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Dedication
For all of the many friends I met during twenty-one years in the newspaper business.
Chapter 1
JESS McELROY eased her car into the right lane of traffic on the interstate highway and scanned her mirrors. A small, red convertible rushed up behind her. “Hey, the speed limit is sixty-five,” she said aloud, even though she knew the other driver couldn’t hear her.
The car swerved into the left lane and pulled up beside her. The woman driving the car had a cell phone pressed against her ear. The vehicle swayed a little too close for comfort. Without thinking, she jerked the steering wheel to the right. Her tires grazed the shoulder of the road. Adrenalin rushed through her chest. Her knuckles turned white from their grip on the steering wheel.
“I hate people who talk on cell phones while driving.”
She maneuvered her tires back onto the pavement and shot another glance toward the other driver. The woman turned toward her. Dark sunglasses obscured her eyes, but her lips formed a tight, thin line. She kept her car parallel to Jess’s for a few moments before speeding forward and cutting into the right lane. She missed Jess’s front fender by inches. Jess shoved her palm into the soft center of her steering wheel and let her horn blare. “So you think you and your fancy little sports car own the road, do you?” The woman accelerated, putting several car links between them in a matter of seconds.
Before the convertible fled out of sight, Jess noticed the temporary dealer tag stuck onto the back bumper. “I hope you weren’t taking a test drive, lady.”
Oh, no, was this a bad omen? Second thoughts about her job interview flooded her mind. Had she rushed into the decision to change jobs? If she stayed with the safe and familiar, then she wouldn’t have to worry about getting killed on the interstate while she traveled to work each day. Still, she’d received a good vibe from her phone conversation with Parker Montgomery. For the first time in months, she had an optimistic outlook about her life. She wouldn’t let one crazy driver on I-85 scare her out of a great opportunity.
The brick façade of the building in front of her seemed ordinary and yet, imposing. Jess sighed, relaxed her hands and mentally prepared herself for her first job interview in eight years. She regretted not doing it years ago, but she’d never had the nerve to leave her small hometown newspaper. Now, it had become necessary to ensure her peace of mind. She swung her legs out of the car seat, stood up and smoothed away the wrinkles in her favorite teal suit. She took one long, deep breath to calm her nerves and walked toward the double glass doors at the entrance to Piedmont Today.
She stepped inside the reception area of the large regional newspaper. Immaculate, she thought. Beige, stain-free carpet covered the floor. The tan walls were also spotless. Without a doubt, she could get used to working in this environment. Back at her office, she’d grown accustomed to the rumble of noisy equipment, loud voices and trashcans spilling over onto the floor.
“May I help you?” an older woman with salt and pepper hair asked.
She stepped over to the chest-high counter that stood between the receptionist’s desk and the waiting area. “I’m Jess McElroy. I have an appointment with Mr. Montgomery.”
While she waited for the editor to appear, Jess ambled over to the wall that was adorned with dozens of North Carolina Press Association awards. She counted the number of first place certificates. One, two, three, four, five, six…
“Mrs. McElroy?”
Her body tensed, and she turned in the direction of the man who had called her name. She stepped toward the tall dark-haired man with her hand outstretched. “Mr. Montgomery?”
His handshake was firm, and he smiled. He had a nice smile that lit up his hazel eyes. “Please. Call me Parker. Mr. Montgomery is my dad.”
His sense of humor put her at ease. “And please call me Jess,” she said.
He led her to an office that looked as tidy as the rest of the newsroom. Aside from one coffee cup that was sitting on a coaster, it appeared as if the janitor had just been there. She sat across from him and clasped her hands in her lap to keep them from shaking or fidgeting.
He took a large file from the cherry wood credenza behind his desk. “Jess, I’m not going to beat around the bush. I’ve read all of the stories you sent over, and I’m impressed with your work. I think you’d make a fine addition to my staff.” He stopped and took a sip from the cup.
There was a “but” coming. She waited for it.
“But, I’m wondering why you want to leave your position as Community Affairs Editor with The Journal to be one of twenty staff reporters at our paper. Surely, the money isn’t that bad at The Journal.”
She swallowed and summoned the words she’d rehearsed in case this question arose. “I want to broaden my horizons,” she said. “The Journal is a family-owned paper, and I’ve pretty much reached the glass ceiling there. I want to see if I have what it takes to make it at a larger paper.”
He nodded and massaged his shoulder as if it were sore. “That’s true, but from what I understand, you were a very important person over there. Someone said that you practically ran the place.”
You can’t fool an experienced reporter, old girl. He’s done his homework. She shifted positions and sat up a little straighter.
“I wouldn’t say that I ran the place,” she said. “We have a big turnover in the news department, and a lot of the younger, newer people depend on me to show them the ropes.”
Parker leaned back in his chair and folded his hands behind his head. The light blue, cotton shirt did little to hide his broad chest and flat abdomen. She hadn’t expected him to be so physically fit. All of her previous editors had slight paunches in the middle. Too many late night cheeseburgers and other meals consisting of coffee and donuts could take their toll on a journalist’s body. She turned her gaze toward the still life painting on the wall behind him to keep her mind from wandering where it shouldn’t go.
“Look, Mt. Mont…I mean, Parker. I’ve been at The Journal for eight years, and I need a change of venue.”
“Stuck in the rut, huh?”
Jess’s body tensed. She gripped the arms of the chair. “Yes, a rut. That’s it exactly,” she said. A rut named Joe Burke, publisher of The Fulton Journal, also known as the psycho ex-boyfriend who couldn’t take “no” for an answer. Parker’s eyes shot up and met her gaze. Oh, God. I hope I didn’t say that last part aloud. The arms of the chair grew wet from the perspiration of her palms.
Parker leaned forward and flattened his hands on the desk. “Jess, the job is yours. When can you start?”
She let out the breath she’d been holding. “I’d like to give Mr. Burke two weeks notice,” she said. “I don’t want to leave my managing editor in a bind.
“Good enough,” he said. Parker extended a hand to her. She shook it quickly and then pulled hers away.
He stood and came around to her side of the desk. “I’ll walk you to your car,” he said. “I have an appointment at the courthouse.”
* * *
Jess couldn’t wait to see the look on Joe’s face when she told him about her new job. Every time she’d threatened to quit in the past, he’d rubbed her nose in the fact that it would be hard for her to get another job that would pay as well or give her the benefits she had with The Journal. “After all, you’re getting on up in age and staying in one place for so long has put you behind the times.”
She sized up her appearance in her rear-view mirror. You don’t look too bad for thirty-nine. There were a few fine lines around her brown eyes, but she didn’t look tired or old. “Get ready to eat your words, Mr. Burke.”
The smell of printer’s ink assaulted her nostrils as soon as she opened the front door of The Journal. It was followed by the sound of phones ringing and people arguing. A lot of arguing always went on at the paper. She attributed it to poor leadership and even worse working conditions. She peeked around the corner to see if Joe was in his office. The door stood ajar. Light spilled out into the darkened hallway where no one had bothered to replace a burned out fluorescent in the overhead fixture. She drew back her shoulders, inhaled a deep breath and tapped on his door.
“Joe, I need to speak with you if you have a minute.”
He tossed her a strange look. She’d grown accustomed to seeing those ever since his impromptu marriage in the Bahamas.
“Sure,” he said. “But only for a minute. I have a meeting to go to.”
When wasn’t there a meeting that Joe had to go to? If ever there was an example of an absentee boss, Joe was it. A running joke around the paper coined Joe the “drive-by manager”. She walked into his office, being careful not to trip over a stack of old newspapers next to the door.
“I’m not going to beat around the bush,” she said without bothering to take a seat. “My appointment this afternoon was at Piedmont Today. I’m taking a job in their news department.”
His feet fell off the edge of his desk, and his mouth dropped open.
“Well, aren’t you going to say anything?” she asked.
“Jess, when did you decide to do this?”
She closed her eyes and counted to three. “If you’d been listening to me for the past several weeks, you wouldn’t have to ask. I don’t think it’s good for either one us if I stay here.”
He stood up and pushed the door shut. He reached out to put his hands on her shoulders, but she backed away.
“Didn’t I tell you that my marriage is only temporary?” he asked. “As soon as Kathy’s trust fund comes through, I can file for divorce. With no pre-nup, I’ll get half and then you and I can be together again.”
She clinched her fists at her side. Anger welled up within her. “Joe, for God’s sake, stop it with that crazy talk. I’m not getting back together with you. It’s been over for months now. The fact that you can’t accept it is one of the reasons why I have to leave here.”
He plopped down onto the brown leather sofa that was positioned against one wall of the office. Oh, the stories that sofa could tell—stories that she no longer wanted to remember much less dwell on. Joe was a thing of the past, and his marriage had made certain of it.
He raked his fingers through his blond hair and then clasped his hands on top of his head. “Could you have a little faith in me?” he asked. “That’s the one thing I thought I could always count on from you, Jess.”
Her cheeks blazed hot. “Don’t talk to me about faith, Joe. You don’t have the right.”
He stood up and faced her. For some reason, he didn’t seem as tall as he used to be. “Okay. So you have no loyalty to me, but what about the paper? Andy needs you.”
He’d hit her where it would hurt the most. She hated having her loyalty to the paper or her co-workers questioned. Still, her resolve remained strong. She took a few steps toward the door and reached for the handle.
“You needn’t try to guilt me into staying. You did what you had to do. Now, I’m doing what I have to do.”
He waved a hand in front of her face to dismiss her and turned his back. So, that’s how it was going to be, was it? She jerked the door open and walked out.
While she’d been in Concord, her small cubicle desk in the newsroom had been covered with messages, faxes and copy to be set. She tossed her purse into the corner.
“Jess, I don’t believe it. Joe just told me.”
She snapped her head around and saw her managing editor leaning against the cubicle wall. He looked like a sad puppy, and this was the part she hated. She liked Andy, even though she’d once thought him too young and inexperienced to be named Managing Editor.
“It’s true,” she said.
He shifted his weight from one foot to the other and rubbed a hand across the top of his closely cropped haircut. “But why? You’ve been here a long time, and the people in the community love and trust you.”
She pulled off her suit jacket and draped it across the back of her chair. “I know, Andy, and please don’t think that this was an easy decision. I put a lot of soul-searching into it.”
He nodded, and there was something in his dark eyes that told her he understood. Her affair with Joe hadn’t been a complete secret. It wouldn’t have surprised her to find out that everyone at the paper knew about it.
“Piedmont Today is getting one hell of a reporter,” Andy said. “I hope Parker Montgomery knows that.”
She picked up the mail that had been left on her desk and glanced at it. “Do you know him very well?” she asked.
Andy shoved his hands into the pockets of his khaki pants and lifted one shoulder. “I met him at an NCPA meeting. He seemed like a nice enough guy to me, but I could tell that there was no love lost between him and Joe.”
“Really? What made you think that?” she asked.
A slight grin spread across his mouth. “Because Joe spewed a lot of venom about Montgomery during the drive back from Raleigh.”
She placed a knee in the center of her chair and leaned against it. “What kind of venom?”
Andy stepped closer and whispered, “According to Joe, Parker was run out of the last town where he worked.”
Unease gripped her. She didn’t need to jump out of the frying pan and into the fire, as her grandma would say.
“And why was that?” she asked.
Andy leaned closer and lowered his voice. “Because he had an affair with the School Board Chairman’s wife. I don’t know if I believed Joe or not. I think he was just jealous because Piedmont Today took home more awards than our paper. You know how jealous he gets every time they cover stuff that happens in Fulton—especially when they scoop us.”
She swallowed the bitter taste in the back of her throat. “I’m sure it was jealousy on Joe’s part,” she said. “And Mr. Montgomery’s personal business is none of mine, so let’s not talk about what Joe said.”
He nodded and perched on the corner of the light gray desk. “So when is your last day?”
“I’m going to give Joe two weeks notice. I told Mr. Montgomery that I needed to do that.”
Andy folded his arms across his chest and stared at his feet. “If it’s any consolation, I think that Joe treated you like crap.”
She had a strong temptation to pretend that she didn’t know what Andy meant. On the other hand, what point would there be in carrying on the charade now?
“How long have you known?” she asked.
“I have a little confession to make,” he whispered. “And I swear I never told anyone else and never will.”
Her knees grew weak. “What kind of confession?”
He turned his head in both directions, before whispering, “I came in early one morning, because I’d left my camera here the night before. I guess you thought you were alone with Joe in the building. I heard you arguing with him, and you said that you wished you’d never slept with him. You really told him off. I wanted to applaud you.”
“Yeah, I really told him off,” she said. “But he didn’t listen to me.” The beep of her phone interrupted her. “Would you excuse me?”
After Andy walked away, she picked up the outside line. A woman’s voice answered, but a terrible connection caused the signal to fade in and out. The line cleared long enough for Jess to hear, “I know all about you.”
“Who is this?” she asked.
Some more garbled words came through but then the line went dead.
“Probably some telemarketer,” she said aloud and dropped the cordless receiver onto the desk.
She took her compact from her purse and stared at herself in the mirror. Her cheeks were red. The thought of Andy standing outside the door listening while she unleashed her anger on Joe embarrassed her to the core. Good Lord, anyone could’ve walked in and heard us. Had her feelings for Joe caused her to lose all of her common sense?
* * *
Jess awakened with a start. A shrill sound pierced her tender nerves. Is the phone ringing? What time is it? She reached for the phone on her bedside table and knocked the receiver to the floor.
A muted male voice called out, “Hello. Jess, are you there?”
She squinted at the digital readout on her clock/radio. Good lord, it’s past midnight. She leaned over the side of the bed and snatched up the receiver.
“This is Jess McElroy. Who is this?”
“Come on, Jess. It’s me.”
Her head fell back down onto the pillow. “Why are you calling me, Joe?”
He didn’t answer right away. I should hang up, now, she thought.
“Well, you see. I’ve got this problem,” he said. “One of my key people at the paper walked out on me.”
She rolled over toward the nightstand. “Knock it off,” she said. “I’ve said all I have to say about that. Where are you, anyway?”
“I’m sitting outside on my deck,” he said.
“What? In the middle of the night? Where’s your new bride?”
“She’s asleep. God, I miss you, Jess. Kathy doesn’t know how to make love to man. Do you remember how you used to come into my office, lock the door and…”
Jess bolted forward in the bed. “Okay, stop right there. If this is going to turn into an obscene phone call, I’m hanging up now.”
A long time ago, she would’ve been aroused by Joe talking that way. Now, it disgusted her—not to mention the fact that she didn’t want to hear about his sex life with his wife.
“Don’t leave me, Jess,” he whispered. “I’ll give you more money—anything you want.”
Fury welled up within her. If he’d been standing in front of her, she would’ve slapped his face. “You know what, Joe, I was going to give you two weeks notice, but I might just clean out my desk in the morning. I could use a little vacation before I begin my job at Piedmont Today.”
She slammed the receiver down onto its cradle. It rang again before she could take her hand away. The words Private Number popped up on the caller I.D. She decided to let the answering machine pick it up, but the ringing didn’t stop. She slapped a palm against her forehead. Earlier, she’d turned her answering machine off to keep Joe from leaving unwanted messages. She grabbed the receiver again.
“Hello,” she said.
No one responded, but in the background, she could hear Jay Leno delivering his Tonight Show monologue.
“Hello?” she asked again but still no one answered. “Joe, if this is you, please don’t call me again.”
She heard a click and then the rapid beep of a disconnected line. Jess turned the phone over, located the ringer switch and turned it off. This is the only way I’m going to get any sleep tonight.
Chapter 2
THE NEW CHAIR didn’t fit her backside. Jess wiggled around until she found a comfortable spot. She’d occupied her old chair for more days than she cared to count, but she’d never realized that she’d become a creature of habit. Her new desk, on the other hand, would take no period of adjustment. It was long and wide with plenty of room to spread out her work.
With her first assignment already in front of her, her new boss hadn’t started her off easy. The mayor had instituted a smoke-free policy in all city offices. Smoking on city property was now grounds for termination of employment. Unfortunately, the city had no plans in place to assist smokers with kicking the habit. Her task was to get as many city workers as possible to talk about it.
“Oh great,” she said aloud. “Like these people won’t be afraid of losing their jobs if they do anything other than agree with Mayor Thompson.”
A young, slender black man popped up from the other side of her cubicle. “Were you talking to me?”
She jumped and laid a hand against her chest. “No…Oh, I’m sorry. I was talking to myself. I thought I was alone in the newsroom.”
“No problem. A lot of us do that,” he said and swung his chair around to her side of the beige wall. “I’m Jerry. I do obits and police reports, so I work the graveyard shift. I’m usually going home when everyone else is coming in.”
She extended her hand to him. “I’m Jess McElroy. It’s nice to meet you, Jerry.”
“I heard that you used to work at The Fulton Journal. Are you moving to Concord?”
“I wasn’t planning to, but this morning I almost had second thoughts.”
“Oh? What happened this morning?” he asked.
“I went out to my car and found a flat tire. I don’t know how it happened. It was fine last night, and I didn’t see any damage to it. It looked as if someone had let the air out of it.”
Jerry shrugged one slim shoulder. “Did you change it?”
She waved a hand in the air and shook her head. “Didn’t have time for that. My parents left one of their cars at my house before they moved to Florida. I drove it to work.”
He turned and looked at the wall clock that hung over the shelves where old, bound editions of the paper were kept.
“My shift is over,” he said. “But it was nice meeting you. Carla is the lady who works on the other side of your cubicle. She’ll be in shortly if you need anything.”
She sat down again and opened the door to the cubbyhole above her head. She found it stocked with yellow legal pads and other standard office supplies. This is going to be a good place to work. She used an adjustable pencil to scribble possible interview questions on the legal pad.
“I see you’re an old fashioned reporter.”
Parker Montgomery’s voice made her leap to attention. First day jitters. “Excuse me?” she asked.
He perched on the side of her desk and pointed to the legal pad. “Don’t you know that the new kids use the computer to type their notes?”
Her cheeks warmed, and she turned her head so that he couldn’t see her blush. “Well, I’m not a new kid,” she said. “And I’m going to need a learning curve with this new iMac.”
His head cocked to one side. “What were you using at The Journal?”
At The Journal, she’d had an eight-old-year computer that bombed at least three times a day. She rolled her eyes. “Something the new kids were probably using in junior high school.”
He laughed, and his grin showed off a cute set of dimples in his clean-shaven cheeks. Why did he have to be handsome? After what happened with Joe, she would’ve preferred a boss who was unattractive, married and the father of five or six kids.
“So, do you think you can handle your first story?” he asked.
She leaned back into the soft cushion of her chair. “It won’t be easy,” she said. “To find a few city employees who are willing to talk. How do you feel about quoting anonymous sources?”
He shook his head. “It’s frowned upon,” he said and leaned toward her to whisper, “This is a respectable newspaper—not a grocery store tabloid.”
She straightened up and leaned away. His closeness unnerved her—not to mention the fresh, clean scent of his aftershave.
“I wasn’t implying that this was a grocery store tabloid, and we didn’t like anonymous sources at The Journal, either, but sometimes it’s the only way to get a story.”
He stood up and placed his hands on his hips. She struggled to keep her eyes from scanning his impressive physique.
“No need to get defensive,” he said. “You asked a question, and I answered it.”
She swallowed the reply that was on the tip of her tongue. Don’t get off on the wrong foot, Jess.
“At any rate, I’m anxious to see what you can do with the story,” he said. “Let me know if you need anything.”
When he walked away, her eyes settled on his backside. It filled out his black trousers quite nicely. She squeezed her eyes shut and turned away. Get a grip, Jess. Don’t go down that road again.
* * *
Parker settled back in his chair and stared at the document on the computer screen. He typed two words and then hit the delete key several times. Why couldn’t he keep his mind on this editorial? Because Jess McElroy was interfering with his concentration, that's why. It had to be the red hair. He’d always been a sucker for redheads.
He closed the screen for his editorial and opened the email program. He clicked on the message from Info@FultonJournal.com and stared at the subject line. How Well Do You Know Jess McElroy? Then the words in the body text jumped out at him. She had to leave her job because of her affair with Joe Burke. He closed the screen and clicked the delete tab. He didn’t want that crap contaminating his computer.
And who in hell was Info at the Fulton Journal? Maybe someone over there had a grudge against Jess. The woman he interviewed couldn’t be dumb enough to sleep with a sleaze like Burke. At least, he hoped not. She certainly hadn’t needed to sleep with him to keep her job. Her writing ability and stature within the Fulton community was enough to garner the position she held at The Journal.
If she had stooped to an affair with Burke, then it had to be a woman thing—something one guy couldn’t see in another. When he’d met Joe Burke, all he could see was the asshole who’d lied and cheated his way through life while hanging on to his father’s coattails. Burke never had to work his way up in the newspaper business the way Parker had. He put his hands on the keyboard and typed a few sentences. And still, he couldn’t get the thought of Jess and Burke out of his head. He’d just have to make sure that Jess realized there’d be no repeat of that kind of behavior at Piedmont Today.
A few more sentences appeared on the screen. Before she’d filled out her personnel file, he would’ve never guess that she was thirty-nine. She looked at least ten years younger. It was a shame she’d wasted all that time with Burke only to have him dump her for a society heiress. What was up with that? Parker had heard through the grapevine that they met on a cruise ship and married three days later. That kind of stuff only happens on television.
He balled his fists and slammed them down on either side of the slim, white keyboard. Concentrate, Parker! You have a story to write. Why are you letting that damned email get to you?
“I should’ve never hired her,” he whispered aloud.
He swung his chair away from his desk, stood up and walked out into the newsroom toward her cubicle. She wasn’t there.
“Carla, where’s Mrs. McElroy?” he asked the petite blond.
“I assume she’s out working on her story. I heard her on the phone asking someone if they’d be willing to answer a few questions.”
He inhaled a deep breath and nodded.
“Is there a problem?” Carla asked.
“No. I’m glad she’s already digging into her work,” he said and turned to walk away.
“Don’t worry about Jess,” Carla said. “I think she’s going to do a good job, and I’ll help her any way that I can.”
He smiled. “I know you will, Carla. I’m counting on that.”
Before going back to his office, he stopped by the men’s room to splash cold water on his face. What had come over him? An insane woman had cost him his last job. He sure as hell wasn’t going to let Jess McElroy jeopardize his position at Piedmont Today. But he couldn’t fire her now—especially not based on an anonymous email and his inability to stop thinking about her. He only had one choice. He’d have to keep as much distance between them as possible.
* * *
“Hey, Carla,” Jess said while she hurried past her new coworker’s cubicle.
Carla stood up and peered over the wall at Jess. “Did you get the story you wanted?”
“Oh, you’d better believe I did.” Jess tingled all the way out to her fingertips. “And Carla, I feel so good about it. I haven’t felt this way since I wrote my very first story as a summer intern in college.”
Carla grinned. “I’m glad. I hope you’ll always feel that way.”
Jess sighed. She’d been around long enough to know that she wouldn’t always feel that way about every story. A lot of news reporting could be mundane—especially in small towns.
“Parker was looking for you a few minutes ago. He didn’t say why.”
Her excitement turned into unease. She’d sensed tension in him during their earlier encounter and wondered if he was having regrets about hiring her. Why had she popped off at him? She should’ve kept her mouth shut.
“He probably wants to know how the story’s coming,” she said. “He gave me a tough assignment for my first day. He’s testing me, I guess.”
“Parker is a good guy,” Carla said. “He never asks anything of us that he’s not willing to do himself.” Carla stood up and peered over the cubicle wall. “Our last editor was a real jerk. We did all the work, and he sat in his office and surfed around on the Internet all day.” She paused and leaned a little closer to Jess. “Unfortunately, he went to one too many porn sites and got caught by the corporate IT people.”
Jess shook her head and sat down. She didn’t like office gossip. At one time she might’ve enjoyed it, but now that she’d been the subject of wagging tongues, she saw it as the hurtful practice.
“Anyway, Parker asked me to help you learn the ropes around here,” Carla said. “So if you need anything, just poke your head around this way.”
Jess searched for the button to turn on her computer. On her old Mac at The Journal, it was on the front of the tower, but these new-fangled computers didn’t have towers.
“I think you can help me now,” Jess said. “How do I turn on this computer?”
Carla rolled her chair around to Jess’s desk. The squeaky wheels were like fingernails on a blackboard. Jess had to turn her head away from the sound.
“It’s on the back, bottom left corner,” Carla said. “You must’ve had PCs at The Journal.”
“No. We had Macs, but they were about seven years older than this one. I might need a little help with the operating system, too.”
“Oh, that’s easy as pie,” Carla said.
Easy for her to say. Why did people who were good with computers think that everyone should know how to use one?
“Well, I haven’t baked too many pies, either, so you might want to show me the basics,” Jess said.
Jess had the distinct feeling that someone was standing behind her. Then his scent penetrated her senses, and she didn’t have to turn around to see who was standing there.
“Jess,” Parker said. “I’ve been looking over your portfolio and thinking of how we can get the best work from you here.”
The excitement she’d felt a few moments earlier vanished with the discomforting tone of his voice. She swiveled her chair around to face him.
“Oh? I thought you were going to give me a chance to work as a staff reporter? I think you’ll be impressed with the story I’m working on.”
He clasped his hands behind his back and turned his gaze away from her as if struggling to keep from making eye contact with her.
“I think you’d be better to head up our special sections department,” he said. “Diane is going to be leaving us to go on maternity leave, and I need someone who can take her place.”
Carla’s chair squeaked, and Jess glanced toward the other woman’s cubicle. “Would it be possible for us to speak in private?” she whispered.
He drew in a deep breath that expanded his already broad chest. “Sure. Let’s step back here to the break room.”
She followed him through the double doors that led into the break room. He poured two cups of coffee.
“Look,” she said. “I know that this is my first day, and believe me, I’m a team player. I’ll do whatever you need me to do, but I really wanted a chance to write news stories—not layout bridal editions and holiday gift guides.”
Damn it. He still wouldn’t look at her, even while he handed her a cup of coffee. His eyes were wandering all over the room. Heat flushed her cheeks, and her heart began to pound.
“What is this really about?” she asked. “Have I done something wrong? I’d like to know.”
He turned toward her, and to her surprise, she saw that his cheeks were colored a bright pink.
“You haven’t done anything wrong, Jess, and I know that this isn’t what I promised you.”
She set the cup on the table and folded her arms across her chest. “Then why the change? It’s because I talked back to you this morning, isn’t it?”
His Adams’ apple bobbed up and down, and he glanced away again. Was he smiling? “No. It has nothing to do with our conversation this morning. This is what I need you to do,” he said. “When Diane comes back from her maternity leave, I promise that I’ll give you another shot at being a reporter.”
Her throat tightened. She wanted to say more but couldn’t get the words out.
“I want you to start working with her tomorrow,” he said. He paused to clear his throat. “And Tom Allen will be your immediate supervisor. You’ll report to him.”
A rush of emotions danced through her soul, and her spirit plummeted as the truth dawned on her. Parker didn’t want to work with her, but why?
She drew in a staggered breath. “Fine,” she said. “Can I at least finish the story I’ve already started?”
He walked past her without giving her another look. “Of course, I expect you to do that,” he said before the big doors swung open and shut behind him.
Her eyes stung, and she tried to hold back any stray tears that might leak out.
“Just like Grandma used to say,” she whispered. “Out of the frying pan and into the fire.”
Chapter 3
SPARKY JUMPED on Jess when she pushed open the kitchen door.
“Get down, dog,” she said and put her open palm against Sparky’s black snout.
She tossed her handbag onto the ceramic tile countertop and glanced through her mail. A flashing red light caught her eye. The answering machine registered seven messages. She hesitated to hit the play button. Joe hadn’t stopped calling. She’d gone so far as to threaten him with a restraining order. She opted to ignore the blinking light and marched down the hall toward her bedroom.
A long, hot shower was what she needed to wash away the stress of her day. Parker hadn’t spoken to her since their encounter in the break room. She’d saved her story into the Ready to Edit folder on the news server, and he emailed his approval to her. He wrote, “Good job”, and she printed out a copy to pin to her bulletin board.
She turned on the shower faucet in her tub and stripped off her clothes. One of her big toes was halfway submerged in the water when her phone rang. Ignore it, she thought. It rang again. Her reporter’s instincts told her that it might be important. She wrapped a towel around her torso and hurried to the extension next to her bed. She picked it up without looking at the caller I.D.
“Hi, Jess. It’s me.”
Through gritted teeth she drew in a sharp breath. “I told you to stop calling me,” she said. “This isn’t doing you any good.”
“I know, but this is business. I thought you might be ready to come back to work.”
Her knees grew weak, and she dropped down on the bed. “Why? Did your family finally realize what a no good son of a bitch you are and ask you to step down as publisher? Because that’s the only way I’d ever come back to The Journal.”
He whistled into the phone. “Get nasty, will ya? I just thought that maybe you’d realized that the grass isn’t so green on the other side of the fence.”
His comment stung, considering the events of her day. But Parker Montgomery could put her to work cleaning toilets in the restrooms, and she still wouldn’t want to go back to Joe.
“The grass is just fine, Joe. Now if you don’t mind, I’m busy.”
She heard him take a long, slow breath. “I hear the water running in the shower. Oh my God, you’re naked, aren’t you? I wish I had you here right now, I’d…”
The phone landed hard on the floor and broke apart. She didn’t care. Destroying the phone was one way to keep Joe from calling her. She sat on the edge of the bed until her breathing and pulse returned to normal. At one time, she would’ve said that she loved Joe. Now she loathed him. Looking back, their relationship had probably been doomed from the beginning. It began as one of those odd friendships where two people with the same problem are drawn to one another. They were both coming out of difficult divorces and found comfort in each other.
The massaging stream of water from the showerhead was like heaven to her tired muscles. She leaned against the ceramic tiled wall and let the water pound against her back. Her whole day had left her confused and confounded. Why had Parker turned on her? Maybe Joe was right about one thing. She should’ve never gone to Piedmont Today. Perhaps the time had come to do what she hadn’t had the guts to do years ago—move a hundred miles away from Fulton and Concord.
She stepped out of the shower and wrapped the oversized, plush towel around her body. Before dressing, she stretched out on the bed. Sparky jumped up next to her and licked her face. She scratched him behind the ears.
“Your Mama has really blown it, Sparky. I’ve made a huge mess of my life.”
He yawned and moved into his usual sleeping position at the end of the bed.
“I guess a dog wouldn’t understand,” she said.
She heard the distant ringing of her phone and reached for the receiver by her bed, forgetting for an instant that she’d broken that one. She tied the towel in a knot over her left breast and trotted down the hall to the kitchen. This time she looked at the caller I.D. readout before picking it up. She squeezed her eyes shut and massaged her forehead. It wasn’t Joe. It was the other man who was creating havoc in her life.
* * *
Parker paced the length of his small, galley-style kitchen while waiting for Jess to answer the phone. A part of him almost hoped she wouldn’t answer. He hated having to explain his actions, especially when they were based on an anonymous email that he should’ve deleted without reading.
The phone rang again with still no answer. He should hang up and let things be.
“Hello,” she said.
She sounded out-of-breath.
“Jess, it’s Parker. I didn’t catch you at a bad time, did I?”
“No. I just got out of the shower, and I, uh, broke the phone in my bedroom. Is something wrong?”
The microwave dinged. “Excuse me a second,” he said. He retrieved his dinner from the appliance and took it to the dining table. “Yes. There is something wrong,” he said. “And I need to talk to you.”
Silence answered him on the other end of the line. He wouldn’t blame her if she hung up on him.
“Jess?”
“I’m still here,” she said, and he heard her sniffle.
Oh, Lord, please don’t let her cry. I can’t deal with crying.
“Let me make this easy for you, Parker,” she said. “I’ll quit. I think I’m going to look for a job in Charlotte. Maybe even Raleigh.”
His fork stopped midway to his mouth. He laid it back down next to his plate. “No, Jess, I don’t want you to quit. I called to apologize to you.”
“Apologize?”
“Yeah, I didn’t handle things very well today.”
He paused to choose his next words. How much did he want to tell her? Informing her about the email might open a can of worms that he didn’t want to be responsible for letting loose.
“I got some bad news this morning,” he said. “I took it out on you, and I’m sorry.”
He heard another sniffle followed by a cough.
“Well, thank you for that,” she said in a low voice.
He heaved a sigh and picked up his fork again. “I still want you to take Diane’s place when she goes on maternity leave. Considering the work you did at The Journal, I honestly believe you’re the best person for the job.”
“And I have your word that I’ll return to the news department when she comes back to work.”
“I promise,” he said. “When Diane returns, you can come back to the newsroom. Oh, and Jess, I just wanted to say that your story was great. It’s going on the front page of tomorrow’s edition.”
There was another pause on the line before she said, “Thank you. I can’t wait to see it.”
He put down the phone and picked up his fork to dig into his processed roast beef dinner. He felt better now. He shouldn’t have allowed whomever it was that sent the anonymous email to cause him to risk losing a good reporter. Of course, if she knew some of the other thoughts he’d had about her, she’d probably run away to Raleigh as fast as she could.
He finished off his dinner and tossed the plate into the trashcan. Her soft, sexy voice was still lingering in his thoughts while he pulled the tie from the collar of his shirt and walked into his bedroom. He unbuttoned his shirt and then squeezed the tense muscles at the back of his neck. He needed a long, relaxing shower.
The glass shower door was cool to the touch. He pushed it back and turned the brass knobs—more cold than hot given his elevated body temperature. A stream of pulsating water beat against the tiled walls. He unfastened his belt and let his slacks fall to the bathroom floor. Her perfume had almost done him in while he’d stood next to her desk that morning. It might as well have been some kind of exotic aphrodisiac. He stepped under the warm spray, and let the water caress his tired muscles.
He rubbed the soap between his hands until the lather oozed out between his fingers. The skirt she was wearing that day certainly wasn’t too tight to be inappropriate, but it had hugged the curve of her bottom when she walked. He’d tried to keep from staring, but he couldn’t help it. He massaged the soap deep into his skin and gazed down at his lower torso. I should’ve taken a cold shower.
* * *
Jess hung up the phone and stared at the blinking red light on her answering machine. Even though she didn’t want to hear Joe’s voice again, she might as well check her messages. One of the messages might be her mother calling from Florida. Tomorrow, I’ll call the phone company and have my number changed.
As she suspected, the first two messages were from Joe, and she hit the erase button before she could hear what he had to say. The third message was from Andy.
“Jess, call me at home tonight. Do you still have my number? It’s very important.”
Jess opened her day planner and looked up Andy’s number. She punched in the numbers and waited while Andy’s phone rang.
“Yeah, Jess,” he answered before she could say anything. He must’ve seen her number on his caller I.D.
She pulled a stool away from the counter and perched on it. “I got your message. What’s up?”
“Well, it’s about that generic email account that we keep for customer questions and complaints.”
Jess massaged her forehead. As much as she liked Andy, she didn’t know if she wanted to encourage these types of calls from him. She’d severed her ties with The Journal, and Andy needed to fend for himself now. “Yeah. What about it?”
She heard him take a deep breath. “I found a message in the sent mail folder.”
Andy paused, and she heard him draw in a sharp breath.
“And? What’s going on Andy?”
“It was an email sent to Parker Montgomery. It was all about your affair with Joe, but whoever wrote it made it sound as if it was still going on. The wording insinuated that you had to quit your job at The Journal, because Joe didn’t want his new bride to find out about you.”
Heat rushed to every part of her body, and her hands shook. So that was the bad news Parker received this morning. No wonder he’d had an about face where she was concerned.
“Who could’ve done such a thing?” she asked and then clenched her teeth so hard that her jaw ached. “Never mind,” she said. “There’s only one person at The Journal who would’ve sent that email.”
“Jess?”
“Don’t worry, Andy. I’m not going to say a word to Joe, but there’s someone else who needs to know the truth of the matter.”
Jess threw on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. She pulled her hair back in a ponytail and patted on some face powder. Looking glamorous was the last thing on her mind. In fact, it was better that she look plain. After all, she wouldn’t want to look like the hussy Joe had portrayed her to be.
Thirty minutes later, she pulled into the parking lot of the upscale apartment building where Parker lived. During the trip over from Fulton, she’d rehearsed what to say. On the one hand, she was angry with Parker for believing what he’d read about her. On the other hand, how could she blame him, considering what Andy had told her about the contents of the email?
* * *
Parker toweled himself dry and crawled into the bed. It was still early, but he was dead tired. If nothing else, he needed to lie down and rest his eyes. Was it possible to go blind from staring at a computer screen all day? He’d almost drifted off to sleep when he heard the chime of his doorbell.
He pulled on the jersey knit jogging pants that were hanging on the bedpost and grabbed a clean t-shirt from his dresser drawer. He peeked through the peephole and saw Jess standing there. He reached for the doorknob and then hesitated. She was the last person he needed to see. The bell rang again. He watched her turn to walk away, and before his better sense could stop his baser impulses, he opened the door.
“Oh, there you are,” she said. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”
Disturbing? That was an understatement. Damned woman looked sexy, even when she dressed down.
“Not at all. I was just relaxing. Come in.”
She took a few tentative steps into the foyer of his apartment, and her eyes scanned the place.
“Nice apartment,” she said.
“Please sit down,” he said and led her to the sectional sofa in one corner of the living room. “What brings you here this time of night?”
Instead of reclining into the overstuffed cushions, she sat straight up with her hands on her knees. He took a seat across from her.
“After our conversation this evening, I received a phone call from my former editor at The Journal.”
He didn’t like the way the conversation was starting off, but he didn’t interrupt her.
“He was very upset,” she said. “Because he’d found an email that was sent to you this morning. It was sent from the generic account.”
Parker inhaled a deep breath and pressed his fingers against his forehead. The throbbing pain in his head was back with a vengeance.
“Did you receive that email this morning?” she asked.
He couldn’t lie to her, but this wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have with her, either. The less he thought about her affair with Joe Burke the better.
“I saw the email, Jess, but let me just say that your personal life is none of my business in so long as it doesn’t interfere with your work.”
She leaned forward, and her auburn ponytail fell across one shoulder. He imagined touching the soft strands and pulling them through his fingers. He shook his head and looked away.
“If you feel that way, then why did you act the way you did this morning?” she asked.
“Didn’t I call and apologize for my behavior, Jess? I don’t feel the need to explain further.” He paused and considered his next words. “I conduct myself in a professional manner at work, and I expect the same from you.”
Her eyes widened, and her mouth opened slightly. “You don’t have to worry about that, Mr. Montgomery,” she said and sprang to a standing position. “I came here to tell you the truth, but you’ve obviously made up your mind that I was the slut of The Fulton Journal, so what’s the point?”
She marched toward the door, and he sprinted past her to block her exit.
“Now just wait a minute,” he said. “You have no idea what I thought when I read that email.”
In her flat-heeled sandals, she seemed shorter than she had at work. The top of her head was at his chin level, and her hair smelled like spring flowers. He turned his head away but remained in front of her.
“Would you please move out of my way?” she asked. “I realize now that I shouldn’t have come here.”
Her brown eyes glazed over with moisture. All he wanted to do at that moment was kiss her for all he was worth. But he’d learned at a high price that there was a big difference between what he wanted and what he needed.
“Please go back in the living room and sit down,” he said. “I don’t want you to leave feeling this way. You’ve got me all wrong.”
She sucked in her bottom lip and hesitated for a moment before turning back toward the sofa.
“I did have an affair with Joe,” she said.
Her confession pierced his heart like a knife. He hadn’t wanted to believe it. Of all the guys she could’ve hooked up with, why did it have to be a dirt bag like Joe Burke? He wasn’t worthy of a woman like Jess.
“But it wasn’t like that email implied,” she said. “I broke up with him three months ago, and our personal relationship was never a condition of my employment. As a matter of fact, Joe’s father hired me before he retired from the paper.”
Her navy blue t-shirt clung to the curve of her breasts when she leaned back against the cushions. A twinge in his groin made him shift his position on the sofa.
“The reason I felt that I had to leave The Journal was because Joe can’t let go. Even though he’s married, he still thinks that there’s some chance we can get back together.”
“How could you? He must be nuts.”
She leaned forward and massaged the back of her neck. “You see, he married his wife for her money, because his bad investments have gotten the paper into financial trouble. He had the nerve to ask me to hang around and wait for him to get the money, and then he’d divorce her and marry me.”
What a jerk! And no surprise at all. It sounded like the Joe Burke he’d met on several occasions.
“And he’s been harassing me ever since I left The Journal,” she said. “I’m going to get my phone number changed tomorrow.”
She had his sympathies. He’d left Virginia and moved to Concord to get away from a crazy, obsessed woman.
“Look, Jess. You have my word that what was in that email won’t go any further. In fact, I deleted it. But I think you should be prepared for more of the same. Joe Burke plays dirty, and I don’t think he’s going to give up on you without a fight.”
She covered her face with her hands. “There was a time when I would’ve been flattered by the attention,” she said. “Now, I want to run away and hide.”
Didn’t he know that feeling? But a part of him would hate to see Jess run away. At least one part of him wanted to keep her around.
“Well, just don’t run away without giving me notice, okay?” he said.
She looked up and smiled. Damn, she was beautiful when she smiled.
“I’ll give you that,” she said. She stood up and walked toward the door. “And thank you again for the front page story. It means a lot to me.”
He followed behind her and forced his gaze to stay straight ahead, even though he wanted to take in the sight of her backside in the snug-fitting jeans.
“Maybe Joe will see the article and realize that his little poison penned email isn’t going to make me give up on you,” he said.
He opened the door for her and had a strong urge to spin her around and kiss her. What a mistake that would be. Not only could she accuse him of sexual harassment—she’d probably think he was just another jerk like Joe.
He watched out for her while she crossed the parking lot and got into the small sedan that she drove. The moment she pulled away, his emotions soared. Even though their meeting had been awkward, he had to admit that he liked being with her. He walked back toward his bedroom and stopped in front of the hall mirror.
“Parker, old boy,” he said. “I think you’re treading in dangerous territory.”
* * *
Jess flipped her rearview mirror into the night view position. Some jackass with bright, halogen headlights had been following her ever since she left Parker’s apartment complex. She kept an eye on her speedometer. She wouldn’t speed up. She’d already received one ticket in the last two years and couldn’t afford for her insurance payments to go any higher. The annoying driver would have to go around her.
Her conversation with Parker had gone well, and he seemed to understand about Joe. If only I could understand what had caused me to make such a terrible mistake. As she’d done so many other times over the last few weeks, she mentally flipped through her list of regrets. Her biggest regret was the night that started it all. She hadn’t been stupid. She’d known all along that Joe was attracted to her. She should’ve gone home when she realized that they weren’t alone in the building. Instead, she’d allowed him to kiss her and keep kissing her until they were making love on the sofa in his office. God, how she wished she could wipe out the memories from her brain.
The next day, when he hardly said two words to her, she should’ve told him that it could never happen again and been done with it. As much as she hated to admit it to herself, the truth was that she’d used Joe just as much as he’d used her. If it hadn’t been for her affair with Joe, she might’ve kept clinging to the hope of reconciliation with her ex-husband.
She took the Fulton exit off the main highway and hoped that the menacing vehicle with the blinding lights would keep going in the other direction. No such luck. It was still there, only a few feet away from her rear bumper. She squinted at the rearview mirror. She couldn’t make out much about the car, but she wanted to be rid of it.
The bright red and blue sign of the convenience store where she often stopped to get gas was a welcome sight. Several vehicles were parked near the entrance. She pulled in next to a pickup truck and watched in her side mirror while the annoying driver sped past in a late model, Chevy Malibu. One of her neighbors had one just like it but in a different color other than gold. She hadn’t been able to see the driver, but she hoped that he or she reached their destination without causing an accident.
A sense of unease enveloped her. Parker’s suggestion about Joe playing dirty crossed her mind but then she dismissed the ridiculous thought. Joe wouldn’t be caught dead driving a mid-range, domestic car. She breathed a sigh of relief and pulled out of the parking lot.
A mile down the road, the same car emerged from an empty, wooded lot and glued itself to her tailpipe again. Adrenaline rushed to her chest, and she trembled at the memory of her recent brush with an unsafe driver on the highway. “Speeding ticket be damned,” she said aloud and pressed the gas peddle to the floor.
The mystery car matched her speed until she took the big curve just outside of town. She wished she had a dollar for every time she’d gone around that curve. The other car had to slow down through the sharpest angel, but she held her speed allowing her to get a little further ahead.
Like a beacon in the darkness, she saw the first streetlights of Fulton. Her good friend Angie lived in the third house on the right. “Please let her be home,” she whispered.
She relaxed a little when she saw Angie’s SUV parked in the driveway. She slowed only enough to make the turn and pulled her car in next to Angie’s. She stayed in the car and watched in the rearview mirror while the other car slowed and crept past the driveway. She still couldn’t see the driver’s face, but the glow from the streetlight revealed what seemed to be a woman with long, blonde hair.
At once, the vehicle sped off. Jess turned toward the house. As if she were an angel sent from heaven, Angie stood silhouetted in the light streaming out from the open door. Jess exhaled the breath she’d been holding and slumped against the steering wheel.
Chapter 4
“GOOD MORNING,” Parker said when Jess entered the break room.
“Oh, hi,” she said without looking at him. She was more interested in getting another caffeine dose than in making conversation.
“Wow. You really know how to make a guy feel important,” he said.
Before responding to him, she poured her coffee and added a couple of spoonfuls of powdered cream.
“Sorry. I didn’t get much sleep last night. There was an incident on the way home from your place that had me freaked out.”
His eyes widened over the rim of his ceramic cup. “What kind of incident?”
She pulled a chair out from the table and sat down. She’d awakened twice during the night still shaken up and wasn’t much calmer this morning. “Someone followed me home from your apartment complex. At first, I thought it was just some speed demon. You know, someone not happy with me driving under sixty. But when I turned off onto Fulton Road, she turned, too.”
He set down his cup and folded his arms across his chest. “How do you know it was she?” he asked.
“I suppose it could’ve been a man wearing a blonde wig,” she said. “It was dark, but from what I did see, I believe it was a woman.”
He bent his head forward and ran his hand along the back of his neck. “What happened after you turned onto Fulton Road?”
“First, I stopped at a convenience store, thinking that the driver wanted to get around me.” She paused, sipped her coffee and took a breath before continuing. “But about a mile down the road, she—or he—pulled out from a wooded lot and followed me again. I had to floor it to outrun her. Thank goodness I know the curves on that road as well as I do. As soon as I got to Fulton, I stopped at a friend’s house. The car drove past very slowly, and then took off. I think my friend scared her off when she came to the front door.”
She could almost see the wheels turning in his brain while he processed the information. “What kind of car was it?”
“A late model Chevy Malibu. Gold metallic. I got a good look at it when she passed the convenience store.”
He shook his head. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen one of those at my apartment complex. Most of the residents drive imports or SUVs.”
He sat on the edge of the table and leaned forward with one forearm resting across his muscular thigh. “While you were driving over to my place, did you notice anyone following you then?” he asked.
She closed her eyes and tried to summon an image of the parking lot when she arrived there. “I was upset when I drove over here last night,” she said. “I hate to admit it, but I wasn’t paying much attention to what was behind me or to the other cars in your parking lot.”
She finished off the last of her coffee and got up from her seat. “This isn’t the first time that something has happened to me on the highway between here and Fulton recently. I’m beginning to think that it was bad luck for me to come here.”
Parker stepped toward her. Furrows had formed on his forehead. “Tell me about the other incident,” he said.
“It happened the day that I had my interview with you. Another crazy woman nearly ran me off the road. But this one was driving a red sports car with a dealer tag stuck on the back bumper.”
“Did you get a good look at her?”
“No. She was wearing a scarf around her head, dark sunglasses and had a cell phone stuck to her ear.”
Parker rubbed his chin, and stared past her as if she were no longer there.
“Anyway,” she said. “It probably had nothing to do what happened last night. Maybe it was just someone with a bad case of road rage.”
He stood up and dropped his cup in the trashcan. “I’ll keep a lookout for both of the cars you described. In the meantime, be careful on the road.”
The doors swung back and forth in Parker’s wake, and Jess waited for a moment before going back to her desk. Instead of relaxing, she grew more apprehensive by the minute. She could chalk the first incident up to inconsiderate driving, but she had no doubt that the driver last night had meant to do her harm.
* * *
Parker closed his office door and walked over to the window that faced the street. He peered between the slats in the blinds at the cars parked on the street. None matched the description Jess had given. He didn’t like the thought he was having much less the protective instinct he was feeling towards Jess. He shouldn’t have any feelings for her.
Before sitting down he reached for his wallet in the back pocket of his gray slacks. He searched through several business cards until he found the one he wanted. He stared at it for a long moment. He hadn’t called that number in months and had hoped he’d never have to call again. He picked up his cell phone and entered the digits.
“Ray Kelly. What can I do for you?” the voice on the other end asked.
Before speaking, Parker cleared his throat. “Ray, it’s Parker.”
“Well, what d’ya know. I thought I’d heard the last from you.”
Parker leaned on his elbows and lowered his voice. “I’m living down in North Carolina, but I’m afraid that an old problem might have resurfaced.” He removed a folded newspaper tear sheet from a slit in his wallet.
“Maggie?” Ray asked.
“I need to be sure that she hasn’t found me.”
Parker opened one side of the folded paper and then the other. The headline still sent a spasm through his nervous system. Newspaper Editor Caught In Illicit Affair Drives Car Off Embankment.
“Hmmm, all I can tell you is that she’s not living around these parts anymore,” Ray said. “After the scandal, her husband wanted to get as far away as possible. They moved to California last month.”
Parker let out the breath he’d been holding in. “You’re sure that Maggie went with him?”
“What else was she going to do? She couldn’t stay around here, considering the way people felt about her.”
Ray didn’t know Maggie very well. Someone that self-centered didn’t care what others thought of her. As long as Maggie got what Maggie wanted, other people could be damned.
“Could you do me a favor and make sure she’s in California? I’d sleep a lot better at night.”
“For you, sure,” Ray said. “And it’ll be a freebie.”
“No. I’ll pay you your usual fee,” Parker said. He liked Ray, but he didn’t want to owe him any favors.
“Whatever you say. I’ll send you the bill.”
Parker closed his cell phone and laid it back on the desk. He turned on the small T.V. on his credenza and flipped through the channels until he found an old rerun of his favorite sitcom. Even watching the antics of the Cheers crowd couldn’t quell the bad memories that cropped up with the name Maggie Cole. As if responding to his thoughts, a pain shot through his shoulder. Parker reached up and kneaded the sore spot with his fingertips.
* * *
“Do you think you’ve made any enemies?” Carla asked while twirling her pencil in her hair.
Jess laughed at the idea. “I wrote human interest stories for The Journal. The only time I made people mad was when I spelled their names wrong, and I haven’t been here long enough to make any enemies.”
“I wish I could say that,” Carla said. “I had a guy tell me that I was going to hell, because of the story I wrote about his daughter murdering her boyfriend.”
Jess shook her head. “Yeah. People love reading about that stuff when it happens to someone else but not when it comes close to home.”
She grabbed a yellow legal pad from her cubbyhole so that she could take notes from Diane about her new job. She’d be a good employee and do what she was told, but she dreaded it. Laying out special sections wasn’t on her list of favorite things to do.
“Maybe the person didn’t know you at all,” Carla said. “Maybe, she was just one of those crazy types that get off on scaring people. She was at the convenience store, saw a woman alone and decided to spook you.”
Jess nodded. She’d had better sense than to tell Carla the whole story. Even though she had a legitimate reason for being at Parker’s apartment, Carla might not understand. Having been the subject of office gossip at The Journal, she wanted to begin with a clean slate at Piedmont Today.
“Maybe you’re right,” Jess said. “Because I can’t think of anyone who would have anything against me.”
Well, there was one person, but she still had a hard time believing it was Joe—unless he hired someone to follow her. The thought of Joe reminded Jess of something she needed to do. She grabbed the phone book out of her desk drawer and looked up the customer service numbers for her cell phone and landline companies. She kept her voice low, so that Carla wouldn’t overhear her conversation. She didn’t know or trust Carla well enough yet to divulge too much of her personal business to her. After she finished talking with the customer service reps at both companies, she felt better. At least Joe wouldn’t be able to call her at home or anywhere else he chose to bother her.
“You need a man in your life,” Carla said. “A big, strong man.”
Oh, no. One of those, Jess thought. She despised women who thought that the answer to all of life’s problems was a “big, strong man”.
“To do what?” Jess asked. “Track the woman down and beat her up for me?”
“Of course not,” Carla said. “But if you had a husband, he’d keep gas in the car, and you wouldn’t have to be out at a convenience store that time of night.”
Jess couldn’t believe her ears. Had she time-warped back into the mid-twentieth century? “Are you serious?” she asked.
“You bet. I haven’t put gas in my car since Bill and I got married fifteen years ago.”
Jess stood up and glowered over the cubicle wall at Carla. “Well, what if I married a man who didn’t want to take on that much responsibility? I might marry a man who wants his wife to be independent and do things for herself,” she said.
Carla turned away from her and went back to typing. “Suit yourself. But I, personally, think there’s more to life than being able to pump my own gas.”
Jess rolled her eyes. She wouldn’t touch that argument with a ten-foot pole. In her experience, women like Carla would never change their opinion no matter how much she argued with them.
“Anyway,” Jess said. “I’m not interested in finding a man right now. I’ve just gotten out of a very bad relationship, and I need time to breathe.”
Carla stopped typing. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” she said. “Is that why you left The Fulton Journal?”
The question knocked her for a loop. Was it possible that the rumors had floated this far? Parker had received that awful anonymous email. What if others at Piedmont Today had received one, as well?
“What makes you think that?” she asked.
“Oh, no reason in particular. It’s just that to make a big change at your stage of life, there’s got to be a good reason for it.”
Her stage of life? “I’m not that old, Carla. I just turned thirty-nine.”
“Now don’t go getting your bristles up,” Carla said. “I didn’t mean any harm by it. I just meant that you worked at that paper for as long as I’ve worked here. If I ever leave Piedmont Today, it’ll have to be something big that causes it.”
Jess sighed and shoved her chair up under the desk. “Well, it didn’t have anything to do with a man,” she said, even though it was the biggest lie she’d ever told.
Two hours later, she returned to her desk and was glad to see that Carla had left. She’d worked with women like Carla before. Following her divorce, the matchmakers had come out of the woodwork. One co-worker paraded eligible bachelors of all sizes, shapes and ages before her. Lordy, who had been more embarrassed—her or the rejected suitors? Why couldn’t people mind their own business?
She opened the bottom drawer of her desk and grabbed her purse. She took two steps away from her cubicle, and the phone rang.
“Jess McElroy. May I help you?” she answered.
“You sure can, and you know exactly what I need.”
Fury rushed through her and set her cheeks ablaze. “You’ve got some nerve calling me here.”
“Whoa, now,” Joe said. “Is that any way to talk to the man who loves you with all his heart?”
She drew in a sharp breath between her gritted teeth. “No, but you don’t love me, so I guess I can talk to you any way I want.”
“Jess, you wound me, and here I was calling to congratulate you on your front page story.”
She wanted to shout at him, but she kept her voice low and even. She had no idea who might be in the building. “What will it take for you to believe that I never want to hear from you or see you ever again?”
Her question was met with silence.
“Goodbye,” she said and dropped the receiver onto its cradle.
She walked away and this time, she ignored the ringing phone. Joe could talk to her voice mail. When she reached the front of the building, she saw that it was dark outside. Time had gotten away from her, and she hadn’t realized that she’d worked overtime. Butterflies churned in her stomach when she recalled the scary driver from the previous evening.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that Parker’s door was open, and light streamed out into the hallway. She peeked in and saw him leaning toward his computer screen with one hand under his chin. She tapped once on the door, and his head snapped around.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
His demeanor relaxed. “You’re just now leaving?” he asked.
“I was going over the upcoming bridal issue, and I guess the time got away from me.” She sauntered toward his desk. “Since it’s gotten dark out, I was wondering if you would mind walking outside with me.”
His hands moved to the arms of his chair, and he pushed himself up out of his seat. “By all means,” he said.
After her conversation with Carla, she was a little ashamed of herself for asking him. She’d always prided herself on being a woman who could take care of herself.
“I don’t want to seem like a ‘fraidy cat,” she said. “But I think what happened last night shook me up more than I realized.”
“I don’t blame you,” he said. “Something like that would get to me, too.”
“And I guess I should tell you that I just got a call from Joe.”
The beet red color that splashed across his face spoke volumes about his feelings for Joe. “He called you here? He’s nuttier than I thought he was.”
“I had my home phone and cell numbers changed today, so I guess he did the next best thing,” she said.
He planted his hands on his hips, and his eyes drew together in an angry glare. “I’ll tell Millie to screen your calls. Better yet, I’ll tell her to send any calls from Joe to my office. Maybe that will put the fear of God into him.”
She laughed at the idea of Parker telling Joe off. She’d almost be willing to pay to see it. “Thanks,” she said. “For offering to fight my battles, but I think I’d better do it myself.”
There were several cars in the parking lot. Parker pointed out each one and told her who the owner was. They even surveyed the lot across the street, and there was no sign of a late model Chevy Malibu.
“Maybe Carla was right,” she said. “The driver was just some crazy person who likes to scare people. I’ll probably never see her again.”
His smile lit a fire in her heart, and she did her best to douse the flames. After everything that had happened with Joe, she’d always be cautious with any man who captured her interest.
“Let’s hope so,” he said and closed her car door behind her.
During the drive back to Fulton, she kept a watch on her rearview mirror. There were no menacing vehicles on the road tonight. Her thoughts turned to Parker Montgomery. He was the kind of man she’d always dreamed of meeting. The trouble was that her dreams usually ended up as nightmares. She couldn’t help remembering what Andy had told her about Parker. If he had a penchant for married women, then he was probably the last man on earth she needed to get involved with. Any man who couldn’t honor marriage vows, whether his or someone else’s, was best left alone.
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