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Chapter One

 


She never lost
consciousness.

It might have been better
if she had. Then she could have awakened later in a clean white
hospital with kind-faced nurses reassuring her she'd made it safely
through the bus crash and everything would be all right.

Instead, Carly lay in
stunned silence, staring up at a black, weeping sky. Around her,
cries and moans mingled with the hiss of the bus's dying engine.
The bus had broken apart, either in the crash or during the tumble
down the ravine where she lay, her body half-swallowed by tall
grass. It must have come apart, or she'd still be inside,
right?

It had to be Manning. He'd
done something, somehow. Tampered with the bus's brakes or maybe
the brakes of the big rig that had slammed into them on the
highway—

No. That didn't make
sense.

"Help me. Please, somebody
help me."

A woman's voice, full of
fear and pain and age, came from somewhere nearby. Carly closed her
eyes and willed herself unconscious.

The voice remained, weak
and scared. "Please, help me!"

Carly sat up, testing for
pain. She hurt all over, but it wasn't a mortal hurt. She couldn't
see much blood, except a small gash on her left elbow. All her
limbs moved as they were supposed to, though she could feel sore
patches on her knees, probably scraped through her trousers when
she hit the ground.

Looking around, she spotted
the source of the pain-filled voice, a small, gray-haired woman
lying a few feet away, barely visible in the dim glow of light
coming from the highway above.

Carly crawled through the
tall grass to the woman's side. The old woman gazed up at her, gray
eyes fluttering as if trying to focus on Carly's face. "I'm right
here," Carly assured her.

She searched her fuzzy
brain for what to do next. A deep gash in the woman's forehead bled
freely, streaking her face with blood. Carly tore a piece of the
woman's blouse and made a compress, pressing it against the bloody
wound. "How are your arms, hon? Can you move them?"

The woman lifted her right
arm without problem but cried out when she tried to move the
left.

"Okay, hold that arm still.
Hold this cloth to your forehead, right here, hard as you can."
Carly helped the woman press her good hand against the compress,
then quickly checked for other injuries, trying to remember
everything she'd ever learned from those medical shows on TV. But
she couldn't remember much more than a warning to mind the
airway.

The woman was breathing
okay, but so much could be wrong—a head injury, internal
bleeding—

Help. She needed help. Had
anyone called 911?

She needed her cell phone.
She looked around, glad the rain-washed gloom hid most of the scene
from her, the blood and the dead, the twisted metal and twisted
limbs. She concentrated on looking for her purse, a bright pink
faux-alligator bag she'd bought to match her favorite strappy
sandals.

Was that just three days
ago? It felt like forever.

She spotted something pink
a few yards down the embankment. Praying it was her purse and not
something her mind and stomach couldn't handle, she murmured a
soothing word to the injured woman and pushed to her feet. Her
aching knees balked against the sudden movement, but she kept her
feet and picked her way downhill toward the pink splash of
color.

A couple of feet away from
the purse, she heard someone call her name. She knew the
voice—Steve Strickland, the man who'd sat next to her on the bus.
His friendly chatter had kept her mind off her problems during the
trip from Atlantic City.

Please be okay.

She turned toward his voice
and found him lying a few feet away, looking at her.

He didn't look
good.

Her heart caught for a
second before resuming a painful, rapid cadence against her
ribcage. She raced to his side, blinking away the tears stinging
her eyes. Crying only made her weak. There was no room for weakness
in the belly of hell.

"I'm here, Steve." She
crouched beside him, ignoring the blood shining black in the grass
beneath him. Both of his legs lay twisted half under him. He must
be in excruciating pain. But bones could heal. The frothy blood
bubbling on his lips, visible even in the gloom, was a worse
harbinger of his fate.

"I'm dying." His voice was
thick with blood.

She shook her head. "Don't
say that."

He clutched her hand. "In
my pocket." He waved his other hand toward the pocket of his gray
blazer.

Carly reached into the
blazer pocket, her finger brushing something that felt like paper.
She grasped it and pulled, withdrawing a large paper envelope
filled with something thick and heavy. Carly tried to place the
envelope in Steve's hand.

He pushed her hand away.
"Make sure my folks get that." He grimaced and a fresh spurt of
foamy blood spilled from his mouth. "Floyd and Bonnie . . .
Strickland. I told you all about them, remember?" His eyes began to
roll back in his head.

Carly dropped the envelope
on the grass beside her and grabbed Steve's hand. "Don't you dare
leave me alone here," she growled, pressing her fingers against the
vein in his wrist. He had a pulse, barely, the beat weak and
unsteady.

Sirens wailed in the
distance, the first hopeful sound she'd heard in what felt like
days.

"Hear that? Hang on, Steve.
Please!" Beneath her fingers, the thready pulse slowed. The tears
she'd held back slid down her cheeks, hot and bitter. "Come on,
don't you want to take this to Bonnie and Floyd yourself? You know
you want to see them again. It's been such a long time."

His heartbeat slowed to
nothing. She dropped his hand and tried to pull back the lapels of
his blazer to expose his chest. The fabric resisted, snagged on
something. She looked down and for the first time saw a twisted
shard of metal, at least eight inches long, sticking out of his
side a few inches below his left shoulder.

Her heart plummeted, but
she ripped at the jacket, pulling it away from his chest. She tore
open the buttons of his bloodstained shirt, sobbing aloud. "Come
on, Steve, don't leave me now!"

She should be doing CPR But
she didn't know how.

Stupid, not to know
how!

Strong hands curled over
her shoulders, making her jerk. She twisted her head around and
found a gray-haired man crouched next to her, a black bag sitting
on the ground beside him.

"Let me take a look," he
said. "I'm a doctor."

Carly let go of Steve's
clothes and rocked back on her heels, making room for the doctor.
As he started a quick assessment of Steve's condition, Carly picked
up the envelope Steve had given her. She untucked her blouse,
sliding the envelope into the waistband of her trousers and
covering it with her blouse. She didn't know what she'd find
inside, but from the shape of the contents, she had a pretty good
idea that it was money. Steve had just come from a trip to the
casinos. Maybe he'd been luckier than most. She wasn't going to
leave the man's money there to be pocketed by one of the
lookie-loos beginning to mingle with the injured, dead and
dying.

The thought of money
reminded her of her missing purse. Spotting it again, she scrambled
toward the purse, slipping on the wet grass and landing hard on her
bottom. She slid the rest of the way on her backside, coming to a
stop beside the bag.

She flipped the purse open
and checked inside. Her phone remained, along with her billfold.
She checked the cash pouch and reassured herself that the four
hundred dollars was still there. Clutching her purse to her belly,
she tucked her knees up against her chest, wiping her wet face on
her forearm and trying to close her ears to the moans and cries
around her.

Think.

Paramedics had arrived,
moving through the tall grass around her, searching for survivors.
Soon they'd come to check on her. Try to put her in an ambulance
and take her to a hospital, where she'd have to show some
identification.

That couldn't happen. It
would get back to Dominick.

She couldn't let him find
her.

She pushed herself to her feet,
ignoring the shivery weakness in her knees. She forced herself to
stand straight, checking her clothes one more time for blood. Her
elbow was a mess, but she'd worn a burgundy blouse to work that
morning by some stroke of good fortune. In the dark, at least, the
stain might be mistaken for water.

She was drenched to the bone as it
was, already shivering. But she couldn't give into weakness. She
started moving slowly among the bodies scattered down the hillside,
trying to pass as a bystander trying to help instead of one of the
victims.

She forced herself to look around,
to take in the full scale of the accident she'd been lucky to
escape alive. The bus had rolled at least two or three times and
split open in the middle, spilling people onto the steep incline of
the ravine. Part of the bus lay on its side about halfway down, not
far from where she'd ended up herself. The front section of the bus
had slid a few dozen yards further to land half-submerged in the
swollen river at the bottom of the ravine.

Black water roiled around the bus's
carcass, weaving through the broken hull and pouring through the
shattered windows. Carly's heart clutched as she saw the current
suck something through the window.

Something that looked a lot like a
body.

Before she could alert the
rescuers, she saw a half-dozen men and women converge at the river,
forming a human chain to safely navigate inside the washed-out hulk
of the bus. As she watched, several more rescuers ran past her to
join the group.

From nearby, a voice carried to
where Carly stood. "That's the fourth one I've seen washed out of
that bus since we got here. They'll be finding bodies downriver for
months."

Carly gazed across the crash site
to where Steve lay, still and now alone, beyond anyone's help. His
family would be one of the lucky ones. They'd have a body to
bury.

As she stood there, tears spilling
over her rain-damp cheeks, a terrible, perfect idea bloomed and
spread in her shell-shocked brain.

She'd thought she didn't want
anyone to find her.

But maybe it would be better if
someone did.

 


 


STEVE HAD
DIED IN the rain. Ironic that he was
buried on the sunniest day Bangor, Georgia, had seen in a
week.

As one of his cousin's
pallbearers, Bangor Chief of Police Wes Hollingsworth was glad not
to be wading through red clay mud at the mouth of the new-turned
grave. But the sunshine seemed cruel, somehow, beating down on the
mourners gathered at the funeral tent.

Under the tent's shade, his aunt
and uncle sat in broken silence, gazing at the casket, the glare
from the shiny chrome fittings washing their faces with ethereal
light. Steve's sister Beth sat between her husband Ray and her
mother, mute grief turning her face to stone.

Steve should never have left
Bangor. Wes understood all the reasons why his cousin had fled the
sleepy town as soon as he could, sympathized with the craving for
bigger horizons, for excitement and adventure. Wes had made his own
escape from Bangor several years back.

Unlike Steve, he'd lived long
enough to regret the choice.

Long enough to come back home where
he belonged.

The pastor finished the
benediction, and the family rose to say their final goodbyes. Wes
fell into line, glancing across the gravesite to where his father
sat, his right hand curled into a claw against his side. J.B. could
have joined the small procession—he wasn't wheelchair bound—but
Wes's father was too proud to gimp along in front of his neighbors
and family.

He'd wait there in that hard metal
chair until most of the crowd had dispersed before he ambled back
to Wes's truck. Then he'd come up with a dozen different excuses to
wait until everyone was gone before he'd let Wes help him into the
cab.

That's how it always went, those
times he'd bother to get out of the house at all. Nothing had
changed, not for ten long years.

Nothing ever changed around
Bangor.

Then Wes saw the
brunette.

She wore black, a knee-length
skirt, elbow-length sleeves and a modest scoop neck, none of which
hid the fact that she was a stunner. Her shimmery black blouse
molded over her high, firm breasts and tucked at the waist to
emphasize her flat belly and flaring hips. From the knee down, her
shapely calves and slender ankles promised that the thighs hidden
beneath the narrow skirt would be just as toned and tempting. Her
dark hair lay twisted in a neat coil that emphasized her long,
graceful neck and stunning bone structure.

A low whistle to Wes's left
indicated he wasn't the only man in Bangor to have noticed the
newcomer. He glanced at Neely Boyd, one of his deputies, who'd also
been one of the pallbearers. Neely shot Wes a guilty look and
plastered a somber expression on his face.

The family procession moved past
the casket and into the sunlight, breaking out of the formal line
into small clusters as friends and acquaintances moved forward to
offer comfort and hugs. As Wes moved through the crowd toward where
his aunt and uncle stood, he saw the brunette heading in the same
direction. Though she moved slowly, reluctance clear in her
expression, the mourners made room as she passed, as if the sheer
force of her presence sent out a rippling wake, clearing the
way.

She reached the Stricklands at the
same time Wes did. She spared him a quick, curious glance before
turning to his Aunt Bonnie. "Mrs. Strickland?"

Definitely a Yankee. Easterner.
Philly, maybe New Jersey. South, not north. He'd developed an ear
for accents during his four years in the Marines, collecting
drawls, brogues and honks like some guys collected bottle caps or
baseball cards.

Aunt Bonnie looked up at the taller
woman, her expression wary. "Yes. I'm sorry, do we know each
other?"

The brunette gave a little
half-smile, her cheeks growing pink beneath the older woman's gaze.
"No, we haven't met. I knew your son Steve."

"You knew Stevie?" Warmth spilled
into his aunt's eyes, chasing away the wariness.

Wes's heart sank. Here we go
again.

The brunette placed her
slim-fingered hand over Bonnie's. "I was on the bus with him when
it crashed. He wanted—"

Bonnie's breath hitched. "Were you
with him when . . . ?"

Wes took a step forward, a finger
of unease sliding down the back of his neck. There was something in
the brunette's voice when she spoke of Steve, a glimmer of
intimacy, as if to suggest, oh-so-subtly, that her friendship with
Steve was a little deeper than she let on.

Wes knew better. He'd talked to
Steve a week before his death, and there hadn't been anybody in his
life. Definitely not a brunette with a showgirl's body and sea
green eyes.

He placed himself between his aunt
and the newcomer, holding out his hand. "I'm Wes Hollingsworth.
Steve's cousin. And you are?"

Her green eyes met his gaze. Her
expression was neutral, even guileless, but those eyes were deep
and unfathomable. She took his hand. "Carly Devlin. A friend of
Steve's."

Her hand was warm, her grip strong.
Heat seeped into his palm where their hands touched.

Her eyes darkened and her hand
curled into a fist. She pressed it against her leg and cleared her
throat. "Steve told me about you." Though her expression betrayed a
flicker of anxiety, her voice still held a hint of intimacy, like
she knew something he didn't.

Only he was pretty sure it was the
other way around.

"Were you with our boy when he
died?" Floyd asked.

Carly looked up at Wes's uncle,
moisture pooling in her eyes. Either she was the best actress this
side of Hollywood, or she was fighting with real emotion. Wes was
leaning toward the former, but he had to admit that a less
suspicious man would fall for the weepy act without
hesitation.

"I wasn't with him at the end,"
she admitted, her voice quiet. "He'd lost consciousness and his
heart was failing. A doctor—a guy who saw the crash—was with him.
But Steve never regained consciousness, as far as I know." She
licked her full pink lips, a hint of uneasiness creeping into her
expression. "I know this is a bad time and place to introduce
myself—I didn't realize when I arrived that the funeral would be
today. I guess I could have waited at your house until you got
back, but there's not really a good time—"

"Don't fret yourself." Bonnie took
Carly's hand in hers. "You're Steve's friend. You're welcome here
any time. Why don't you come back to the house with us? We don't
know enough of Steve's friends."

Wes looked at his aunt with alarm,
recognizing the telltale signs, the open warmth in the older
woman's voice, the fluttering hands itching to be of use. Bonnie
Hollingsworth Strickland was a born nurturer, and if the people
around her didn't keep her in check, she'd take in every stray,
animal or human, who passed by her door. The trait was worse under
stress, and God knows, losing her only son in an accident qualified
as stress.

Wes looked to Floyd, hoping his
uncle realized what was happening, but Floyd's face held only a
sad, understandable eagerness. Carly Devlin claimed she'd been with
Steve at the last. No doubt Floyd was thinking maybe Steve had said
something, had given Carly some sort of message they could tuck
away in their hearts and their memories to comfort them over the
hard months to come.

Even Steve's sister Beth, who had
more of Wes's native wariness than her parents, looked interested
in what Carly Devlin had to say.

"It's just the family," Bonnie was
saying, already tucking her arm into the crook of Carly's. "Did you
drive here?"

Carly shook her head, glancing
toward Wes. The look of distress on her face could mean anything,
from genuine discomfort at insinuating herself into a private
family moment to worry that Wes saw through whatever scheme she was
hatching to take advantage of his aunt and uncle. Her green eyes
narrowed as she spoke. "I rode the bus in from Savannah." Her face
paled, lines marring her smooth brow. "I don't know why I didn't
consider how hard it would be, getting back on a bus. But I had to
come here."

For the first time, Wes believed
her without reservation. She couldn't have faked the haggard look
that crossed her face when she spoke of riding the bus to Bangor.
He believed her when she said she'd braved reentering the belly of
the diesel beast because she had to come to Bangor.

The question was, why?

 


 


THE
STRICKLANDS' HOUSE WAS a mirror of the
people themselves, solid, simple, warm and inviting. A stone porch
spanned the front of the clapboard house, the grays, browns and
duns a pleasing foil for the moss green of the wood
siding.

Carly followed Steve's family
through the sagging screened door, trying to ignore the laser force
of Wes Hollingsworth's suspicious glare. Scalp prickling, she
focused on the sprawling living room on the other side of the
screen door, an over-stuffed museum of country kitsch, from the
carved wooden owl perched on the pine mantle over the soot-black
fireplace to the brown- and gold-checked sofa backed up against the
far wall.

Warm, buttery aromas wafted from
somewhere near the back of the house. A tall, rail-thin woman came
into the living room in its wake, wiping her hands on her apron.
She gave Steve's sister Beth a hug and turned a tight, sympathetic
smile toward Bonnie Strickland. "I've got everything set up in the
kitchen. Y'all want me to stay around and help you clean
up?"

Bonnie returned the smile, but
Carly could see the strain in her red-rimmed eyes. "Oh, Maddie,
don't you even think about cleanin' up for us. I'll be happy to
have something to keep me busy. But aren't you going to stay and
eat?"

Maddie shook her head. "Royce is
supposed to be coming in this afternoon. Haven't seen him in a
week. I promised I'd have him a hot meal on the table when he got
here." She gave Bonnie a quick hug and glanced toward Carly, her
blue eyes narrowing slightly. It was an expression Carly was
getting used to. She'd seen it enough times during her trip
south.

She was an outsider.

Bonnie turned to Carly. "Oh, where
are my manners? Maddie, this is Carly Devlin. Carly, this is Maddie
Bagwell. Carly was a friend of Steve's, Maddie."

Carly tried not to flinch at the
way Bonnie Strickland pronounced the word "friend." She might as
well have called her Steve's girlfriend.

And whose fault is that?
a mean little voice whispered inside her
head.

Maddie gave Carly a brief, reserved
smile. "Nice to meet you, Carly. It was good of you to come down
for the funeral." She turned back to Bonnie. "I'll be at the house
if you need me." She gave Steve's mother another hug and left, the
screen door slapping shut behind her.

Carly glanced at Steve's
cousin Wes, who stood at the mantle, arms crossed, his gaze never
leaving her, even when she caught him looking. He wasn't
smiling.

Definitely not as
hospitable as the rest of the family, she thought. Too bad; he was
good-looking in that corn-fed, aw-shucks way that reminded her of a
few of the country boys she'd met in college. Earnest,
hard-working, charming if you liked the type. Occasionally she
had.

His hair was as dark as
hers but sun-kissed with streaks of honey brown a woman would
gladly spend eighty dollars to replicate in a salon. He wore it
short, the top just long enough to hint at natural waviness. His
even features were roughhewn enough to be masculine rather than
merely handsome, and his lean, muscular body suggested he was no
stranger to physical labor.

But his eyes were his most
striking feature, dark and intense, with mysteries roiling in their
murky depths. Wes didn't trust her; she could tell that without
having to look any deeper. Definitely didn't buy into his aunt's
assumption that Carly had been Steve's "friend."

She'd have to live with that.
After all, Wes couldn't know what kind of relationship she'd had
with Steve, could he?

During the hour she and Steve had
shared together on the bus out of Atlantic City, Steve had
practically told her his life story, all about the little Georgia
town he'd outgrown somewhere around the time he graduated from high
school, about the family he'd left behind. He'd been clear that
he'd been estranged from them. He'd been equally clear about his
regrets.

What were the odds he'd have
spilled his guts about his love life to his cousin?

As guilty as it made her feel, it
was probably in her best interest to let the Stricklands think she
and Steve had been more than friends. She needed a place to lay
low, to make a little money and save up some cash so she could move
on to another town when Bangor, Georgia lost its charm or its
safety in a week or two. Steve had told her his parents owned a
store. If they offered her a job on the strength of their mistaken
assumption that she might one day have been their daughter-in-law,
she could live with it.

She'd have to.

"Wes, why don't you go get Carly's
bags out of Floyd's car?" Bonnie reached for Carly's hand, catching
her by surprise. "You'll stay here with us while you're in town,
all right? I won't take no for an answer. I can make up Beth's old
bed. There's plenty of room, and it has a nice view of the woods
out back."

Carly started to shake her head,
but Wes's look of sheer horror was annoying enough to shout down
her guilty conscience.

What could it hurt to accept a
little Southern hospitality while she was in town? She'd help out
Bonnie over the next couple of days, show she could be a good,
trustworthy worker. Look into a job at the hardware store or maybe
some other place in town, something that would pay enough for her
to rent a room somewhere and maybe sock a little away until she
could figure out what to do next. She'd make sure the Stricklands
didn't regret their kindness. What could it hurt?

"If it's no trouble," she found
herself saying, her voice tight and raspy.

"It would be so good to have a
young person around the house again, wouldn't it,
Floyd?"

Carly glanced at Floyd Strickland,
steeling herself for an echo of his nephew Wes's suspicion. But
Floyd only nodded, his red-rimmed eyes full of an eager curiosity
that made Carly's stomach turn flips.

Another glance at Wes made her
wish she'd given the envelope of cash to Steve's mother back at the
graveyard and gotten out of town while the getting was
good.

Maybe it wasn't too late to do just
that. She reached inside her purse, a long black vinyl bag she'd
bought for a buck in a thrift shop back in Virginia before she
headed south. The envelope she withdrew was a new one, a free
Priority Mail pouch she'd picked up in the post office in Savannah
because she couldn't give them the ten grand in the original
envelope.

The one stained red with their
son's blood.

She held the envelope out to Bonnie
Strickland. "Steve gave me this, before he died. He'd gone to a
casino in Atlantic City. One of those day trips. I wasn't with him
at the tables, so I'm not sure how he won this. But he wanted you
to have it."

Bonnie took the envelope and opened
it, her eyes widening as she caught sight of the cash inside. "My
goodness."

As Floyd, Beth and Beth's husband
moved closer to see what was in the envelope, Wes stepped forward,
taking the envelope from his aunt's shaking hands. His brows lifted
as he caught sight of the stack of bills inside. He shot Carly a
dark glare before turning his attention to a quick thumb-through of
the bills. "There's ten thousand dollars here."

Carly nodded. "Guess it was his
lucky day."

Five pained gazes turned to her,
and she flushed a deep, horrified red as she realized the
thoughtless cruelty of her flip comment. Mortification flooded
through her, turning her skin hot, then cold. "Oh, my God, I'm so
sorry, I didn't—"

Beth crossed to Carly, took her
hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. She smiled through a film of
tears. "I reckon Steve probably thought so, too. Until the
crash."

"He wanted to come home," Carly
blurted, shame loosening her tongue. "I think he was going to come
home, but—"

Wes pushed the envelope of money
into his uncle's hands and caught Carly by her elbow. Her skin
buzzed with a low-grade electrical charge, her fingers curling into
her palms. She felt the same tilt-a-whirl feeling she'd felt
earlier at the gravesite when they'd shaken hands. Off-balance,
almost the way she had when the casino tour bus had left the
asphalt and plummeted down the ravine.

Like the world had dropped out from
under her feet, pitching her into a dark, tumbling void.

That couldn't be good.

"Come show me where you left your
bags." Wes's grip on her arm tightened as he pushed her toward the
door.

Outside, she pulled her arm from
his grasp and glared up at him, trying to regain control over her
rubbery legs. "I don't like being manhandled."

"And I don't like
liars."

She took a breath, trying to steady
her rattled nerves. "I'm not lying. I was with Steve on the bus. He
gave me the money."

"Oh, that much I buy." Wes moved
closer, his tall, broad body swallowing her in its shadow. He
towered over her, a giant silhouette backlit by the sun, and spoke
in a low, gravelly growl. "But you definitely weren't Steve's
'friend.'"

She swallowed hard. "Maybe you
didn't know Steve as well as you think. I mean, I know he wasn't as
close as he'd like to be to his family."

"Not to his folks, no," Wes
agreed. He bent closer to her, near enough that she felt his warm
breath wash over her cheeks. "But Steve and I kept in touch. I
heard from him three weeks ago, and he definitely didn't have a new
'friend' in his life. And even if he had, it certainly wouldn't
have been you."

She bristled at the certainty in
his voice. What was he saying, that a nice Southern boy from a good
family wouldn't be caught dead dating some Yankee bimbo like
her?

"See," he added, his voice dropping
to a low, smug drawl, "Steve's last two 'friends' were named
Christopher and Sean."

As his words sank in, Carly's
heart plummeted to her knees.

"Steve was gay," he said. "And
you're a liar."


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


Consternation flitted across Carly
Devlin's face, confirming Wes's suspicion. "You didn't know he was
gay, did you?"

She looked up at him through a
thick fringe of black lashes and said nothing. A lock of hair had
slipped free of its pins, falling to coil along her cheek. Wes
thrust his hands in his pockets to foil the ridiculous urge to tuck
that lock of hair behind her ear.

"You met him for the first time on
the bus, right?"

Again, she said nothing, but he saw
the answer in her expressive green eyes. She looked away from him,
as if aware how much she was revealing with that wary
gaze.

"What'd you do, see him hit it big
at the craps table?" Using what his colleagues at the police
department called his "lull-the-perp" voice, Wes stepped closer,
willing her to look at him again. "Can't blame a girl for wanting
to get closer to the guy with ten grand burning a hole in his
pocket."

She did look at him then, eyes
flashing green fire. "If I wanted that ten grand, I could have
taken it when he gave it to me at the crash site. No one would have
ever known."

"But you let my aunt and uncle
think you were closer to Steve than you were. Why? What's in it for
you?"

She went pink again, lowering her
lashes to hide her eyes. "I could use a job. Steve told me they own
a store."

He huffed, surprised by the
answer. "You came all the way to little bitty Bangor, Georgia, for
a job? There are a whole lot more jobs in Savannah. They're bound
to pay more, too."

"I didn't want a job in a big
city."

"Funny, you seem like a big city
kind of girl."

"Maybe I don't want to be a big
city anymore," she said.

His head was starting to ache, not
entirely due to the hot sun beating down on the top of his bare
head. "Look, I don't know what kind of angle you're playing
here—"

"Who says there's an angle?" She
took a step back from him, taking her body heat and her light
floral scent with her.

Wes squelched the urge to close
the distance between them. "Everybody has an angle,
sugar."

"So, what's yours?" she
asked.

"We're not talking about
me."

"Maybe we should. You said
everybody has an angle—sugar. What's yours?" She cocked one perfect
black eyebrow at him, knocking his world off kilter.

Damn, she was good-looking. And
slippery as a swamp bass. Just when he thought he had her number,
she surprised him again.

His trousers were starting to feel
tight in the inseam. Hell, his whole body felt two sizes too small.
On the day of his cousin's funeral of all days.

He was lower than a
snake.

Her uplifted eyebrow forced him to
answer when all he wanted to do was run as far from her as
possible. "Actually, I have a couple of angles. I care about my
aunt and uncle. I don't like folks taking advantage of them. And
second," he added, pausing for full effect, "I'm the chief of
police here in Bangor. And we don't like con artists 'round
here."

Her lips curved in a wide smile,
baring straight white teeth and carving dimples in her cheeks. "You
like to throw your weight around, don't you, Chief Wes?" Her eyes
laughed at him. "Good ol' Chief Wes, who got hammered after his
senior prom and thought he saw a ghost at the old post office.
Yeah, Steve told me all about you, Chief Wes."

He hated the way she said "Chief
Wes," like he was some toothless hick sheriff with a rusty old
peashooter and a jailhouse full of nothing but moonshiners and
chicken thieves.

He had all his teeth and his gun
was a Glock 9mm, damn it.

The screen door creaked open
behind him. "Wes, what's takin' so long?"

He wiped the frown off his face and
turned to face his aunt. "Carly and I were just getting to know
each other."

Carly made a soft snickering sound
beside him, sending a flood of heat into his neck.

"Don't keep the girl out in the
heat, honey, she's not used to it. Carly, come on back inside. Wes
can find your things all by himself."

Ignoring the amused look Carly
shot him as she walked past him toward the porch, he let out a soft
litany of curses under his breath and went to his uncle's
car.

In the back seat, he found a
battered canvas tote, slightly larger than a gym bag. He glanced
over his shoulder in time to see Carly and Bonnie disappear inside
the house.

Lingering more than a minute or
two would raise suspicions, so he unzipped the bag and quickly
scanned the contents. Clothes, mostly. He wasn't much of an expert
on fashion, but the stuff seemed pretty average, except a
sun-warmed pair of silk panties that flowed over his fingers as he
felt around the bottom of the bag. They felt expensive.

Tucked in one corner of the bag he
found a small leather change pouch, full to bursting, and unzipped
it. Atop a handful of loose change, mostly quarters, he found a
large wad of bills.

He counted the bills. Around two
hundred and fifty in mostly tens and twenties, a few ones. A few
consecutive serial numbers, suggesting most of the cash came from
the same place. He memorized the first few digits; he'd check them
later against the cash Carly had given his aunt.

Beyond the money, there was nothing
else in the pouch. No credit cards, no i.d. Nothing to tell him who
she really was.

Replacing the money pouch, he
searched the rest of the bag, finding nothing of interest. With a
growl of frustration, he zipped up the bag, tucked it under his arm
and headed back for the house.

 


 


CARLY
FELT LIKE A CRIMINAL.

It wasn't just the way Wes's dark
eyes followed every movement she made, as if mentally sizing her
for leg irons. It was the way Bonnie Strickland smiled at her, a
sweet, teary smile utterly lacking in suspicion. The way Floyd
showed her Steve's room, going through the mementos and trophies,
the certificates and yearbooks, years of a life that had passed too
soon, and passed from their presence even sooner.

"He and Wes played baseball
together, pitcher and catcher. Steve had a good arm. Scouts came
from all over to watch him pitch his senior year." Floyd ran his
fingers over a scuffed baseball sitting atop a pine dresser. "He
just never seemed interested in pro ball."

"He liked art better," Carly
murmured, drawing on her memory of their conversation on the bus.
Steve Strickland had worked at an art gallery in
Richmond.

"Art, music—he tried his hand at
writing movies for a while. Never got far with that. He always
seemed to want something more than he had."

Carly's stomach twisted slightly.
She had that in common with Steve. Maybe that's why they'd hit it
off. Two kindred spirits, both searching for that something that
would make them finally stop rambling and settle
somewhere.

Carly had begun to think that
"something" didn't really exist. Life wasn't a race to the finish
line. There was no finish line, just leg after leg of the race.
Most of the time, that was fine with her. Nice scenery,
occasionally a friendly stranger to share a few miles of road with
her. Could be worse.

Could be trapped back at the
starting line, watching the other runners pass her by on their way
to new, exciting places.

"Wes put your things in Beth's
room." Floyd led her out into the hall and down to the next door.
Inside, she found a room decorated in pale yellow and accents of
green, including a windowsill garden of jade plants and ivy. A
yellow and white quilt lay atop the double bed. Wedding ring
pattern, she thought, remembering Granny Mairi's cream and coral
version of the same quilt. Fresh white linens lay folded atop the
quilt.

Everything looked homey. Like she
was part of the family.

Now she really felt like a
creep.

"Floyd, I need your help in the
kitchen." Bonnie stuck her head through the doorway, flashing Carly
a tear-stained smile. "I can't reach the aluminum foil. I was going
to send Wes home with a plate for J.B." She started to follow her
husband out when she caught sight of the folded linens on the
quilt. She stepped into the room, calling over her shoulder, "Wes,
why didn't you make Carly's bed for her?"

"I can do it," Carly said quickly,
gently steering Bonnie away from the bed. "You have so much to do,
and you did tell me to make myself at home. At home, I make my own
bed."

Fresh tears welled in Bonnie's
eyes, and she gave Carly a quick, impulsive hug before heading back
to the kitchen.

Carly's heart sank to somewhere
around her knees, weighted by shame. She dropped to the edge of the
bed, closing her eyes.

What had she been thinking, coming
here? Wes was right; she could have gotten a job in Savannah.
Nothing that paid well--she couldn't exactly give out her social
security number, now that she'd left her purse and I.D. at the edge
of the river. Someone would have found it and added her name—her
real name—to the victim's list. Dom Manning knew she'd hopped one
of the casino tour buses, since the casino security cameras would
have caught it. Agent Phillips surely knew, too. They'd both figure
her for dead.

They certainly wouldn't be looking
for her in Georgia, as long as she stayed of the books.

She could still go. Tell the
Stricklands she'd been wrong to impose on their hospitality and
then hitch a ride back to Savannah. Maybe Chief Wes would drive her
back there himself.

"Long day?"

She jumped at the sound of Wes's
voice, her eyes flying open. "Big lunches make me
sleepy."

He leaned against the doorjamb, a
lazy smile playing across his mouth, making her heart flip-flop.
"Sorry Floyd talked you into trying fried okra?"

She made a face. "I was fine until
he showed me what it looked like raw. Somebody should have told me
it was hairy."

Wes chuckled. "You should try it
boiled."

Something in his expression told
her she most certainly should not.

"It was good of you to help Bonnie
out after lunch. She enjoys having you here. Gives her something to
think about besides Steve." The words themselves were spoken in a
quiet, even tone, but Wes's dark eyes flashed a warning Carly heard
loud and clear. Hurt my family and you'll
be very sorry.

"I was thinking, you were right
about Savannah. I'm sure there are plenty of jobs there." Carly
licked her lips. "Could you give me a ride into the city
tomorrow?"

"No."

His refusal caught her by
surprise. "You'd rather I hitch a ride with some stranger, Chief
Wes?"

"You're not going anywhere. Not
yet." His voice was low and rimmed with steel. "You put yourself
into the middle of my family's grief. You can't just run away when
it gets messy."

Her throat felt tight. "I thought
you wanted me gone."

"Changed my mind." He pushed away
from the doorway, closing the distance between them in two long
strides. He stood over her, big and hard-eyed. "I think I like you
better where I can keep an eye on you. For now, at
least."

Though she bristled at his tone,
she could hardly blame him for his suspicion. He had good reason to
doubt her. Lifting her chin, she met his dark gaze. "Am I under
house arrest?"

"If I said yes, would you be good
and stay put?"

She didn't bother to reply. He
already knew the answer. She could see it in the half-smile
flirting with his lips.

A shiver of pure female awareness
skittered through her as he bent closer, parting those lips to
speak to her in soft, intimate tones. "I'm going to find out who
you are, Carly Devlin. I'm going to find out what you're
about."

Her stomach fluttered with unease,
not all of it alarm. She forced herself to smile, to give a flirty
tilt of her head and a little thrust of her breasts, tricks she'd
learned long ago, when it became clear that people were more
interested in what was in her bra than in her brain. "Knock
yourself out."

His eyes darkened. "You could save
us both a lot of trouble if you just came clean."

She crossed her legs, noting with
satisfaction his gaze following the slow, deliberate movement,
settling on the creamy expanse of thigh exposed as her skirt slid
back toward her lap. "But it's so much more fun this way. Don't you
think?"

He looked up sharply, his lips
tightening. "Not sure I'd use the word 'fun.'" He straightened up,
taking a step back, and she knew she'd won this round.

She tugged the hem of her skirt
back down to her knee and looked up at him with an innocent
half-smile. The spark of anger behind his dark eyes assured her
she'd struck her mark.

"I've got to head out."

"J.B.'s waiting?"

His brow wrinkled.

"Bonnie said you were taking
supper to J.B. A friend?"

He shook his head. "My
dad."

There was a story behind the sudden
current of sadness that drifted through his expression. If small
towns down here below the Mason-Dixon Line were like small towns up
north, she'd hear that story before long.

It was one advantage she had over
Wes Hollingsworth, she reflected. What secrets he had, she'd
uncover a whole lot sooner than he'd uncover hers. Especially if he
was looking for someone named Carly Devlin.

 


 


"YOU
SHOULD HAVE COME with me to Aunt
Bonnie's." Wes placed a glass of iced tea on the table at his
father's elbow.

J.B. made a growly noise and
fumbled with his fork. Ten years after the stroke, he still hadn't
quite mastered eating left-handed. His right hand had long ago
curled into a useless claw, thanks to his refusal of any physical
therapy.

"It's dead," he insisted whenever
Wes tried to get him to try to exercises the therapist suggested to
re-stimulate his paralyzed hand. In a room at the back of the
house, a couple of boxes full of peg boards, marbles, squeeze toys,
all the things the therapist had suggested might help him relearn
to use his crippled hand, lay covered with dust, untouched for
years.

J.B. had learned to walk again out
of sheer pride, hating the walker they'd given him at the hospital.
But he'd never conquered the rolling, unsteady gait that came from
having one leg neither fully dead nor fully alive.

Wes turned a chair around and
straddled it, facing his father. "Ardelean Guthrie asked about you.
She told me to be sure you got a piece of her pecan
pie."

J.B. grunted and shoveled a
spoonful of squash casserole into his mouth.

"You remember Miss Ardelean's pie.
You used to buy a slice every time the Ladies' Auxiliary had a bake
sale." Wes tried to keep impatience from spilling into his voice.
"She says Ludlow asked you to go with him to the V.F.W. meeting
next Saturday but you wouldn't go."

"Bunch of old farts pretending
they're war heroes."

"Most of them were, J.B." Anger
eclipsed impatience. "You damned well know it."

"You gonna jaw me to death or let
me eat in peace?"

Sucking a deep breath through his
nose, Wes pushed back from the table and crossed to the stove in
two angry strides. He replaced the aluminum foil over the dishes of
food Aunt Bonnie had sent with him. Over the last few days, as word
of Steve's death spread, neighbors and friends had dropped by
casseroles and cold plates, cooked hams and meat loaves, more than
Bonnie and Floyd would ever get through, even with their unexpected
guest joining them for meals.

He carried the dishes to his
father's refrigerator, trying to put Carly Devlin's creamy,
well-toned thigh out of his mind. The little wretch had known
exactly what she was doing, pulling that sexy leg-crossing
maneuver. God knows what other tricks she had in her
arsenal.

He glanced at his watch. Nearly
five. He hadn't planned to go to the station today because of the
funeral. But that was before Carly Devlin had sashayed her way into
his cousin's wake.

The least he could do for Bonnie
and Floyd was make a few calls, find out just what kind of woman
they'd welcomed into their house.

 


 


BONNIE
WAS CRYING, a soft, hiccoughing noise,
barely audible through the wall separating the Strickland's bedroom
from the one where Carly lay, trying to will herself to
sleep.

She shouldn't have let Wes bully
her into staying around. He'd been wrong; having Carly around
didn't seem to be giving Bonnie Strickland much comfort at all,
only a constant, bitter reminder of what she'd lost.

She should just go. Pack up, sneak
out of the house and walk to the main highway. It was a little
after ten. Most traffic on the four lane would be tractor-trailers.
She'd heard truckers were salt of the earth—surely one would give
her a ride back to Savannah without turning out to be a serial
killer.

If not, she'd keep walking until
she found another place to hole up for the night.

Making the decision filled her with
a palpable sense of relief, a giddy bubble of freedom rising in her
throat. She threw on a pair of jeans and the only sneakers she'd
bought at the thrift store and shrugged into a long-sleeved
overshirt in case August nights in Georgia weren't as warm as folks
claimed. She tossed the rest of her things into her bag and padded
quietly toward the bedroom door.

She was almost out the door when
she realized she'd left the bed a mess.

Guilt prickled a path down her
spine. No way was she going to leave poor Mrs. Strickland with an
unmade bed. Not after all the poor woman had done to make her feel
welcome, on a day like today of all days.

She made quick work of the bedding,
straightening the quilt over the sheets and patting it flat with a
soft slap. Satisfied that she'd done what she could to keep the
promise she'd made to Steve, she slipped through the bedroom door
and headed toward the porch door.

The door unlocked silently. But try
as she might to ease the screen door open, the hinges still made a
low, groaning noise as she edged out onto the stone porch. She
paused in the doorway, listening behind her for noise from inside
the house. When she was certain Bonnie and Floyd hadn't heard her
exit, she closed the door behind her and headed for the
steps.

She was almost to the railing when
a low voice asked, "Going somewhere?"

Her heart stuttered. Blackness
edged her vision, blotting out the pale blue light of the moon
spilling across the stone porch. She clutched the porch rail to
keep from falling.

He found me. Oh God, Dominick
found me.

"Carly?"

Her heart started beating again.
He'd said Carly. Not Lottie. She took a deep breath and turned
around.

At the end of the porch, Wes
Hollingsworth sat in a weathered rocking chair, his arms dangling
so low that his fingertips brushed the porch floor. His legs
stretched in front of him, muscular and lean in a pair of faded
Levis. Moonlight bathed half his face, leaving the other half in
shadow.

Carly's heart rate evened out, but
a different sort of nervous energy sluiced through her to replace
the first jolt of fear. Wes Hollingsworth might not be Dominick
Manning, but he was dangerous in another way entirely.

"You're not going to tell me why
you're sneaking out of my aunt's house in the middle of the
night?"

"It's barely after ten," she said
softly.

"Stop arguing semantics,
Jersey."

"Bonnie's crying," she said softly,
as if that explained everything. Maybe it did.

Wes's expression shifted, etched
with pain. "She just lost her son."

"And I'm a constant
reminder."

Wes unfolded himself and moved
toward her in deliberate strides, his boots clicking on the stone
porch floor. "Right now, breathing's a constant reminder,
sugar."

She told herself that she hated
when he called her that. Demeaning, chauvinistic, condescending—and
sexy as sin. She licked her lips as he moved closer, his body heat
curling around her. "I'm not doing anybody any good being
here."

"Not even yourself?"

She shook her head. Especially not
herself.

"I called the sheriff up in
Bollingwood, Virginia," he said. She recognized the name of the
town closest to the bus crash site. "We went over the tour bus
manifest over the phone. There wasn't a Carly Devlin on the
list."

She relaxed a little. "There
wouldn't have been."

He quirked an eyebrow. "Why
not?"

For the first time since she'd
arrived in Bangor, Georgia, the truth was her best ally. "Because I
sneaked on the bus in Atlantic City."

 


 


AGENT JIM
PHILLIPS STARED at the waterlogged bag
lying on the steel morgue tray, his heart sinking.

Banks, the morgue attendant who'd
let him into the exam room after hours, yawned and scratched his
belly. "That what you're lookin' for?"

Phillips drew a pen from his
breast pocket and slid it beneath the flap of the pink
faux-alligator bag. Inside lay a flat black wallet, a tube of
lipstick, a little plastic container of melted breath mints and a
cheap ball point pen. He pulled the wallet out with the tip of his
own pen, reaching for a box of latex gloves sitting on the end of
the morgue tray. Snapping on the gloves, he carefully opened the
wallet.

Anything in the wallet that had
been made of paper was soaked through and illegible, but three
plastic credit cards and a driver's license remained
intact.

Phillips looked at the driver's
license photo first. It was Lottie, all right. Wavy black hair,
sea-green eyes, and a face that even the D.M.V. couldn't render
anything but gorgeous. He glanced at the name and vital statistics
just to be sure, then released a disappointed sigh.

"Why'd you go and run, Lottie?" he
murmured to the pretty girl in the driver's license photo, ignoring
the look Banks shot him. He considered, briefly, the idea that
Dominick Manning had found a way to rig the bus to wreck, but the
facts didn't lend themselves to such a theory. Manning couldn't
have made the big rig jackknife at just that point on the highway,
for one thing.

And nobody had known she was going
to make a run for it.

It was supposed to have been just
another Tuesday at the Palais Royale Casino. That was how he'd told
Lottie to play it. Let Manning continue to believe she was just the
clueless little bookkeeper pulling another eight hours of crunching
numbers while in face, she was gathering evidence to put Dom
Manning in prison where he belonged. But Phillips should have known
Lottie would play it her own way.

The last time they'd met, he'd seen
leaving on her mind.

 


 


"I WAS
GETTING TIRED OF New Jersey." Carly sat on
the top step of the porch, her face lifted toward the moon. The
cool, blue light turned her features to alabaster, like a statue of
some mysterious, ancient goddess frozen in time.

Wes lowered himself beside her,
wrapping his arms loosely around his knees. "And you figured south
was the way to go?"

She gave a little shrug. "Already
been north."

"Any particular reason you wanted
to leave Atlantic City in a hurry?"

She made a short, waving gesture
that could have meant just about anything. "Why does anyone leave
Atlantic City?"

"The money ran out?"

"Something like that."

He digested her answer, testing it
for believability. He wasn't quite sure why he was bothering to
give her the benefit of doubt; normally he was the suspicious sort.
He was a cop. Came with the territory.

And there was at least one problem
with her version of the story: he'd found in her bag. Folks with
two hundred bucks on them didn't risk sneaking aboard a chartered
bus. Two hundred would've paid for a ticket on Greyhound
and a cheap motel room
for a couple of nights, giving her time to find work in a place
like Charlotte or Atlanta.

Anywhere but Bangor, Georgia, where
the biggest business in town was the lumber mill south of Hollow
Road.

And that was problem number two.
Nobody came to
Bangor, Georgia. They came from Bangor, came through Bangor,
sometimes even came back to Bangor, as he had. But nobody from the
outside ever came to Bangor on purpose. Not to stay.

His sad excuse for a sex life was
proof of that.

"Did you lose big at the
tables?"

She glanced his way. "The numbers
weren't on my side."

Odd way of putting it. "I hear the
house always wins."

She tucked her legs up, resting her
chin on one knee. "So they say."

Her vague answers annoyed him.
"What's your game, blackjack or craps?"

She turned her head to look at
him, her eyes glimmering in the moonlight. "What's
your game, good cop or
bad cop?"

He leaned toward her, noting with
satisfaction the way her pupils widened until only a narrow edge of
moonlit silver rimmed the dark center. "Which do you
prefer?"

She leaned away, turning her face
back to the moon. "I'm not in the mood for playing. I wouldn't
think you'd be, either, since you just buried your
cousin."

The words were designed to hurt.
Wes had to admit they met their mark. He leaned away, resting his
head against the porch rail post.

He'd offered to identify Steve's
remains, not wanting his aunt and uncle to have to see his cousin's
body before the funeral home had time to make him look like the son
they remembered. He flew north on the bus company's dime to
identify his cousin, relieved to find that his wounds wouldn't be
hard to conceal. Easier on the family that way.

Not many families had been as
lucky. Some were still waiting, might be waiting for months or
years for their loved ones to finally wash ashore downriver from
the crash site.

"Does your family know you're
okay?" he asked Carly.

She sat silent a moment, her face
still lifted toward the silvery moon. "Nobody's worrying where I
am."

She probably hadn't intended the
faint note of sadness that rasped along the edge of her voice. He'd
known her less than a day and already he knew that much about her.
She'd see vulnerability as weakness, unless she was wielding it as
a weapon.

"What kind of job are you going to
look for?" he asked.

"Here or in Savannah?"

"Either."

She nibbled her lower lip. "I did
some bookkeeping back in New Jersey. Some retail sales, that sort
of thing."

"Do you have a resume with you? Any
references?" He watched carefully for her reaction.

She shrugged. "I've never had
trouble getting a job without those things."

Looking at her now, a moon-bathed
goddess, he believed it. A woman who looked like Carly Devlin
wouldn't have trouble getting a job. She probably wouldn't even
have trouble keeping it, if she was halfway competent.

"You should talk to Floyd in the
morning. He might have an opening at the hardware store." Even as
the words left his lips, he couldn't believe he'd uttered them. Had
he just offered this secretive stranger a job at his uncle's
store?

She turned her head to look at
him, as surprised as he was by the suggestion. "Didn't think that
one through, did you?"

He gave a bark of laughter,
suddenly feeling lightheaded.

Lightheaded, hell. Knocked flat on
his ass.

Carly Devlin might not turn out to
be a criminal, but she was one hell of a dangerous
woman.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


"I know it doesn't seem like a lot
of money, but we've been having a few lean months." Floyd leaned
against the checkout counter, offering a rueful
half-smile.

It wasn't much money, but Carly was
grateful to have it. She was certainly in no position to quibble
about her salary. She'd managed to put off talk about W-2 forms and
Social Security numbers for the moment by promising to get the
information to Floyd when she got her missing I.D. sorted
out.

At least she had a place to stay.
The Stricklands had insisted that she continue living with them to
save money. Carly would have taken the job for half the salary
Floyd was offering just to pay them back for their hospitality. In
addition to the part time job at the hardware store, she was
helping Bonnie around the house as well, and she still didn't feel
like she was doing enough..

But she wasn't going to be there
much longer, right? Just long enough to add back a little money to
her dwindling stash of cash and figure out where to go next. She'd
be out of their hair soon.

"The place looks pretty busy to
me," she commented, noting multiple customers in all four of the
store's narrow, well-stocked aisles. It was two p.m. on a
Wednesday, not exactly what she'd call a high traffic period for
small town retail, but the store was buzzing with
activity.

"Maybe folks just aren't buying as
much while they're here. Tough economy around these parts." Floyd
shrugged and finished punching her name into a plastic
label.

Odd, Carly thought. She hadn't
noticed many signs of a tough economy around town as they drove
through on the way to the store. "Do you keep your own
books?"

"No, I'm no good with numbers.
Wes's daddy used to do the books for me, until his stroke. Now
Sherry handles that kind of stuff." He stuck the label on a plastic
nametag and handed it to her. "There you go, all
official."

Carly pinned the tag to her last
clean blouse and managed a smile. "Who's Sherry?"

"Sherry Clayton." Floyd pointed
toward aisle three, where a woman was stocking boxes. She was in
her mid-thirties, well-preserved, although her hair was a bit
over-teased and the wrong shade of blond for her skin tone. Aging
beauty queen, Carly pegged her. Probably Miss Bangor about fifteen
years back.

She stifled a laugh. Miss
Bangor—not a name you wanted plastered on your torso during the
swimsuit competition. "Does she know much about keeping
books?"

"Well, she's pretty good at math.
She's been keeping my books, taking care of invoices, that sort of
thing, for almost a year now."

"I bet I'm better," Carly said
without thinking.

Floyd gave her an odd look. "At
math?"

"I have a degree in accounting,"
she admitted, half-hoping he'd offer her a bookkeeping job.
Anything to get out of this extremely unattractive red uniform
vest.

He laughed, until he realized she
was serious. "You do?"

"I do. Richard Stockton College of
New Jersey, class of—" She stopped, not willing to give out too
many details. "Class of a lot farther back than I like to
admit."

"You sure don't look like any
accountant I ever knew."

Carly sighed. She got that a lot.
"I could take a look at your books, see if there's anything out of
place. Maybe business is better than you think."

For the first time since they'd
met, Floyd looked wary. "Let's see how you do selling hammers
first."

Carly knew not to push it. She was
already living on borrowed time with the Stricklands. All that was
keeping them from asking hard questions was Bonnie's pathological
hospitality and their need to have a little piece of their dead son
around, in whatever form. But the longer she stayed, the harder it
would be to dodge the truth.

And the hard questions sexy Chief
Wes was already asking.

The bell on the front door
jangled. Floyd looked up and grinned. "There's your first customer.
Go sell him a power tool."

Carly turned around to find Wes
Hollingsworth striding up the aisle toward her, dressed in a white
shirt, sleeves rolled to his elbows to accommodate the heat, and a
pair of muscle-hugging charcoal trousers. Not quite the jeans he'd
filled out so nicely last night on the front porch. But not
bad.

His dark gaze swept over her
bright red vest and crisp blue nametag and he grinned.

She took a deep breath and plunged
in. "Welcome to Strickland Hardware. May I interest you in a band
saw?"

"That's okay. I have one at home."
Wes lowered his voice. "I see you suckered Floyd into giving you a
job."

"If you saw my salary, you wouldn't
call him the sucker."

"Well, you do get free room and
board. It's a trade-off."

Carly lifted her chin. "Did you
come here to make a purchase or to give me a hard time?"

"I like to think I'm still man
enough to manage both."

Oh, he was man enough for just
about anything, she suspected.

"Hey, Wes." Sherry stopped
stocking whatever it was she was stocking on aisle three and walked
toward them, gazing at Wes with a hunger Carly had seen only a few
times before. In starving dogs a few days past their last
meal.

Well, well. Miss Bangor had herself
a jones for the chief.

"Hi, Sherry." Wes gave a polite
nod. "How's your mama?"

"Doin' fine. She's over in Savannah
visitin' her sister."

Thrust your boobs out any
more, Carly thought, and you'll topple over. She glanced
at Wes to see if Miss Bangor's contortions were having an effect.
But he was looking at Carly instead, eyes narrowed as if trying to
figure her out.

Floyd came around the counter,
carrying a large cardboard box labeled "One-inch Nails." As he
passed Sherry, he said, "A new stack of invoices came in the mail.
Get Josh to stock those new hose attachments for you and head on
back to the office."

"Right on it." Sherry
turned—rather reluctantly, Carly thought—and headed in search of
whoever Josh was. Carly hadn't met all of her co-workers
yet.

Wes leaned in toward Carly. "So,
how're you going to work here without any I.D.? Or do you plan to
dodge the I.R.S.?"

She looked up sharply. "What makes
you think I don't have I.D.?" Most people wouldn't have noticed the
little flicker of guilt that flashed across Wes's face. But Carly
wasn't most people. Reading people happened to be one of her better
life skills. "What did you do, search my bag?"

Wes looked away, pretending
interest in an electric drill on a nearby display table. "I just
figured maybe with the bus crash, you'd lost a few
things."

"You did search my bag. You sneak." She
gave his arm a push. "I don't remember seeing a search
warrant."

His dark gaze swung around to her
again. "Calm down, Perry Mason. You're not under arrest or
anything. Yet."

She grimaced. "I can't figure you
out, Chief Wes." She hid a smile as he reacted to her sarcastic use
of his job title, making a note to use it often. "You tell me to
ask your uncle for a job, then you hurry down here to make sure I
stink at it."

"I just came here to buy some
batteries. For my flashlight." He smiled at her, an odd sparkle in
his dark eyes. "Don't want it to give out on a fellow in the
dark."

Was there a sexual innuendo in
there somewhere? His tone of voice and the laughter in his eyes
suggested yes. She arched one eyebrow and returned the smile with a
knowing one of her own. "But in a little town like this, does your
flashlight really get that much of a workout?"

Grinning, Wes opened his mouth to
reply, but Floyd walked up, carrying a carton of nails, and stopped
beside them. "You buyin' something, boy, or are you just here to
hog my new salesgirl's time?"

"He's looking for batteries for
his flashlight," Carly supplied helpfully, cutting her eyes at
Wes.

Floyd gave Wes an odd look. "Aisle
two, same as always, boy. Do I have to load them into your
flashlight myself?"

A look of horror flashed across
Wes's face. Carly bit back a delighted snort of
laughter.

"No sir, I've got it covered." Wes
gave Carly a warning look and retreated to aisle two.

Floyd shifted the carton of nails
in his arms and leaned toward Carly. "He don't usually come 'round
here during the week. And I know he don't need batteries. He just
bought a box last week. Why do you reckon he's really here?" Floyd
winked at her and headed down aisle four with the carton of
nails.

Floyd, you matchmaking devil,
you. Carly shook her head, amused. Of
course, she knew better. Wes Hollingsworth's interest in her wasn't
at all romantic. He might sugar-coat his questions with a dash of
flirtation, but Carly knew an interrogation when she met
one.

She couldn't afford to be suckered
in by his charms, no matter how good he looked in a pair of
jeans.

 


 


"YOU
OUGHT TO PACK UP a couple of plates for
you and your daddy," Bonnie suggested as she pulled covered dishes
from the refrigerator. "We're never going to be able to eat it all,
and I hate to see it go to waste."

Wes leaned against the kitchen
counter, trying to ignore his growling stomach. He'd skipped lunch
just to catch up on the backlog of paper work that had piled up
during the time he'd taken off to deal with Steve's death. Not to
mention the time he'd spent trying to figure out what Carly Devlin
was really up to.

"I took J.B. enough food last
night to keep him fed for a week. But if you want, I could carry
some of the extra food over to Shannon Burgess. She had to go on
maternity leave from the fabric store last week, and I doubt Jimmy
Wayne left her much in the way of life insurance or a
pension."

Bonnie's eyes welled up. "Young
folks shouldn't go before their mamas and daddies. It's just not
right."

Wes put his arm around his aunt's
shoulders. "No, it's not." He kissed her cheek.

Bonnie dabbed at her eyes with a
napkin. "Well, I think giving the extra food to Shannon is a fine
idea. I don't imagine her folks or Jimmy's have much to spare to
help her out. I'll pack up a big basket before you head out." She
reached into the refrigerator for another dish. "You gonna stay for
supper? Floyd and Carly will be home in a few minutes."

"About Carly—" Wes rescued the
foil-covered roasting pan that was about to slide from Bonnie's
grip and laid it on the counter by the stove. "Are you sure it's a
good idea, letting her stay here with y'all? You don't really know
much about her, do you?"

"I like her. She's a real sweet
girl. It's a comfort to have someone so young and pretty around.
Helps me keep my mind off everything." Bonnie's eyes filled again,
making Wes feel like a heel.

"I don't like how she just showed
up at the funeral without even calling ahead to let anybody know
she was coming." Not to mention letting everybody think she was
closer to Steve than she was, but Wes hesitated to tell Bonnie
about that.

"Well, heavens, Wes, why don't you
shoot the girl for not mindin' her manners?" Bonnie lifted sheets
of foil from each of the covered dishes, picking out the items she
wanted to reheat for supper. "And if you're tryin' to figure out
how to tell me Carly didn't know Stevie as well as we thought she
did, you can just relax. She corrected me about that this
morning."

Now that was unexpected. "What did she
say?"

"Just that she hadn't met him
before she got on the bus in Atlantic City." Bonnie smiled. "But
you know how Steve was, always makin' friends wherever he
went."

Wes couldn't argue with that.
"Yeah, Steve had a way about him."

Bonnie plucked at a piece of
aluminum foil. "Do you think Carly could be right, that Stevie was
wantin' to come back home at the last?"

Wes thought about the last few
letters his cousin had sent. Steve had sounded more and more
homesick in the past few months, talking more about the family,
about the goings on in Bangor, about his own growing
dissatisfaction with life in Richmond. "I think maybe so," he
admitted.

Bonnie was silent for a long
moment, her back to Wes, hiding her struggle with emotion. Then she
picked up a serving spoon and stuck it in a pan of chicken and
dressing. When she spoke, her voice was a little watery but strong.
"Do me a favor and grab me some plates out of the cabinet. I think
we'll just set up a buffet for dinner tonight, let everybody serve
themselves. Sure you don't want to eat supper with us?"

Wes opened the cabinet and pulled
down four plates. "Somebody needs to make sure J.B.'s
eating."

"J.B. needs to make sure J.B.'s
eatin', Wes. Stop babyin' him so much! You know he hates it."
Bonnie reached around him and pulled down another plate. "Stay.
Eat. Then you can take that box of food to Shannon Burgess after
supper."

His aunt was a hard woman to say no
to. "I'll do it if you promise me to keep an eye on Carly," he
said. "I just don't think she's what she seems."

Bonnie looked at him. "Who ever is,
sugar?"

"I'm serious, Aunt Bonnie. She came
all the way here just to give you an envelope of money? What kind
of story is that?"

"If she was up to no good, why
would she have given us the ten thousand dollars in the first
place?" Bonnie wiped her hands on a dish rag. "If she was trying to
con us out of money, she wouldn't get anything near that much out
of us, not with how slow business has been at the
store."

Wes frowned. "What's wrong with
business? I was there this afternoon and there were customers all
over the place."

"You were at the store this
afternoon?" A smile lurked at the corners of Bonnie's mouth. "What
could have lured you there in the middle of the day, I
wonder?"

"I needed batteries. For my
flashlight." Heat crawled up his neck as he remembered how Carly
had picked up on his edgy banter with such playful ease. He could
hardly blame his aunt for wanting to give the woman the benefit of
the doubt when he had such a hard time resisting her charms
himself. "How long has business at the store been bad?"

"A few months, I guess. You know
how the economy's been lately, up and down and all over the place.
I suppose it'll bounce back up again sooner or later."

Except that the economy in Bangor
hadn't been down much lately, Wes knew. A new set of business tax
cuts had gone into effect just a few months ago, and most of the
other stores and businesses around Bangor were having a
surprisingly good summer. "Why didn't Floyd tell me that? He
shouldn't have taken on another worker."

"It's only a part time job, and
you know Tommy Millwood quit a few weeks ago to join the Army—"
Bonnie paused in mid-sentence, distracted by the sound of the back
door opening. A moment later, Floyd and Carly came in through the
mudroom door.

"Perfect timing!" Bonnie exclaimed,
raising her cheek for Floyd's kiss. "I thought we could all fix a
plate from the leftovers and heat them up in the microwave as we
go."

Carly looked up at Wes, her
expression wary. "Are you staying for dinner?"

"He's going to take a box of
leftovers out to the Burgess place after supper. You knew Jimmy
Wayne Burgess, didn't you, Floyd? Married little Shannon Hake a few
years ago? Shannon's expecting their second baby in a few weeks—"
Bonnie cut off, her eyes widening. "Oh, Wes, you should take Carly
with you! Carly, Shannon Burgess makes the prettiest dresses you've
ever seen—she creates her own patterns and sews them herself.
You're not going to find nicer clothes in any of the stores around
here, and Shannon could use the extra money."

Wes shot Carly a questioning
look.

"I was telling Bonnie I had to
leave most of my clothes behind when I came down. We were talking
about where I could pick up some new stuff," Carly
explained.

Remembering the feel of her silk
underwear sliding over his fingers when he'd searched her bag the
day before, Wes wasn't sure Carly Devlin would find Shannon's
homemade fashions quite her thing. But Shannon could certainly use
the extra income. "I'm sure Shannon can come up with something
you'd like."

"Okay. I'll go with you." Carly
glanced up at Wes again, as if to gauge his reaction.

He kept his expression carefully
neutral, not willing to reveal what he was thinking. Especially
when he was thinking that the drive to Shannon Burgess's house was
fifteen minutes there and fifteen back, and every one of those
minutes was going to be spent alone with Carly Devlin.

 


 


CARLY HAD
THOUGHT THAT Bangor was about as small and
rural as a place could get, until halfway down Culpepper Road, Wes
turned the wheel of his Chevy pick-up truck and drove straight into
the woods.

At least, it seemed that way,
although the pick-up's headlights made out a narrow, rutted dirt
road winding ahead of them under a towering canopy of long-leaf
pines and oaks. Despite wearing a seat belt, Carly had to grip the
dashboard to stay upright as the truck bucked and shimmied over the
rough terrain, taking a particularly hard drop that tilted the cab
sideways. Even the seat belt's shoulder strap couldn't keep Carly's
upper body from slamming hard against Wes's shoulder.

He put his hand across her
midsection to steady her. "Sorry about that."

It had been so long since he'd
spoken, the sound of his voice made her jump. "Is this some kind of
short cut?"

He shook his head. "I guess you
could call this Shannon's driveway."

Her eyes widened. "You mean people
live in here?"

He nodded. "There've been Hakes and
Burgesses in Hickory Woods since before the War."

"Which war?"

The blue glow of the dashboard
lights illuminated his slow smile. "Around here, sugar, there's
only one war you don't have to call by its name. Here's a hint:
y'all won it."

"Ah." Her own lips curved with
amusement.

"Of course, y'all probably
cheated." He kept his arm stretched out across her lap as they hit
another hard bump. His hand settled briefly against her hip bone,
heat seeping through the cotton twill of her slacks and branding
the skin beneath. The air in her lungs grew thick, making it hard
to breathe.

"I don't know if you're going to
find anything you like at Shannon's, but do me a favor and have her
make you something anyway. I'll give you the money to pay for
it."

"Is she poor?"

"She sure ain't rich. And she's
proud folk. Doesn't like to take charity." He motioned his head
toward the food boxed up in the bed of the truck. "I can't say for
sure she's even going to take that food without a fuss."

"Tell her you brought it so she
could be in charge of giving it out to whoever needed it." Carly
suggested. "Keep what she can use and share the rest with her
neighbors. That way she's contributing instead of just taking
charity."

Wes turned his head and gave her a
long, considering look. "You've done charity work
before?"

"Something like that." She thought
about the tiny apartment in Vineland, the postage stamp-sized room
she'd shared with her sisters Lorna and Teresa. Most Christmases,
toys and treats had come not from her parents or Santa Claus but
from a good-hearted group of anonymous office workers who'd taken
up a fund to play Santa for a poor family in the
community.

The truck's headlights flashed
across a wood structure ahead. A house, Carly saw as they rounded a
gentle bend in the road and the headlights illuminated the face of
the building. It was small, made entirely of weathered gray
clapboard, with a low porch spanning the width of the front. A
bloodhound lying on the porch pushed himself up to a sitting
position and gave a low, half-hearted bark.

"My hero," Carly muttered,
secretly pleased when she heard Wes's soft chuckle in
response.

"Old Nate's probably fifteen years
old if he's a day. Cut him a little slack." Wes pulled up next to
another Chevrolet pick-up truck parked in the yard. The other truck
was at least a decade old, with a weather-worn exterior full of
dents and dings and a right front fender that was Bondo
gray.

On the porch, the hound's tail
thumped lazily against the porch floor. As Carly opened the door to
get out, she heard the dog's low, happy whimper of
greeting.

Wes unloaded the box of food from
the truck bed and started toward the porch, motioning with his head
for Carly to go up ahead of him. The hound greeted her at the top
step, sniffing her hand a couple of times before giving her
knuckles a lazy flick of his long tongue.

"No licking, mister," she scolded,
giving the hound a quick scratch behind his velvety ears. "Not on
the first date."

She heard Wes stumble on the step
behind her, and she turned around quickly, just in time to keep the
box of food from tumbling out of his grip.

"I've got it," Wes said, his voice
a little gruff. He followed Carly to the door and waited while she
knocked.

After a moment, the door opened,
and a pretty redhead with an enormous belly smiled at Carly through
the screen door. She pushed the door open, her smile fading as she
caught sight of Wes. "Chief Hollingsworth, is something
wrong?"

"Not a thing," Wes assured her
quickly. He shot Carly a brief look before holding the box of food
out toward Shannon. "But I could sure use your help on
something."

 


 


"NOW, IF
YOU DON'T LIKE any of these, we can look
at some other designs." Shannon Burgess handed Carly a manila
folder. "I picked out things I think would look best on
you."

Carly opened the folder and looked
over the sketches she found inside. They lacked the sophistication
of fashion sketches by a trained couture, but there was no
mistaking the raw talent. "These are beautiful,
Shannon."

Shannon had chosen five different
outfits—a casual dress, two sleek pantsuits, and a couple of casual
blouses that Carly could wear with jeans or dress pants. Each was
well-designed, with enough classic lines to be practical and enough
innovations to be fresh, in unexpected color combinations. A bubble
of excitement rose in Carly's throat. "You can make these for
me?"

"If you make a choice soon,"
Shannon confirmed with a wry smile, patting her belly. "Wait too
long, and Junior may have something to say about it."

"No need to wait. How much for all
five?"

Shannon named a price that was
nowhere near what the outfits were worth. "That includes the price
of the fabric. Fabric Finds has some really nice stuff at great
prices. I work there when I'm not squeezin' out puppies." She
grinned. "Leanne lets me keep a tab there until the items are
finished, and then I pay her once I'm paid. If you want, I can meet
you in town tomorrow and we can see what they have."

Carly grinned. "Shopping? I am so
there."

Shannon giggled, her freckled nose
wrinkling. "Great! And the price is okay?"

"The price is more than okay. In
fact, I really can't let you charge such a low price. Do you have
any idea what designer clothing goes for these days?"

Shannon blushed. "I'm not a real
designer."

Carly patted the sketches in front
of her. "You can do stuff like this, you're a designer. Trust me. I
can't possibly let you make these for me unless you double the
prices of each one. I couldn't live with myself." Of course, she
might have to take Wes up on that offer to pay, at least as a loan,
but it would be worth it. The designs really were
beautiful.

"Are you sure? The extra money sure
would help."

"I'm sure." Carly glanced across
the room toward Wes and found him sitting cross-legged on the floor
near the cold fireplace, playing trucks with Jackson, Shannon's
carrot-topped two-year-old. The little boy gazed with sheer delight
at Wes, who was making low "vroom-vroom!" noises as he moved one of
the trucks around the woven rug.

Carly's stomach turned a couple of
flips, then clenched into a hot knot when Wes looked up and met her
gaze, his expression unreadable.

She looked away quickly and turned
back to Shannon. "So, you've lived here all your life, I
hear."

Shannon nodded. "Born and raised. I
hear you're from New Jersey."

"Ya think?" Carly laughed. "You've
heard about me already? I've been in town for just two
days."

"Small town gossip. It could teach
the FBI a thing or two about where all the skeletons are hidden."
Shannon's chuckled and sat back, stretching her legs. "Good lord,
I'm tied of being pregnant. The first seven months aren't so bad,
but the last two will make you swear you're never gonna have sex
again." Her smile faded.

An uncomfortable silence fell
between them. Carly struggled for a new topic, then decided if she
and Shannon were going to spend any time together, it might be best
just to get the subject of her dead husband out in the open. "I
understand you're a widow."

Shannon nodded. "My husband Jimmy
Wayne died a few months ago in a car accident. He had a bit of a
lead foot." She passed her hand over her rounded belly. "You never
know what's gonna happen one day to the next."

"How long were you
married?"

"Almost ten years, can you
believe?" Shannon gazed over at her son. "We got married right out
of high school."

Ten years, Carly thought. Ten
years, and Shannon was still living in this backwoods, scraping for
enough money just to get by, with one little ankle-biter toddling
around the house and another on the way.

Carly knew what happened next. A
woman with two kids couldn't hold down much of a job. She'd have to
apply for welfare. She and the kids would scrape by, barely, and
the kids would end up waiting for Santa in the form of the nice
folks down at the insurance company who pooled their money to adopt
a poor family for Christmas.

That's what happened to people who
limited their options.

"Did I say something wrong?"
Shannon asked.

Carly shook her head quickly,
schooling her expression with practiced ease. "I was just thinking
you must have gone to school with Steve Strickland."

"Yeah. Pretty much everyone who
grew up around here went to the same school." Shannon looked over
at Wes and lowered her voice. "Steve was a few years ahead of me.
Wes, too. Although I do remember that when I was in grade school,
he was considered the hottest guy around."

Carly leaned in. "Do
tell."

"Well, he wasn't always Mr. Law and
Order, you know."

"Carly?" Wes's voice, almost right
in her ear, made her jump. She looked up and found him holding the
keys to his truck in one hand. "Sorry to break up the girl talk,
but it's almost nine, and I need to check in on my dad before I go
home."

"Oh, okay." Carly turned back to
Shannon. "I don't go in to work tomorrow until one. Do you want to
meet me at Fabric Finds around ten?"

"I'll be there." Shannon pushed
herself up from the chair, groaning and rubbing her back. "Unless
Junior gets impatient."

As Shannon walked them to the door,
she gave Carly directions from the hardware store to the fabric
store. "I'll see you in the morning, ten sharp. And please, do tell
Miss Bonnie how much I appreciate her sendin' all that food. I'll
be sure it gets around to everybody who can use a little
extra."

Back in the truck, Wes turned to
look at her as he cranked the engine. "Looked like you two hit it
off pretty well."

They had, Carly realized with some
surprise. "Have you seen her sketches? She's really good. And she
was going to charge me next to nothing for the outfits. I made her
agree to take twice what she was asking."

"That was generous of
you."

"It's only fair." She cut her eyes
at him. "Of course, I may need to hit you up for a loan, until I
get paid."

He smiled. "What if you get
yourself fired first?"

She buckled herself in and gave an
airy wave. "Oh, Floyd won't fire me. Floyd likes me. Floyd has
excellent taste."

"Floyd's also having a rough patch
at the store. At least, that's what Aunt Bonnie told me." Worry
lines creased his brow. "I didn't know. I thought they were doing
as well as most of the other businesses in town."

"Really? Floyd said he just figured
the economy was bad all over."

"We've had a pretty good uptick in
business around Bangor over the last few months. Lot of places are
hiring two and three at a time these days. I don't understand why
the hardware store isn't thriving as well. Floyd always seems
busy."

Carly cleared her throat. "I
mentioned to Floyd that I'd be glad to take a look at his
books."

"And that would be helpful because
. . . ?"

"Because I have an accounting
degree."

His eyes narrowed. "You
do?"

Carly threw up her hands. "What,
you have to have warts on your nose and crooked teeth to be good at
math? Why do people always think I'm lying about that?"

"You're right. I'm
sorry."

She narrowed her eyes, not certain
his apology was quite sincere.

He fell silent as he pulled onto
Culpepper Road and then onto the four lane into town, but as they
neared the outskirts, he asked, "So Floyd said no to you looking at
his books?"

"Well, I am a stranger. I wasn't going to
push it."

"Smart girl. Floyd may not look
it, but he's the sort of fellow who can dig in his heels when you
try to give him a nudge." Wes's half-smile turned into a frown as
he peered through the windshield.

"What is it?" Carly asked,
following his gaze. She saw nothing but a small, neat house.
Through the front window Carly could make out the flickering blue
glow of a television.

"That's my dad's house. It's after
nine. He should be in the back by now, getting ready for bed." He
glanced her way. "Do you mind if I stop in to check before I take
you home?"

"Of course not."

Wes parked in his father's
driveway and got out of the truck. As he headed up the walk, Carly
debated whether to stay put or to follow him inside. The creepy
night sounds outside the truck made up her mind for her. She got
out of the truck and hurried up the walk, reaching Wes's side as he
knocked on the door.

"It's probably nothing," he
murmured as they waited for his father to answer.

But there was only
silence.

Muttering a soft oath, Wes tried
the door. It rattled uselessly in his hand, locked.
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