you feel like coming in.”

She pursed her lips. “I might. Listen, could
I borrow the truck one of these days to go up to that horse rescue
place?”

He grinned. “Sure. Just don’t attract any
state troopers.”

 


 


 



Chapter 14

 


Dillon guided the Freightliner tractor into
one of the slots at a rest area outside Terre Haute. He left the
engine on slow idle, then climbed down and stretched, twisting his
head and feeling the bones crackle in his neck. After locking the
truck, he strode across the parking lot toward the restrooms,
inhaling the icy air and watching his breath curl away on the light
breeze. He glanced at the line of parked trucks, taking mental
inventory. So far that morning, he’d only seen three of the casket
company trucks on the road. He thought it strange, as the holiday
season traffic usually meant an increase in truck movement too.

“Hey, Dillon!”

He stopped and turned toward the voice. A
husky black man stepped up beside him, a wide grin puffing out his
cheeks like an oversized chipmunk.

“Leon, what the hell are you doin’
clear out here? I thought you gave up doin’ the Midwest in
winter.”

“I got a good load to DC, with a return
pick-up. Can’t turn down money like that these days.”

The two men walked toward the services
building, talking amiably. Dillon smiled. As solitary as a
trucker’s life was, they all had a string of acquaintances and
friends across the country. The variety was appealing: dinner with
a buddy in the East, wee hours breakfast with a group in the
Midwest, on-the-road conversation over the CB radios at any given
hour. The life was what you made of it.

Leon grinned. “So where you goin’ this
time?”

Dillon fed a dollar bill into the vending
machine and a can rattled down the shoot and slammed into the
access door. “Vermont, then DC.”

“Hey, beep me when you get there an’ we’ll
grab a beer. I got some waitin’ around to do until the return load
is ready.” He winked. “Hopin’ I’ll get a little sugar.”

Dillon threw a light punch at the man’s
shoulder and grinned. “Will do. Good luck in DC.”

Ten minutes later, his truck eased into the
steady stream of traffic on the interstate, and his thoughts turned
to the woman at Bud’s garage. Something about her was off. She
looked rough, but it didn’t ring true. She seemed to be hiding
something important. Her reaction to the man in the restaurant had
been a gut response, nothing she could have controlled. She knew
the guy, so why had she acted like she didn’t? Dillon’s train of
thought moved to the brief exchange in the truck when she’d picked
him up. He’d let himself get suckered into conversation about his
personal life—how had that happened? What did she care about
where he lived or with whom? He grinned. Maybe she was interested
in him. Maybe she was alone too. Maybe he could get lucky next
time.

A small car raced up on Dillon’s left, then
changed lanes directly in front of him, fish-tailing a little on
the wet pavement. Dillon let loose with a blast from the air-horn
and took his foot off the gas. The driver of the offending car
stuck his hand out the window and gave Dillon the finger, then
accelerated, producing a spray of dirty water as he again changed
lanes and raced ahead through the traffic.

“Asshole.”

Dillon’s focus returned to the road and the
long trip ahead.

 


 


 


Julia located a public library in Granite
City, a thirty-minute bus ride from her apartment. The town was old
and some parts had seen better days, but the library building was
the charming Carnegie style that had been so popular during the
early 1900’s. She smiled as she walked up the steps. It was like
visiting an old friend, a very knowledgeable one who could help her
find anything she needed to know.

The first thing she wanted to do was find the
most recent news of her disappearance. She typed in her name, then
hesitated. Would anyone be able to track her down based on this
search? Every computer had its own identifying address and, if one
knew how to go about it, the computer could reveal everything that
had been done on it. But since it was a public computer, it
wouldn’t reveal who had searched what. Would it? Could the library
be forced to say who had used the computer? She sat back and looked
toward the reference desk. She could ask, but then they’d remember
her, and she’d have to find another library for her next session.
Not worth it.

She hit “search.” Five-hundred hits. She took
a deep breath and began looking through them. The first twenty were
old news, a rehash of the day of her disappearance and Stephen’s
play-acting on television. She glowered. His only problem with this
whole thing was that her disappearance was something out of his
control, and he was fanatical about wielding his power over
everything. Going through five hundred hits wasn’t the answer, so
she clicked on the advanced search option and narrowed the request
to news items confined to the past three months. The return offered
only five pages, but those articles were what she wanted.

The Seattle newspaper had interviewed Stephen
a month earlier, and the crux of the conversation was that he would
keep private investigators on retainer indefinitely, though there
was little hope that Julia would be found alive. She clenched her
jaw as she read his phony statement. “After so long, the police
are certain that my wife is dead, but I can’t give up. She was the
light of my life and I am lost without her. I need
closure.”

The article went on to mention the farm and
Julia’s horses, but gave no real information about them. She
clicked on the next two articles, but they were similar to the
first one. She sat back and sighed. At least there was no news of a
sale. She sat up and leaned toward the screen. She could go to the
Morgan Horse Registry site—that would be the best place to get
information on sales and transfers. She caught herself just in
time. She’d have to use her owner registry number to access the
records, and that would be a sure way to have Stephen on her
doorstep.

All she could do was try to keep up with the
news on a more regular basis. She closed the browser window, and a
tear trickled down her cheek. Even if she found that he’d sold the
horses, what could she do about it without revealing herself?

She took the bus to a shopping center on the
outskirts of town to stock up on groceries, then climbed back on
the bus for the ride home. Tomorrow she would go in to the office
and see if she could negotiate with Ace Anderson for some ID, and
do it without giving up her integrity. She gazed out the window at
the tidy houses and small neighborhoods, feeling more alone than
she had since leaving Oklahoma.

 


The next morning, Julia took a deep breath
and entered the garage office, prepared to be as charming as
necessary to Ace Anderson. She peered through the garage window. A
rig was parked in one of the bays, but she didn’t see him anywhere.
She stepped into the garage just as Bud came around the corner.

“Ginger, take Ace up to the motel, will
ya?”

She shuddered. Alone in the truck with
that guy? Ugh.

“Sure, where is he?”

“Takin’ a piss.” Bud stepped up close. “I
told him you needed some paperwork, so it’s up to you now.”

Ace swaggered around the corner, zipping up
his jeans. His ruddy face broke into a big smile.

“Hey, darlin’!”

Julia forced a smile and gestured toward the
door. “I’ll start the truck.”

A minute later, Ace heaved his bulk into the
passenger seat of the pickup. “Bud tells me you’re lookin’ for ID.
Whatcha need? License? Birth Certificate?”

“Both.”

“I can get credit cards and Social Security
numbers too, but it’ll cost a bundle.”

“How much for the license and birth
certificate?”

He didn’t answer right away and Julia threw
him a sideways glance. He was looking at her as though trying to
decide how much she could afford.

“You bring me the details and a photo, and
I’ll let you know how much it will be. I have to talk to my
supplier.” A sly smile crept across his features. “I might be able
to get you a discount...”

Julia’s knee-jerk thought was to tell him to
go to hell, but she restrained herself. “Let’s keep it to
business.”

She pulled up in front of the motel office
and Ace climbed out, then leaned back into the cab. “I’ll be at the
tavern tonight. If you bring the stuff there, I’ll buy you a
beer.”

 


After work, Julia walked the six blocks to
her apartment, deep in thought. The prospect of stepping into the
world of criminals made her cringe, but without some form of
credentials, she was doomed to stay in the truck stop town
indefinitely. A train rumbled down the tracks behind the apartment
complex and she gazed around at the dismal landscape. Maybe she
could get a small car, take some trips, lose some of her feelings
of isolation. Perhaps these truckers had the right idea. No real
roots, a different landscape every day, probably lots friends in
many states. She chuckled. She’d heard more than one story about
truckers who’d had wives on both coasts. Dillon’s face appeared in
her thoughts. What was his story?

Inside the apartment, she closed the drapes,
then lifted her small television off the top of the video player
and set it aside. Unscrewing the VCR case, she reached inside and
pulled out a flat plastic bag containing a few hundred-dollar
bills. Most of her original stash had gone toward the purchase of
three excellent diamonds. She chuckled, remembering the look on the
jeweler’s face when she’d forked over all that cash. At the time,
she’d worried he would think something was fishy, but he’d counted
the money and boxed up the stones, no questions asked. She’d
considered having him remove the diamonds from her ring, then
decided it would focus too much attention on her. That night, she’d
pried the diamonds out herself, and added them to the new ones. The
gems were her future, secure in their value and easy to hide.

She counted her remaining cash, pleasantly
surprised at how frugal she’d been. Two thousand dollars should pay
for her new ID. The remaining six thousand went back inside the
VCR. She gazed at an envelope taped to the inside of the VCR case.
It contained her real identification. If all went well, she’d be
able to destroy that soon.

She stepped in front of the mirror and gave
herself the once-over. Her dyed hair was fading, but at least she
didn’t have dark roots. Her cheeseburger cheeks matched her French
fry hips and she grimaced. When enough time had passed and Stephen
had stopped looking, she would make an effort to at least regain
her figure. She scooped up her wallet and headed out, hoping to
catch a bus to downtown St. Louis where she’d get her picture
taken.

 


 


 



Chapter 15

 


The heavy odor of stale beer and cigarettes
hit Julia as she entered the tavern. She wrinkled her nose and
squinted into the dim room, letting her eyes to adjust. The place
was a worse dump than it looked from the outside. Cinderblock walls
held a few faded posters of Nascar drivers, and the mirror behind
the bar was smudgy with years of smokers’ breath. Country Western
music blasted from a radio and mixed with the raucous laughter and
loud talk, making the noise level painful. In the far corner, Ace
Anderson rose to his feet and waved. She took a mental breath and
headed toward the booth.

He grinned. “Beginnin’ to wonder if you was
gonna stand me up.”

Julia slid into the seat, noting the cracked
plastic repaired with equally shabby black duct tape. “Had to get a
picture taken.”

Anderson held up two fingers to the
bartender, then turned back to Julia. “You want somethin’ to
eat?”

Her first reaction was to say no, get the
business finished, and get the hell out of there. But her stomach
growled and her nose picked up the aroma of something from the
kitchen.

She nodded. “What’s good here?”

“Pizza’s great, burgers are good.”

A tall glass of frothy beer appeared in front
of her and she took a sip, then a big swallow. “Pizza sounds
good.”

Anderson leaned his arms on the table, his
face serious. “License and birth certificate will run you three
grand.”

Julia kept her expression neutral. “That’s
too much.”

He shook his head. “Not for the good stuff.
This guy produces ID’s that are ninety-nine percent foolproof. They
even got those fancy holograms and magnetic stripes in ’em” He
raised an eyebrow. “I can get you cheaper ones, but you run the
risk of getting nailed.”

Julia’s shoulders sagged. If she spent three
thousand dollars for identification, she couldn’t risk depleting
her stash to buy a car. But good ID was critical, more important
than a car—she had no choice.

“I’ll give you two.”

Anderson frowned. “I don’t usually
negotiate.” He brightened. “But since I’m a nice guy and you
obviously need this stuff, I can go twenty-five
hundred.”

Julia started to get up. She’d be damned if
she’d let this guy make a huge profit on her “need”.

“Okay, okay, two thousand.”

She settled back in her seat. “When will the
stuff be ready?”

“Two weeks. I should be passing through here
again about then.” He pursed his lips. “I need a deposit on the
job, the rest when I deliver the product.”

Julia picked up the envelope containing her
details and photo, and slid it across the table. “I’ll bring the
money to work on Monday.”

She scooted out of the booth, and Anderson
looked surprised. “Hey, ain’t you gonna eat?”

“Our business here is finished.”

She turned and walked through the haze of
smoke and out the front door.

The fresh night air cleared her head of the
noxious bar odors and slight beer buzz. She looked up at the sky,
crystal clear and studded with stars. With her soon-to-be newly
found freedom, she could leave this place and start over.

Again.

 


Sunday was one of those brilliant, crisp
December days that made a person forget the endless dreary, gray
weeks that typified winter in the Midwest. Julia steered the pickup
truck toward the frontage road that ran parallel to the interstate.
She glanced at the truck plaza and briefly thought about Dillon,
wondering where he was and when he might come around again. She
snorted. For all she knew, he might be in the area every week. If
he didn’t have truck problems, why would he come to Bud’s?

The frontage road intersected with a two-lane
highway and Julia saw the sign for Lakeville. Turning north, she
drove at exactly the speed limit, glancing nervously in the
rearview mirror every couple of minutes. Fifteen minutes later, she
entered the city limits of Lakeville and chuckled. The place was
little more than a wide spot in the road with a gas station and one
small church. She scanned the area. No sign of a lake, either. Most
of the small houses were decked out for Christmas, most of them
overdone with huge plastic snowmen and Santas, and more lights than
the tree at Rockefeller Center. Some of the large older homes were
nicely appointed with greenery and ribbons, making them look like
the pictures on Christmas cards. Her own decorating at home had
consisted of some greenery and a few potted Poinsettias. Stephen
wasn’t much for holidays, and always planned a trip to somewhere.
She pursed her lips. She no longer had to please Stephen. Tomorrow
she’d go out and find a little live tree for her apartment.

Stagecoach Road angled off the main highway
and ribboned through acres of flat fields of what looked like
cornstalk stubble. In the distance, several barns and buildings
punctuated the dark brown landscape. As she drew closer, Julia
could see horses in pens and pastures. She let out a slow
breath—there had to be at least fifty. A few heads came up as she
passed by, but for the most part, the horses continued nosing along
the barren ground. She slowed so she could get a good look at the
animals. Several wore blankets, and they all wore halters. Horses
of every color and size, some looking quite good and others that
obviously had been neglected or abused. Julia’s throat tightened.
How could anyone hurt something so beautiful? Coquette’s pretty
face appeared in Julia’s thoughts and she pushed away the
possibility that her beloved mare could ever end up like this. Pain
crushed her chest. If Coquette suffered, it would be because Julia
had abandoned her. I would be no better than the people who
abused these horses.

A faded sign sat atop the mailbox at the
driveway. She parked the truck beside an old station-wagon. How did
this woman pay to take care of all these horses and this property?
A moment later, five yapping Jack Russell terriers converged around
her.

She laughed. “Boy, you guys are sure a good
alarm system.”

The dogs danced around her, then turned and
raced toward an old farmhouse.

Casey Turner waved from the porch.

“Howdy. You’re just in time to help
feed.”

Julia chuckled. “From the looks of your herd,
you probably spend all day feeding.”

“Pretty close. You want a cup of coffee?”

Casey’s leathery face softened with a
friendly smile, and the gesture almost overwhelmed Julia. She
hadn’t realized how much she missed talking to another woman.

“I’d love it. I’m Ginger, by the way.”

Casey headed into the house, talking over her
shoulder. “Sorry for the clutter. I’m not much of a housekeeper. I
don’t actually spend much time in the house anyway.”

The rooms were sparsely furnished and the
clutter she’d mentioned consisted only of stacks of magazines and
newspapers. The kitchen was bright and cheerful and smelled of
cinnamon. In the corner on a folded quilt, a black and white
sheepdog with a gray muzzle lifted its head and thumped its
tail.

“Barney doesn’t work anymore, lives the good
life in here where it’s warm. He’s been with me for almost twenty
years.”

Casey pulled out a chair at the kitchen table
and gestured for Julia to sit. “I’m glad you came to visit. Gets
kinda lonely out here.” She set two mugs of coffee on the table,
then a plate of cinnamon rolls. “Any chance you’d like to adopt one
of the horses?”

Julia smiled sadly. “I’d love to, but I live
in an apartment.” She hesitated. “And besides, I don’t know
anything about taking care of horses.”

Casey snorted. “These critters know all about
that.” Her tone softened. “If you want to learn, I could sure use
another volunteer out here.”

Julia brightened. “Is that how you manage so
many?”

“Yeah, we have seven volunteers who come
around, not especially on a regular basis though, just when they
can find the time. Ideally, we should have one volunteer for every
five horses, but it’s more like one to eight.” She sighed. “But I
take what I can get.”

Julia sipped her coffee, wondering how far to
probe. “If you don’t mind me asking, uh, how do you pay for feed
and stuff?”

Casey had just taken a large bite of cinnamon
roll and she nodded, holding up one finger while she chewed and
swallowed.

“Folks around here are real good to us. The
feed store occasionally donates some, one of the local farmers
gives me hay from time to time, and the veterinarian is one of the
volunteers. I work a few nights at the laundry in the next town,
and I’m on Social Security. It’s tight, but we manage.”

“I’d really like to help, but you’ll have to
teach me.”

Casey grinned. “You are on.” She
jumped up from the table. “Let’s go meet the inmates.”

Julia’s thoughts whirled as they walked
toward the large white barn. She could be of some use and
she’d have the chance to be around horses again. They walked
through the door and the heady, familiar, oh-so-sweet smells of a
horse barn washed over her, taking her instantly back to her own
place. Casey’s barn was not fancy, but it was clean and
well-maintained. A young girl was cleaning stalls at one end, and
an older man was loading feed buckets into a rolling cart. Several
inquisitive faces appeared over stall doors, and one dark horse
whinnied loudly.

Casey laughed. “Oh, you big baby. You can go
out later.” She turned to Julia. “He’s recovering from a hairline
fracture and has to be hand-walked and watched. He’s too damned
frisky for his own good.”

The horse looked like a good one, perhaps a
Thoroughbred, with fine features and elegant ears. He bobbed his
head impatiently.

“What’s his story? How did he get the
fracture?”

“Trying to kick his way out of a one-horse
trailer where he’d been tied for a week.”

Horror swept through Julia’s head. “Oh my
god, a week?”

Casey stopped and turned to face her
squarely. “Honey, he’s one of the luckier ones. You’d better get it
into your head that, if you work here, you’ll see and hear all
sorts of horrible things. This place isn’t for the faint
hearted.”

Julia turned and looked back at the dark
horse. At that moment, she vowed she would find a way to rescue
Coquette. The comparison of animal abusers and wife beaters was too
strong to ignore. Stephen hated horses, and he had no conscience.
It would be just like him to hurt them just to get back at her for
disappearing.

“I understand. I’m fine with it. Tell me,
what happens to all these animals after you’ve rehabilitated
them?”

“We try to find adoptive homes for them. Some
of the better ones, the trained ones, we often donate to riding
programs or 4-H projects. The only stipulation for accepting a
rescue horse is a legal agreement that the horse won’t be sold
without our approval.”

Julia nodded. One thing was certain—Casey
Turner was deeply dedicated to her cause.

“Okay, I’m ready to start. What’s first?”

 


Julia eased into bed and slid down under the
covers, reveling in the warmth. After four hours outdoors at the
farm, her fingers were stiff with cold, she couldn’t feel her toes,
and she was chilled to the bone. Next time, she’d wear the boots
and find some gloves. Regardless of her own discomfort, she had
felt wonderful the entire afternoon. Every horse had almost seemed
to understand their salvation. A few were skittish from prior
mishandling and abuse, but even those animals had offered a bit of
trust to their new keepers.

She was especially interested in the dark
Thoroughbred with the fracture. Casey had indicated that the
gelding was well trained and would make a good riding horse. Julia
stared at a blotch on the ceiling, wondering if she could adopt the
horse and keep him at Casey’s. That way, she’d be able to ride
whenever…

“Nuts, I can’t do that. I supposedly don’t
know anything about horses.”

She reflected on the afternoon, cringing a
little at a couple of mistakes she’d made in her charade. It was so
easy to be around the horses, she’d forgotten herself a few times,
and Casey had noticed at least once when Julia had expertly
haltered a young mare. Hopefully, Casey had accepted her
explanation that the skill was one she’d learned quickly, just by
watching. She’d have to be more careful until she’d visited the
farm a few more times and given herself time to “learn”.

The hardest part of the experience had been
seeing and hearing about the atrocities visited upon those helpless
animals. Unbidden, Coquette’s face appeared in Julia’s thoughts and
the pain overtook her. Tears soaked the pillow and, when there were
no more, she drifted into a troubled sleep.

 


 


 



Chapter 16

 


Bud stuck his head through the office door.
“The wife wants to know if you want to come over for Christmas
dinner.”

Julia turned in surprise. “Bud, that’s real
thoughtful. I’d like that.”

“I’ll tell her.” He disappeared, then popped
back in. “Oh, I’m gonna close up that week. It’s always slow, and
we got grandkids comin’ from Kentucky.”

Julia nodded, then turned back to her
inventory sheets. What the hell am I going to do for a whole
week? Then she brightened. Casey would be thrilled.

A couple of hours later, she walked into the
garage where Bud was testing a tire. “I’m goin’ up to the plaza for
lunch. You want anything?”

Bud shook his head and grunted, and Julia
returned to the office to grab her jacket. Maybe the convenience
store would have some gloves and a scarf. She stepped outside into
another bright winter day, shading her eyes against the glare.
She’d remember to bring the sunglasses with her tomorrow. As she
trudged up the road toward the truck plaza, a tightening began in
the pit of her stomach. Maybe Hector Dillon would be there. If he
was, what would she say? Should she say anything? What message
would it send if she ignored him? The closer she got, the more
nervous she became and she started scanning the trucks parked in
the lot. A to Z wasn’t among them. Disappointment threaded into her
chest, followed by feelings of scorn. If there was anything she
didn’t need in her life, it was a man.

The restaurant was brightly decorated with
lights and the air hummed with Christmas music. Julia found a seat
at the back, then with a quick glance around at the other
customers, she picked up the menu. Remembering her chance encounter
with someone who knew her, she wondered if this was a good idea.
She’d been missing for over a year, but holiday travel might bring
others who would recognize her. She scrambled out of the booth and
headed toward the counter. Ten minutes later, she trudged back
toward work, her lunch in a white plastic box, her fingers tingling
with the cold.

Ace Anderson’s truck was parked in the lot.
Julia took a deep breath and prepared herself to enter the world of
criminals.

 


 


Dillon shifted down and lumbered along the
road toward Bud’s garage. The old tractor had a mind of its own
when it wasn’t hauling a 60,000 pound semi-trailer. He squinted and
leaned forward to get a better look at a lone figure walking along
the side of the road. He’d bet money it was Ginger. Had her
attitude changed any since he’d seen her last? He felt kind of bad
about his unpleasant reaction to her questions. She was probably
just making small talk, but the subject of his solitary life was a
touchy one. He’d have to get over that if he wanted any kind of
normalcy in his life. And for sure, if he wanted to get lucky.

He eased up alongside her and rolled down the
window. “Hey, you need a ride?”

Ginger’s face lit up and a stir moved through
the pit of his stomach. She was really glad to see him.

She laughed. “Now you show up. I’ll
see you in the office.”

Her smile was dazzling and Dillon wondered
why he’d never noticed her fine features, even through the plump
flesh around her face and neck. He parked the truck and waited
until she’d entered the building. The truck was running great, so
why, exactly, was he here? He pulled out his log book and checked
the pick-up date for his next load. Truth be known, he really hated
the waiting that went with this job. How many hours could one spend
in a truckers’ lounge before it got real old? He looked over at the
door where Ginger had disappeared. Maybe it was time to put the
past to rest and have some fun.

He climbed down and headed into the garage
through the service entrance. He needed a few minutes to come up
with a suitable approach.

“Hey, Bud, how’s it goin’?”

“Purty good. What’s the matter with your
rig?”

“Need an oil change. Got a long haul coming
up.”

“Go get Ginger to write it up. I’ll be done
here in a minute.”

Dillon hesitated at the door to the office.
Ginger was over by the window, peering out in the direction of his
truck. He grinned, feeling pretty damned good about that.

“Bud says—”

She jumped and let out a squeal, then started
to laugh. “You scared the hell out of me!”

He shook his head. “You need to lighten up a
little. Life’s too short to be so nervous.”

Her expression changed dramatically, the
merriment disappearing behind a look of fright.

Now, what was that
all about?

She strode around the end of the counter and
picked up a work order, all business. “What do you need?”

“Oil change...hey, did I say something
wrong?”

She looked up and her expression softened.
“No, I’m just tired today.”

Dillon leaned closer, gazing into her eyes,
his thoughts racing as he realized that one of her eyes was green.
He was positive they’d both been brown the last time he saw her.
The mystery deepens.

“Yeah, this time of the year will do
that.”

Bud stuck his head in the doorway. “Dillon,
I’ll have you out of here in about an hour. Ginger, there’s someone
out here to see you.”

Dillon turned back to Ginger. “What time do
you get off work?”

Astonishment flashed across her face, then
she smiled, almost shy. “Four. I was going to go find a Christmas
tree.”

“Mind if I tag along?”

“Not at all. See you then.” She gave him
another brilliant smile, then disappeared into the back.

 


 


Julia retreated to the lunch room and leaned
on the counter to catch her breath. She stared at her reflection in
the small mirror over the sink. Her cheeks were flushed and—

“Oh no, I’ve lost a contact.”

Had Dillon noticed? Unlikely, but she needed
to get the spare lens out of her backpack which, of course, was out
in the waiting room. She took a deep breath, going over their brief
conversation and wondering what had prompted his request to go with
her after work. Not that she minded. A thrill ran through her pulse
and she fluffed up her hair a little. Maybe she didn’t look as
frowsy as she thought.

Dillon was outdoors, drinking a cup of the
mud that the vending machine produced. Julia kicked herself for not
offering him a cup from the pot in the back. She picked up her
backpack, then watched him for a few moments. He seemed more
relaxed than the last time she’d seen him, and there was no
mistaking his friendly attitude. She’d try to keep her mouth shut
and not ask personal questions.

Steeling herself to meet Ace Anderson, she
pocketed the envelope containing her down payment, then strode into
the garage.

At four o’clock, Dillon’s truck pulled into
the parking lot. Julia called out to Bud that she was taking the
pickup, then let herself out the front door, locking it behind her.
Dillon strode toward her and her pulse quickened.

She smiled. “So, you have any idea where to
buy a tree around here? I don’t get out much.”

He chuckled. “We’ll have to change that. I
think I saw a garden center north of here. I’ll bet they have
trees.”

Julia handed him the keys. “Here. I’m still
illegal.”

He started the engine. “I thought you were
going to take care of that.”

“I have, I, uh, I’m waiting for a
photograph.”

Dillon gave her a peculiar look, then pulled
out of the lot. “How long could that take? A day or
two?”

“I had some good ones taken by a
photographer.” She turned away to stare out the window, hoping her
body language would deter any more questions.

“Hey, look over there at the Wal-Mart
store.”

Dillon made a sharp turn at the next road and
they pulled into the parking lot where dozens of Christmas trees
were on display. A light snow had just begun and the green feathery
branches glittered with a dusting of white stuff.

“How big a tree do you want?”

“Just a little one. My place is pretty
cramped.”

At the far end of the display, Dillon held up
a four-foot specimen. “This looks just about right, huh?”

“It’s perfect, but what kind are these? I’ve
never seen trees with such sparse branches.”

The lot attendant stepped up. “It’s white
pine, ’bout all we get here.”

Dillon grinned. “In New England, we have fir
and spruce. Real Christmas trees.”

Julia’s thoughts jumped to home. Mountains
covered with Douglas fir, redwood, spruce, pine, and many other
evergreens that made up traditional holiday trappings. Her heart
ached and, again, she wondered if all this had been worth the
sacrifice.

Dillon touched her arm, his voice soft. “You
okay?”

The contact heightened her emotions and she
struggled to stay in control. “I’m fine. The tree is beautiful.
I’ll take it.”

Dillon didn’t have much to say as he drove
back toward the garage, but as he pulled into the parking lot, he
cleared his throat. “You want to have some dinner? We could go into
St. Louis.”

Julia’s heart fluttered. “I’d love to, but I
don’t have anything to wear.”

“We’ll go someplace casual.”

“I do need to change, and we can drop off the
tree.”

“Show me the way.”

Fifteen minutes later, Julia climbed out of
the pickup and hesitated. Should she invite him in? He answered her
question by pulling the tree out of the back, then standing there
with an expectant expression. A train rumbled behind the building
and Julia felt embarrassed by her living quarters. The place wasn’t
a dump, but it sure wasn’t anything to show off.

She opened the door and held it while Dillon
brought the tree inside. He leaned it against the wall in the
corner, then turned around.

“I’ll wait in the truck while you
change.”

She closed the door behind him and smiled.
She was going out on a real date.

Twenty minutes later, Dillon started the
engine. “You smell nice.”

Julia chuckled. “Much better than axle grease
and gasoline.”

“What do you fancy for dinner?”

Julia thought for a moment, then brightened.
“Seafood. I haven’t had any for ages.”

Dillon headed toward the highway. “Sounds
good to me. I know just the place.”

They rode in comfortable silence and Julia
marveled at the difference between a silent drive with Dillon and
the same scenario with Stephen. She shuddered at the memories.

“Are you cold? Let’s turn it up.” Dillon’s
long fingers twiddled the heat knob and a rush of hot air filled
the cab.

Julia smiled her thanks, then gazed out the
side window, contemplating Dillon’s knack for noting minute details
about her. Did that mean he was constantly watching her? Or was he
just one of those people who tuned in to subtleties? She’d need to
be very careful around him so she didn’t let down her guard and
reveal something really important. A silent sigh lifted her chest.
Would her life always be one of looking over her shoulder, guarding
her words, and suppressing the things and values she loved?

“You’re awfully quiet.”

“Just thinking how nice it is to get out and
see some different scenery. Not being able to drive has been a
drag.”

Dillon didn’t reply and Julia laughed. “Jeez,
just what a truck driver wants to do—go for a drive.”

He shook his head. “Nah, I like traveling
and, besides, this is different.” He glanced over and winked. “I
have company.”

They crossed the river and, in the distance,
the St. Louis Arch loomed against the murky dusk, lit by hundreds
of spotlights. Behind it, even the city’s tallest buildings seemed
dwarfed.

“You ever been up in that thing?”

Dillon snorted. “Hell, no. I like keepin’ my
feet on the ground.”

They came to a stoplight and he looked over
at her. “Have you?”

“Nope, I don’t even like to fly.”

The light changed and Dillon drove a couple
of blocks, then parked in front of an old brick building with a
small sign over the door that promised steaks and seafood.

“This place is one of the best kept secrets
in St. Lou.”

He jumped out and came around to Julia’s
side, but she was too quick and she met him on the sidewalk.

His brow furrowed, then he grinned. “I’ll
race you for the door.”

“Nah, you can have this one.”

The restaurant was long and narrow with a
very high ceiling. Suspended fans turned slowly and the lights were
old-fashioned, with frosted glass globes covering the bulbs. The
entire room was paneled in old wood, and a magnificent
Victorian-era bar spanned one wall. For a Monday night, the place
was surprisingly busy.

Dillon guided her toward a booth near the
back, and a server immediately appeared. They ordered drinks, then
Dillon sat back.

“So, Ginger, tell me again why you’re living
in such a rural town. You hidin’ out?”

Julia resisted the panic that threatened to
take over and chose her words carefully.

“I know that I upset you when I asked about
your, uh, family status, and I’m sorry about that. Like you, I have
things I don’t want to talk about, so why don’t we just make a pact
that our personal information isn’t part of our conversations?”

Chagrin colored his features and he nodded.
“Okay.”

Julia looked away. How stupid. I just
implied there would be future conversations. Kiss that one
goodbye.

She picked up the menu and pored over the
mouth-watering seafood selections. It had been so long since she’d
had anything really good to eat, she’d have a hard time making a
choice. Her indecision stopped at the chef special: Grilled Pacific
Salmon. She closed the menu with a snap and smiled at her
companion.

“How did you know about this place?”

“Company headquarters is here, so I spend a
fair amount of time waiting. And I love to eat.”

The server brought Julia’s white wine and
Dillon’s beer, then took their orders and disappeared through the
swinging door to the kitchen.

Dillon lifted his glass and Julia touched
hers to it, then took a tentative sip. The crisp, dry flavor
pleasantly burned its way down her throat.

“What kinds of cargo do you haul?”

“Electronics and medical instruments. I’m
waitin’ on a load right now.” He took a long swallow of beer. “You
got any plans for Christmas?”

“Bud is closing up for the week, so I thought
I’d spend some time at the horse rescue farm up in Lakeville.”

Dillon cocked his head, his eyebrows arched.
“You’re a horse person?”

Careful, Julia.

“Not really, but I just found this place and
they need help, so it’s something to do, and it’s worthwhile.”

“I wouldn’t mind seeing that. I like
horses.”

Julia grimaced. “These animals are a sorry
lot. They’ve been badly abused and neglected, some worse than
others.”

Two platters of steaming food arrived and the
conversation migrated into the “oohs” and “ahhs” that delicious
food elicited. While she savored the tender flakes of salmon, Julia
thought about Dillon’s interest in the rescue farm. Maybe, just
maybe, if he saw the place, he’d volunteer when he had time on his
hands. And, of course, that might mean she would see him again.

Dillon parked the truck in front of Julia’s
door, then turned to face her. “This was great. I really enjoyed
it. I hope we can do it again sometime.”

She nodded, feeling like a teenager on a
first date. “Yes, me too.”

“I’ll take the pickup back to Bud’s and drop
the key in the slot.” He looked uncertain. “Do you, ah, have a
phone number where I can reach you?”

“You can reach me at Bud’s. Oh, I guess not
if he’s closed.” She laughed. “I have a cell phone, but I hardly
ever turn it on, but I’ll try to remember from now on.”

She gave him the number, intensely aware that
no one in the world knew it but her. She watched him enter it into
his own cell phone, and wondered where this interesting turn of
events might lead.

 


 


 



Chapter 17

 


Two days later, Julia snatched the phone out
of its cradle to silence the annoying shrill ring.

“Bud’s Truck Parts and Service, Ginger
speaking.”

Dillon’s voice curled into her ear and
delight coursed through her.

“Hey, Ginger, it’s Dillon. How’s it
goin’?”

“Reeeally slow. Guess everyone got their
service done before the holidays.”

“You have to, or you get in trouble ’cause
nobody’s open. Like Bud.”

“Where are you now? Did you pick up your
load?”

“No, that’s why I’m calling. It won’t be
ready until Friday and I wondered if you were going to that horse
place any time soon.”

“Yes, I’m going this afternoon. Do you want
to come out?”

He sounded hesitant. “You don’t mind?”

“Not at all. Stop by here at two and we’ll go
together.”

Julia hung up and did a little twirl, tickled
beyond understanding about why she felt so giddy. She settled down
and gazed out the window. Maybe this life wouldn’t be so bad after
all. The more time that passed, the easier it became. She frowned.
One thing still hanging over her conscience was her responsibility
to Coquette. Stephen always went skiing over the Christmas
holidays, which meant Chet would be at the farm caring for the
animals. If they’re still there. She swallowed hard, vowing
she would call Chet the following week.

Around two o’clock, Dillon arrived in a small
sedan and Julia went outside to investigate.

He opened the passenger door for her. “It’s a
rental. Costs a fortune to drive around in the truck, and besides,
it cramps my style.”

“Yeah, I guess I can understand that. It
would be difficult to arrive for a date in a thirty-ton truck.”

He pulled out of the parking lot. “Sounds
like someone’s done their homework.”

“I’ve learned a little since I been working
for Bud. Nothing terribly useful.”

“What did you do before you moved here?”

“Nothing terribly useful.” She gazed at the
fallow fields, amazed at the truth of her answer.

“Sorry, I forgot we weren’t going to talk
personal.”

“Turn here. You can see the barns up there in
the distance.”

A few minutes later, the terriers greeted
them, telling the world that visitors had arrived. Julia headed
toward the big barn and while she walked, she gestured toward the
few horses in the closest pens.

“These are the newest arrivals. They have to
be kept separate from the others, mostly because they are an
unknown factor in the equation. Until Casey can determine the
extent of the mental damage, she sort of quarantines them.”

“They don’t look so bad. A little thin,
maybe.”

Julia sighed. “The really bad cases are in
the barns, where they can be cared for.”

Casey appeared and her face brightened. “Hey,
Ginger, did you bring reinforcements?”

Dillon laughed and offered his hand. “Hector
Dillon, but just call me Dillon. I wanted to see what you do out
here.”

Casey looked him up and down and her eyes
narrowed. “You aren’t from the State, are you?”

“No, but would that be a problem?”

Casey stepped back, still unsure about her
new visitor. “Sometimes the do-gooders who don’t know squat will
call the humane society or the animal rights people, and then I get
an inspector out here. They always go away satisfied I’m doing it
right, but it pisses me off anyway.”

Julia frowned. “Why would anyone report
you?”

“’Cause they see thin, straggly-lookin’
animals in the pastures and, if they aren’t from right around here,
they think I’m the one who’s starvin’ ’em. Busybodies.”

She straightened her shoulders and nodded at
Dillon. “Sorry for the rude introduction. Come along and see the
operation.” She turned back toward the barn. “You know anything
about horses?”

“A little, enough to be dangerous.”

As they entered the barn, the Thoroughbred
popped his head over the door and called out a greeting. Julia
laughed and Dillon stepped up to the stall and smoothed his hand
along the horse’s jaw.

“Hey, pal, lookin’ for a handout?”

“He’s lookin’ to get out, that’s what. I’ll
be glad when he can go out with the others.”

Casey turned to Julia. “We got another one in
last night. Not a pretty sight, so be prepared.”

She led the way to a stall near the feed room
and Julia peered in. Nausea churned through her stomach and she
heard Dillon’s sharp gasp behind her. A palomino mare stood in the
center of the heavily-bedded stall, her head down, her ears
flopped, eyes closed. Every bone in her body was visible beneath
the dull yellow coat.

Julia could barely speak. “Oh my god, what
happened?”

“Some kids on dirt bikes found her locked
inside an abandoned barn out in the sticks. She’d delivered a foal
at some point, but of course it was dead—had been for a long time.
God only knows how long she was in there. From the looks of her, it
could have been weeks.

Julia turned away from the sight. Dillon’s
face was flushed and his jaw was set.

His words came out on a growl. “How the fuck
could anyone do that? How do you find the bastards?”

Casey shook her head. “The sheriff is
tracking down the owner of the property, but I suspect it was
someone else, someone who couldn’t take care of her anymore and
just found a place to put her.”

Julia’s own anger replaced her sorrow. “Why
wouldn’t they bring her to a place like this?”

“Most people don’t have a clue that rescue
operations exist and, besides that, pride plays a big part in it.
They don’t want to admit they’re down on their luck, and the horses
sure won’t tell.”

Dillon cleared his throat, his voice more
calm. “You could advertise your services.”

Casey snorted. “Costs money, and I don’t have
none to spare.”

He didn’t reply, but Julia saw a thoughtful
look appear in his eyes.

Casey heaved a tired sigh. “Well, do you want
see the rest of it?”

“Lead the way.”

They made the rounds of the big barn, then
went outside into the crisp air. The sky was dull gray, promising
more snow. Casey leaned on a fence rail and gestured toward a dozen
thin horses grazing on what was left of the dry grass.

“These are the only survivors of one of the
worst abuse cases in history. We got ’em up here all the way from
Texas. A trucking company donated their services to haul them, or
I’d never have been able to take them.”

Julia waited, sure they’d hear the story. A
few minutes later, she wished she hadn’t.

“Some woman vet down in the Panhandle had
what she called a rescue ranch on about eighty acres. She’d lost
her license for several counts of malpractice and neglect, but few
states monitor rescue operations. I know I bitch about people
reporting me, but if it hadn’t been for someone reporting her, we
wouldn’t have even these twelve.”

She was silent for a moment, then continued.
“Authorities found thirty dead horses in various stages of decay,
and about twenty starving dogs.” She stopped and took a deep
breath. “In a way, I’m glad I didn’t go down there. Not sure I
could have taken it.”

Julia’s horror made her voice squeak. “What
happened to the woman?”

“She was arrested on multiple counts of abuse
and neglect, and I think her trial starts right after Christmas. I
might go down as a witness.”

They stood silently, watching the horses move
slowly from one meager grass patch to another.

Dillon broke the silence. “Casey, I’d like to
help. Tell me what you need and I’ll see if I can get it.”

Casey’s eyes glistened with tears and her
chin trembled. “It’d be nice if you could arrange for this horror
to stop.”

 


While Casey measured grain into feed buckets,
Julia squatted down and began separating a bale of hay into flakes,
the Texas horror story churning through her head. How many other
atrocities were happening around the country? What was the matter
with these people? Surely it couldn’t be just economics. There had
to be a corrupted gene in their makeup.

She rose and piled the flakes into a cart.
“Do you have any idea how many rescue programs there are in the
country?”

“I’m no expert, but I’d guess there are at
least two big ones in each state, you know, the ones that advertise
and have lots of funding and support.” She scooped up another
measure of grain. “Places like this, who knows? One thing’s for
sure, we’re all overflowing and the victims just keep showing
up.”

“Is there a national organization you can
hook up with to get some exposure?”

“I don’t know. I suspect so, but I’ve never
had time to find out.”

Julia glanced down the aisle to where Dillon
stood in front of the new mare’s stall, talking on a cell phone.
His outburst had surprised Julia, but on later consideration, she
thought it was probably just a natural reaction to the horrifying
situation. But his anger had almost been more than believable. She
shook her head and looked down at the hay cart. What did she
know about him, or what might be believable?

Casey’s tone was sly. “Nice fella ya got
there.”

“He’s just a friend. I only met him a week or
so ago.”

Casey grinned wickedly. “Well, I’d do
him!”

Heat rushed across Julia’s face and she
laughed. “Be my guest.” She turned away, thinking about the idea of
a physical relationship with Dillon. She gulped. That would be the
logical progression if she continued to see him. Could she handle
that? She took a deep breath. Right now? No.

Casey’s voice rang out. “Dillon, is she
finished eating? I need to check her feet.”

He waved, then before anyone could react, he
stepped inside the stall.

“Shit.” Casey started down the aisle at a
brisk trot, Julia right behind her.

Dillon emerged from the stall leading the
mare by her halter, talking softly and staying close by her head.
Casey slowed a bit, then stopped. Dillon stroked the mare’s neck
and patted her shoulder, then he looked up.

“Where do you want her?”

“I’ll be damned. Weak as she is, I had a
helluva time catching her last night. What are you, some sort of
horse whisperer?”

Dillon grinned, clearly embarrassed. “Nah,
she just likes me.”

Casey moved off to the side and grabbed a
lead rope off a hook. Suddenly the mare jerked her head and tried
to rear, but Dillon held firm.

“Whoa, whoa.” He backed the mare two steps
and she calmed down. “Put the rope away. She’s not ready to be tied
up again.”

Astonishment flooded Casey’s features. “Lord,
I never thought of that.” She carefully and quietly returned the
lead rope to its hook, then shook her head. “Been around horses all
my life and I still learn something new every day.”

Julia had been watching the exchange, but
more interesting was Dillon’s confidence around the animals. He
knew more than “just enough to be dangerous.” She caught his eye
and smiled. Well, well, we all have our secrets, don’t
we?

 


 


 



Chapter 18

 


The owner of A to Z Trucking muttered under
his breath as he shuffled through some files on his cluttered desk.
“Damn it, I just saw the thing.”

Dillon patiently watched his boss. He came
across as a good ol’ boy, but Dillon had learned there was more to
the man than one could see. Dillon glanced around the small office,
his gaze stopping on a photograph of his boss receiving some sort
of award from two executives in thousand-dollar suits. After a
life-long career in sensitive electronics, Al Zerwer had found his
niche and organized a transportation company dedicated one hundred
percent to the safe shipment of delicate instruments. A company
that fit Dillon’s needs to the letter.

“Okay, here it is.” Zerwer looked up. “Now,
what do you need?”

“Don’t you have some family in the feed
business?”

“Yeah, my cousin Joe. Why?”

“I’m trying to help out on a horse rescue
farm over in Illinois. The owner’s in dire straits.”

Zerwer scribbled a name and address on the
back of a business card and tossed it across the desk. “Don’t know
as he’ll spring for anything. He’s a real grinch.”

Dillon tucked the card in his shirt pocket.
“Thanks. Is the load for Vermont on schedule?”

“Friday at six a.m.”

Dillon rose and headed for the door. “Thanks,
Al. See you then.”

Outside, he climbed into the rental car and
checked the address of the feed company, then headed for the ramp
to the interstate. As he whizzed along, he thought about Ginger and
the fragile personality hidden beneath her rough exterior. She’d
been moved almost to tears by the mare’s plight, and with good
reason. But a woman who’d seen hard times seldom let emotions take
over. He’d also noticed her hands. They weren’t the hands of a
woman who’d done menial labor. The skin was soft and smooth, and
her fingers were long and elegant. He could visualize those fingers
with expensive jewelry and elegant salon manicures. And of course,
there was also the issue of her eyes. Right after he’d noticed that
one of her eyes was green, he’d made a point of looking directly
into them the next time they’d met. Both eyes were again brown. She
was wearing colored contacts, but why? Green eyes fit her
complexion better than brown.

Deep in thought, he flew past his exit and
swore under his breath. Thinking about Ginger seemed to affect his
driving, but turning off the thoughts was not so easy. Something
about her beckoned to him, appealed to his instincts to protect
her. From what? Why did he feel that way? He shook his head
and took the next exit, turning his attention to finding his
destination.

Franklin Feed Company’s huge grain silos rose
behind the processing plant, and a strange odor drifted into the
car through the heater. Dillon wrinkled his nose. Whatever they
used to process the grain, it sure stank.

A wiry man looked up from behind the service
counter. “Help you?”

“Need to see the manager, or owner—probably
the owner would be better.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “He’s at lunch. Be
back in an hour.”

“I’ll wait.”

“What’s it about? You sure someone else won’t
do?”

Dillon glanced at the name embroidered on the
man’s shirt, then grinned. “Well, Joe, I got a piece of
paper here that says Joe is the owner. Must be confusing to have
more than one.”

“Okay, okay. What do you want?”

Dillon pulled out his cell phone, pressed a
button, then handed it across the counter. “Take a look at
this.”

Joe’s eyes widened. “Holy shit, what
happened?”

“A month without food, that’s what.”

A low whistle escaped the man’s lips. “Who
would do such a thing?”

“Nobody knows, but apparently this shit goes
on all the time. That’s why I’m here.” He pulled out a fifty-dollar
bill and laid it on the counter.

Joe looked at the image one more time, then
handed the money back. “How can I help?”

“A few bags of feed a month would be a good
start. I’m volunteering at the Sunny Hills Equine Rescue over in
Lakeville. I can pick up anything you can spare.”

“Hell no, I’ll deliver it myself. I got a kid
who rides, she loves her horses. Can’t imagine anything like this
happening to them.”

Dillon held out his hand. “I sure appreciate
this. The farm is on Old Stagecoach Road off the main road through
Lakeville, north of the interstate. The owner’s name is Casey
Turner.”

He turned toward the door, his thoughts
already turning to his upcoming trip.

Joe’s voice followed him. “Merry
Christmas—and thanks.”

 


In his motel room, Dillon kicked off his
boots and flopped back onto the bed to stare at the dark television
screen. How long had it been? He’d been chasing rumors and false
leads for over a year, always coming up empty-handed. The answer
was out there, but he was getting tired of the string of
disappointments. Hauling himself into a sitting position, he opened
his laptop and signed on to the Internet. It had been several days
since he’d followed his searches. Maybe something new would show
up.

As usual, he began with searching his own
name. Several new items appeared and he began scanning the articles
for details. As news of the tragedy had aged, the recent stories
were mostly repeats of the worst day of his life. He returned to
the search fields and entered some other names and key words, but
after forty-five minutes, he had no new information.

He closed the computer lid and set it aside.
Feeling unsettled, he rose and paced the room, hungry but not
hungry enough to go out, tired but not tired enough to sleep.
Lonely…just lonely. He pulled out his cell phone and looked at the
picture of the emaciated mare again, shuddering at the memories it
evoked.

A minute later, Ginger’s voice came through
and Dillon smiled, picturing her in the tiny apartment, maybe
decorating the little tree.

“Hey, it’s me, Dillon. Listen, I was
wondering…since you have the week off, would you...ah, like to ride
with me on this trip to Vermont?”

 


 


Julia listened to the words and her stomach
took a roller coaster plunge. She pressed the phone close against
her ear, trying to gather her thoughts. A trip to Vermont meant
overnight—several overnights. Was he…she barely knew him…what
if…

“Ginger? You there? Hey, listen, it’s okay if
you don’t want to.”

“No, really, you just caught me by surprise.
I was—”

“Call me tomorrow. I’m heading out on Friday
at five a.m. to pick up the semi. If you decide to go, I can swing
by your place around six-thirty.”

Julia was at a loss for words. So far, her
life had been one of pretense and, in the constraints of everyday
life, the charade had been fairly easy. But hours of one-on-one
with someone she liked as much as Dillon could prove to be her
unraveling.

“I’ll call you. I need to check with Casey.
She might be really short-handed during the holidays.”

“Right, well, talk to you tomorrow. Good
night.”

Julia set the phone aside and stared out the
window into the dark. She bit her lip. How long had she known him?
Only a couple of weeks and a dinner date. Long enough to take a
chance on this? She wasn’t so sure. If she refused his
invitation, would that send a message which would jeopardize any
possible relationship with him? If she did go with him, what would
that jeopardize? She did want to spend the time with him and
get to know him, but was it fair not to give him the same
opportunity? How would he feel if he knew she was a fugitive, a
fake, a liar? She turned away from the window, a chill crawling
over her skin. On the other hand, disappearing with a strange truck
driver could turn her fake story into a true one.

One way or the other, she had to change her
life. First thing in the morning, she’d take the bus to Granite
City. Before she made any decisions, she needed to find out more
about Hector Dillon.

She picked up the phone again and dialed.

“Bud, it’s Ginger. Something’s come up and I
need to go to my cousin’s place in Michigan. I’d like to leave
tomorrow if that’s okay with you.”

“Sure. Have a good time with your family, and
I’ll see you after New Year’s.”

“Thanks, and tell your wife I really
appreciate the dinner invitation.”

Julia arrived at the library as the doors
were being unlocked. She settled into a computer booth and began
her search. Her jaw dropped as dozens of items appeared on the
screen, all of them with “Hector Dillon” highlighted. The first hit
sent shock careening through the pit of her stomach.

“Secret Service Agent Killed in Botched
Meeting”

A U.S. Secret Service agent was killed
yesterday in what can only be described as an operation gone bad.
According to Federal sources, Agent Sal Marino and his partner,
Agent Hector Dillon, were to meet with informers who allegedly had
details about a counterfeit operation. When the two agents arrived
at a small farmhouse in rural Pennsylvania, they walked into a
barrage of bullets. Agent Marino was shot in the chest and Dillon
suffered a bullet through the shoulder. Dillon was able to get his
partner to the car and drive away, but Marino died in a hospital
two hours later. Authorities are not elaborating, but an anonymous
source believes the two agents were set up.

The date on the article was two years
ago.

Julia sank back into the chair, unable to
wrap her mind around what she’d just read. Dillon is a federal
agent? Oh. My. God. She closed her eyes, trying to control her
breathing. Of all the people she could have hooked up with, she’d
managed to connect with the law. She straightened up, disgust
curling through her head. She had no one to blame but herself. She
knew the rules for disappearing and starting a new life. Keep it
simple, trust no one, stay to yourself. So right off the bat, she
befriends a cop.

She glanced at the screen again, logical
thoughts returning. Two years ago. So why was he driving a truck
now? Was he working under cover?

She sorted the hits by date and read the
latest one, dated six months earlier.

“Secret Service Admits Dead End on
Shooting”

Malcolm Rusher, the head of the Secret
Service Counterfeit Division, today conceded that they’d been
unable to uncover any further information about the shooting of
Agent Sal Marino. Key individuals in a South American counterfeit
ring have apparently moved out of the Pennsylvania area following
the shoot-out eighteen months ago. The other agent involved, Hector
Dillon, recovered from his wounds and retired from the
Department.

Julia’s anger faded. These stories partially
explained Dillon’s comfort with a solitary life on the road. It
sure beat getting shot.

She closed the browser and stood up. She
didn’t really need to know any more—he was a real person. But
she wasn’t, and that could be a problem.

Outside the library, she inhaled the cold air
sparked with a promise of snow. Ginger Green was just going to have
to be very careful. But if she was taking a road trip, she
definitely needed some new clothes.

She closed her eyes, picturing Vermont under
a mantle of white. Anticipation curled through her chest and she
opened her cell phone.

 


 


 



Chapter 19

 


Dillon’s truck hissed to a stop in front of
Julia’s apartment, and she peeked out into the dark. Yellow lights
outlined the rig against the early morning darkness. She grabbed
her duffel bag and locked the door behind her. As she walked toward
the truck, she experienced a mild panic attack. What the hell am
I doing? A moment later, Dillon’s wide smile calmed her nerves.
He jumped down and walked with her to the other side of the cab,
then took her bag while she climbed up into the passenger seat.

She laughed. “Whew, it’s a long way up
here.”

He stowed the bag in the back of the cab.
“Yeah, it’s kinda like flying.”

He looked happy and relaxed as he walked
around the front of the truck. She tried to picture him with a gun
and a badge, tracking down bad guys. It was hard to imagine, but
she’d seen proof that it was true. She pursed her lips. Unless he
ever brought it up, she’d better not let on that she’d checked up
on him. Probably not even then.

He pushed the gear shift forward and checked
the side mirror, then pulled away from the curb. “You have
breakfast yet? I need to gas up, and we can eat now or later.”

“Now is fine. I don’t cook, you know.” She
grinned. “I like to blame it on the apartment.”

The rig slipped into traffic on the
interstate and she was surprised when he passed up the exit to the
truck plaza by Bud’s, but she didn’t say anything. A couple of
miles down the road, he took an exit and pulled into a smaller
truck stop.

Dillon gestured toward the diner. “You go in
and get us a table. I’ll be along in a few minutes. Watch yourself
getting down. That last step’s a doozy.”

Julia’s heart thumped as she entered the
diner. As always, she felt vulnerable going into any place that
might be packed with travelers and, especially now, during the
Christmas holiday. She found a booth at the back and ordered two
coffees, then stared out the window at the frozen landscape. How
many days until Christmas? She did a mental count, surprised that
the big event was only four days away. Remembering her plan to call
Chet, she felt confident that Stephen was long gone. She’d make
that call tomorrow from wherever she ended up. She smiled, liking
the idea that she was on an adventure.

“A penny for that thought.”

Dillon slid into the opposite seat and
grinned, sending a hop, skip, and a jump through her pulse. Oh
brother, this could get complicated!

She looked at him directly and smiled. “I’m
glad you asked me to come along.”

“You ever been to New England?”

“Only…” Yeow. She’d almost said New
York. “…on television.”

Dillon gazed at her for a long moment, making
her very nervous. Then he nodded.

“You’ll like it, I promise.”

Forty minutes later, Dillon started the
engine and looked over at her. “Ready?”

Julia adjusted the shoulder strap and smiled
mischievously. “Are we there yet?”

He chuckled and eased the big rig back onto
the interstate. “Total driving time is a little over nineteen
hours, but truckers are required by law to stop after eleven hours
and take a ten-hour break before getting back on the road.” He
snorted. “Like that happens very much—the ten-hour break, I
mean.”

“Wouldn’t a driver get into trouble for
breaking the law?”

“If he gets stopped, or his log-book isn’t up
to date at the weigh station. First offense is eleven hundred
bucks, and the company gets slammed with about twenty-seven
hundred. If a driver or company has repeated violations, they can
be shut down, not allowed to operate their vehicles for an extended
period of time. You’d think that would solve the problem, but the
drivers are under such pressure to get freight moved, regardless of
delays from construction or weather, that they push the
limits.”

Julia had been watching the long string of
semi-trucks traveling in both directions. “Why don’t they just do
it right? It’s about safety, after all.”

Dillon gave her a knowing smile. “Because the
company will fire them and find someone else who will bend
the rules. It’s all about the bottom line.”

“That’s pretty crappy, if you ask me. So, do
you have to fudge the log-book?”

“Nope. That’s why I drive for this particular
company. The boss is very definite that everything be done
according to the rules. He doesn’t schedule jobs that have to be
delivered in an unreasonable amount of time, and he doesn’t take
any guff from his customers. He’s a tough old bird, but smart as a
whip.”

Julia contemplated her companion’s view of
the trucking industry. He’d obviously found a niche he liked after
his dance with near-death. She glanced sideways at his profile. He
looked confident and in tune with the flow of traffic. She still
couldn’t imagine him with a badge and a gun, but this life seemed
to suit him.

He shook his head and muttered. “What’s this
guy doing, anyway?”

They’d been following another semi for quite
awhile, but Julia didn’t see that the truck was doing anything
unusual.

Dillon pulled down his CB microphone and held
it close to his mouth. “Hey, Atlas, you’re gonna run out of blinker
fluid.”

A deep voice came over the speaker. “Thanks.”
The rear lights flashed twice and Dillon put the handset back and
nodded at Julia.

“That’s one of the first signs of being
tired.”

Julia thought carefully before speaking. “How
long have you been driving?”

He didn’t hesitate. “About two years. I like
the flexibility of having time to myself between trips. It gives me
time to work on my cabin or do other stuff.”

“After you deliver this load, will you pick
up another one and take it back?”

“No, the boss pays me mileage whether I’m
hauling or not. That’s another benefit of working for him. I’d
originally thought about going down to DC after this, but you
probably need to get back, huh?”

Julia ran the idea through her head. Why
not? What else am I going to do?

“Bud doesn’t open again until after the
First. I hate to be the reason for you changing your plans.”

Dillon’s face widened into a charming smile.
“Great. We’ll do that the day after Christmas, and I’ll have you
back in podunk-town before you turn into a pumpkin.”
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