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And, for thou wast a spirit too delicate

To act her earthy and abhorr'd commands,

Refusing her grand hests, she did confine thee,

By help of her more potent ministers

And in her most unmitigable rage,

Into a cloven pine; within which rift

Imprison'd thou didst painfully remain

A dozen years; within which space she died

And left thee there; where thou didst vent thy groans

As fast as mill-wheels strike.

–  Prospero, Act One, Scene Two 

The Tempest, Shakespeare 
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Chapter 1
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I KNEW I WOULD PROBABLY lose my job when I accidentally set fire to my best friend’s house. I didn’t mean to, of course, but banks frown when employees torch the home of their biggest account holder, even if it is by accident. So since it was inevitable that I would lose my job, I picked up my mother early after work and headed off for a job interview.

I didn’t know we were going for a job interview until Mom complained about how I was dressed. We’d only gotten casual Fridays at the bank that past summer, so I was still dressed in the bank’s regulation black and white. However, I wore slacks instead of a skirt, no-name, wide-leg slacks, not as bold as palazzo pants but with a nice, subtle drape. I was undecided about casual Fridays. In winter, slacks might be warmer, but skirts had more drama and felt slimmer.

I assumed Mom had another doctor’s appointment, but I hadn’t asked either. Don’t get me wrong; I love my mother, but we don’t get on. Conversations between the two of us usually meant a lecture from her while I ignored everything she said. Today was no exception. I carefully maneuvered Mom’s ancient Volvo through the back roads of town with no idea where we were headed, and my mother complained, “I don’t know why you won’t share what happened at work with me. I tell you what happened during my day.”

This was true. Mom shared regularly, incessantly. If anything, it would have been nice if she didn’t share so much. Mom loved the details of her coworkers’ lives, their fights, their families, and their problems. You name it; Mom heard about it and shared it. You’d think she worked at Peyton Place instead of the local burger joint.

I didn’t share with Mom for the simple reason that nothing had happened yet. I expected to get fired any day now, but so far, nothing. My boss, Maggie O’Donnell, was pretty good about staying out of everyone’s personal business, not even listening to office gossip. She hadn’t mentioned Megan’s housewarming party and I hadn’t asked. I kind of hoped the whole thing would blow over, since normally the bank wouldn’t say anything about the fire, but then customers don’t normally put five million dollars of lottery winnings back into the bank’s care. It was quite a coup for our little, local bank to handle the trust for Megan’s foundation.

Megan wasn’t upset about the fire, but then she’s not that uptight. It’s one of the reasons we’re friends even though we always seem to compete for the same job or the same man. Well, not her current man. Fergus is much too short for me, although he seems quite nice. It was his gas station that sponsored the lottery, and he must have been very happy about Megan winning because he moved in with her immediately after. 

So even though Megan would probably not sue me, the best thing to do was job-hunt. If I could move on to bigger and better things, I could salvage what dignity I had left. It would have helped if there were any jobs available, but since the semester had just started, even the part-time grunt positions were full. A bumper crop of interns worked at the bank. 

“Nothing happened today,” I told Mom again. “Just same ole, same ole.” 

My mother sighed. It was pretty funny actually if you were in the right mood. Unfortunately, I wasn’t in the right mood. She sounded like a tornado blowing through, but if you looked at her, she was very prim and proper with her mouth pinched in a tiny purse. Mom was a dainty woman with still brown curls, dressed in a neatly pressed Sunday frock that was baggy on her as she’d lost a lot of weight recently, but still very fresh and spring-like. If she could, she wore flowers. Even her snow boots had flowers on them. 

“Marilee Harper,” Mom started, “if you’re going to be fired, then you need to face up to it. Don’t deny what happened. You need to acknowledge your mistake and move forward with a positive attitude.”

I positively tried not to roll my eyes where my mother could see me. I am not a dainty, little woman. I’m very nearly six feet and weigh more than I’ll ever admit to. Even my hair is big with tight curls that spring out all over, no matter how I style it. Some people will tell you that I’m negative, that I complain, but that’s not true. I am not a negative person. I am not the kind who moans about a half-empty glass. I finish the glass and order another. Except that unemployment meant I couldn’t afford another and, at the moment, I couldn’t afford one even with employment. I had to find another job.

“Mom,” I tried to explain again, “I didn’t get fired. They haven’t fired me yet, okay? Geez, you might be a little more supportive.”

“I do not appreciate your tone,” my mom snapped. “I only asked.” 

I heard that complaint from her a lot as well. 

I gripped the steering wheel of Mom’s Volvo more tightly. I’m pretty sure that’s not what the car company had in mind when they built their ad campaign around safety, but that steering wheel had kept Mom from harm more than once. 

“I don’t have a tone, Mom,” I said. “I just told you that, no, I have not been fired yet.” I tried to change the subject. “So what does the doctor want to check for this time?”

“Nothing,” Mom replied, waving off my question. “We’re not going to the doctor’s. I found you another job that I think you’ll like much better.”

It actually took a moment for the words to register. Then I turned to her, dumbfounded, and Mom screeched, “Keep your eyes on the road!”

I groaned and fought the urge to bang my forehead on the steering wheel. Fortunately we had come to a stop at a red light. “Oh God, Mom,” I moaned. “What did you do? Don’t tell people I need a new job!” 

“Why not?” my mother replied. “You’re going to lose your job, so I got you a new one.” She sounded both triumphant and defiant, and as I shook my head in disbelief, she waved pointedly toward the front window. “The light’s changed.”

I started the car forward again. We were on the old highway, the one that used to lead out of town before the new interstate went in sometime in the fifties. They only connected the other end to the new freeway, so you couldn’t drive through town, just in and out the one exit. The only thing in this direction from town was the community college and you reached that from another exit off the freeway.

I tried to come up with a calm question, something that would lead to a sensible conversation with my mother instead of another shouting match. Nothing occurred to me, so I sighed and shifted gears as the Volvo slowed on an upward tilt. “So where are we going exactly?” I was trying to think which of Mom’s acquaintances might actually take her seriously or, worse yet, mention something at the bank.

“Oh it’s further along here,” Mom said. “You need to take that left. No, no the next one! Marilee, listen, or we’ll be late. Turn here. Turn here!”

I listened, sort of, but I also wrestled with a bumpy road badly in need of repair that dipped and climbed through woody hills, so I was a bit preoccupied. My hometown sits on the bluffs that line a tributary that flows to the Mississippi, one of many little towns in the middle of the country that thrived and grew when the river was its lifeblood. We’re not the only Fayetteville around though. There are over a dozen throughout the United States. The Marquis de Lafayette was a popular Revolutionary War hero. A lot of towns were re-named after him when he toured the United States in 1824 as part of the country’s fiftieth anniversary celebration.

Anyway, our Fayetteville is not a pretty little town that overlooks the river. Outside of a few brick buildings on downtown streets, the bluffs are rugged and cracked, weathered by wind and water into enough hills, valleys, caves, and ravines to challenge any outdoorsman and completely irritate the hell out of someone like me who’d rather walk barefoot across coals than scuff her stilettos. It’s one reason the highway went in across easier-to-build-on land and cut off the town. I was lost the minute we left the red light behind, and Mom’s instructions didn’t help.

When she finally called out, “Stop, stop,” I didn’t see that we’d actually arrived anywhere. Sure, we’d pulled off that so-called road, but then we wandered down another country lane, unpaved and dusty, until we sat in a barely cleared field. I peered through the front windshield and then twisted around to look out the side window, hunting for some sign of civilization. All I saw was the scraggly front of the tree line and the impression of dense underbrush beyond, more brown than green after a blistering hot summer and not at all picturesque.

“Okay, Mom,” I said, striving for patience. “Where are we? What is so important that I had to take off early from work and haul my ass all the way out here to the middle of nowhere?”

“Marilee Harper, watch your language. You will never get anywhere with that attitude!” Mom pushed ineffectively at her door until I reached over and opened it for her. That did not earn me a respite from her scolding. “Straighten up. We need to make a good impression here.”

“If it was so important to make a good impression, then you should have told me and I could have changed when I took off early from work.” I opened my own door and stepped out. Sure enough, the stiletto heels of my black pumps sank into the dusty ground. I slammed the door a little harder than was strictly necessary. I was not happy about scuffing my shoes since they were Etienne Aigner. That bank dress code required desperate measures. My mother pointedly shut her door with exaggerated delicateness. 

“Your clothes are fine,” she said stiffly, “but you’d best let me talk if you can’t be civil.”

I took a deep breath and looked around, squinting against the late-summer sun. Dust motes settled in the dying light. The view didn’t improve with scrutiny. I saw trees and more trees. There was a faint musty scent in the air, probably the fallout from the trees and tantalizingly, a hint of lavender. The place was probably an allergy sufferer’s worst nightmare.

“Well, sure you can talk,” I grumbled as I followed my mother toward the tree line. “Especially since I don’t know why we’re here to begin with.”

Mom ignored me, but since I concentrated on tiptoeing so my shoes wouldn’t get stuck in the dirt, I pretty much ignored her too. As we drew near, I saw an old, weathered clapboard house right at the edge of clearing. I didn’t know it was there until we skirted the line of trees that blocked it from view, but if you cut back the upstart trees that had sprung up to surround it, then the house sat at the far end of the large clearing with dense forest behind it. I looked back past the car to the other side of the clearing and saw the outline of a stone barn that appeared to have collapsed from time and the elements to be half-swallowed by the hillside. One particularly huge oak tree, split in half, probably from a lightning strike, stood sentry in front of the barn.

“There’s a ravine back there as well.” My mother noted my surveillance. “The run-off goes down to the river. Years ago, there were stairs that led to a dock. It was really beautiful.” 

“You know this place?” It looked like it hadn’t been inhabited for a hundred years.

Mom blushed a little. “Oh it was pretty years ago,” she said casually. “You know, if you wanted to go hiking one evening or some such.”

Ah, a parking spot, I thought and grinned. 

Mom sniffed in disapproval and stomped up what was left of a gravel path to the house proper. It was larger than I expected. Houses grew substantially from the turn of the last century to today. This house was comparable to a contemporary McMansion, so it had been practically palatial for its day.

The porch was wide, but the wood was faded, and some floorboards were warped. Large sections of railing were missing. The porch roof didn’t sag, though. The structural beams appeared sound, but the overall air was as decrepit and depressed as the empty lot. Time and weather had not been kind and peeling paint flaked off the building like the first flurries of an early snowstorm.

“It’s got six bedrooms, four upstairs and two down, in addition to the parlor, a dining room, kitchen, and assorted closets,” a pleasant male voice said. 

I jumped, startled, and wobbled on my stilettos. Long fingers grabbed my elbow and steadied while dark brown eyes smiled warmly down at me.

Those warm, brown eyes were disconcerting. For one, I don’t look up at that many people. At best, I’m eye-level with most men. Second, most men don’t look me in the eye. Usually, I see the tops of their dipped heads as they stare at my boobs. I’m a big gal. My boobs are kind of out there. One ex-boyfriend compared me to the proud figurehead of an advancing navy. I give you one guess as to why he’s an ex, but I try to dress as elegantly as possible to offset looking like, well, a looming frigate. 

Tall and skinny, the man who caught me wore dark slacks and a button-down white shirt. His tie was askew as were his glasses. He wasn’t handsome in that rugged, ‘alpha male’ way you see on the cover of romance novels, but he was very appealing in a clean-cut, little-boy kind of way. He wore classic square black frames, the kind of glasses Clark Kent made famous as a not very convincing disguise, and his eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled, hinting that he wasn’t quite as young as he looked. 

I wondered what the man’s story was, but quickly pushed the thought away. I had the world’s worst luck when it came to dating and honestly, I could not handle one more disaster in my life right now. I realized I was staring and gave myself a mental shake as my cheeks flushed. I slid my elbow back out of the man’s grasp and he blinked as he let go, but his friendly smile never wavered. 

“Some of the bedrooms have attached sitting rooms, so actually we’ll end up with even more rooms when we’re done,” the man went on. ‘This house has enough nooks and crannies for English muffins, but that’s okay. We’ll turn them into bathrooms.” 

“Excuse me?” I managed. I’d gotten lost somewhere in the conversation between bedrooms and muffins.

“Bathrooms,” said the man encouragingly. “We’ve converted the closets into bathrooms.”

“Huh?” I managed again. I actually wished he hadn’t mentioned bathrooms after that bouncing car ride.

Mom fortunately came up then and saved the stranger from more of my dazzling repartee. “Bathrooms,” she repeated. She glared at me, a reminder that I wasn’t supposed to talk, I guess. “How are the renovations going, John?” 

“Oh, really well,” John said. He didn’t do anything so formal as offer Mom his arm, but he did escort her up the path to the house. “We’ve finished the structural repairs, the roof, and a few windows. It’s in better shape than it looks. Mostly we just had to rewire and check pipes.”

My mother nodded happily back at me. I spread my hands to indicate confusion, and she rolled her eyes. I saw the guy grinning at me over Mom’s head, and I couldn’t help but grin back. We might have been wasting time, but at least we were doing it in cute company.

“We’re thinking of converting the attic too,” John said, speaking to my mother while looking at me, “but I wanted to see what you thought first.”

My mom nodded and rubbed her hands together briskly. She was famous for this at the drive-through. The shift manager would hide in his office if he couldn’t take the day off altogether when Mom got picked to conduct inventory. She loved being in charge.

“It all depends on how much storage space there is.” Mom was halfway up the porch steps as she spoke. Her escort darted ahead of her and tugged open the front door.

“Storage space we’ve got,” he told her as she moved past him. “We’ve moved everything to the barn. Plenty of room there.”

Peering inside the house, I could see drop cloths and white dust. Some serious repair or construction was going on. I raised a questioning eyebrow at the man now holding the door open for me.

“I’m John, John Smith.” He grinned down at me. “This is my house, well mine and the bank’s, and we’re turning it into a bed and breakfast.”

“Um, hi,” I answered, concentrating on negotiating around the rubble in my delicate heels. “I’m Marilee, Marilee Harper. Isn’t this kind of far out to be a bed and breakfast? I mean, from town and, well, everything?”

“Ah, that’s the key.” John’s grin grew even bigger if possible. “Rumor has it that there’s plans to repair and reconnect the old highway to the college. When that happens, then we’ll be sitting pretty.”

“Could be,” I agreed politely, noncommittally. I don’t know if I’d invest on the basis of a rumor, but looking around, I didn’t think the place could have cost John very much. He turned to pull the front door closed, but it sagged so badly against its hinges, he had to step outside and push it to get it started, then slip inside quickly before it closed. Good thing he was so skinny.

Mom rejoined us by the time he’d gotten back inside. She rubbed her hands with a wet wipe and promptly handed me one. I didn’t protest because negotiating the front door had left black smears across my hands as well. Mom offered John a wipe, and he accepted it with another quick smile. He had to be the most cheerful guy I’d ever met. 

“We’ll have to get that door replaced, I think,” he said. “I don’t know if that can be repaired.” 

John seemed to be waiting for some reaction on my part, but I didn’t know what he wanted. I was embarrassed for not knowing, then irritated because some part of me was ridiculously happy that this guy seemed interested in my opinion. That was just wishful thinking on my part, so I pushed it away and looked around. 

“Mr. O’Bannon will know. C’mon.” John led the way down a narrow hall, made narrower by a lumbering staircase that hugged one wall. Someone had worked hard to cram as much sweep as they could into that flight of stairs.

I privately thought that the hall was a bit dark and dreary for a bed and breakfast, but Mom felt no hesitation about expressing her opinion. “This is not at all inviting,” she told John’s tall back. “People will leave as soon as they step in the front door if they even get that far.”

John laughed. “It is pretty gloomy. Perfect for a haunted house, huh?” 

Mom directed a skeptical eyebrow at him, and he sobered, standing up straighter. 

I grinned to myself. I knew that eyebrow well.

“Oh, we’re opening it up,” John explained quickly. “This wall will come out in part and there’ll be an archway into the parlor, so really everyone just steps right into the house.”

John had made his first mistake. Everybody mentally redecorates other people’s homes; it’s perfectly normal to imagine if your furniture will fit. The trick with my mother though was to never give her an inch. You’d never hear the end of it. The wall itself I knew nothing about, but if there was a room behind it, sure, why not open it up?

I examined the wall in question, peering through crumbling plaster to what appeared to be the kitchen. Half the cabinets had been removed, and gaping holes indicated where appliances had once been, but a huge farmhouse sink of stained and yellowed porcelain remained. A shiny, new industrial stove sat in incongruous splendor in the middle of the room. Two burly men in beaten-up denim and stained T-shirts leaned over it, consulting printouts the size of unfolded road maps.

What the place could use, I thought, was a good paint job. Someone had decided long ago that dark wainscoting was the way to go and then went too far. The inside walls were dirty and dingy, half-covered in dark paneling and topped by what would have been boring, matte white if it hadn’t been completely filthy. John was right. The place would make a great haunted house. I sighed. I was hardly in a position to paint mine or anyone else’s place.

“Marilee can help with the decorating.” My mother’s voice startled me. “She has a good eye for color and fashion, and of course, she had extensive business experience.”

I blinked. Did my mother just pay me a compliment? More importantly, did she just volunteer me to paint? What was she thinking? I did not want to paint! I grabbed Mom by the arm. “Okay,” I hissed, still conscious of the man standing beside me in the old house. “What are you doing? Because I am not painting. That is not a job I want!”

My mother shoved my hand away in irritation. “It’s a good job,” she said. “You might be a little more grateful.”

“You’re not the one being volunteered to paint!” I growled, still keeping my voice low but growing angrier by the minute.

“Oh, you won’t need to paint anything but touchup,” John said. “The contractors will take care of the bulk of it. They’ve got spray guns and everything.”

I frowned at him. Cheerful smile or not, he wasn’t being stuck with painting! “I don’t know what you’ve discussed with my mother,” I snapped, “but I am not interested.”

“Yes, you are,” Mom said in her most reasonable tone. “It’s the perfect job for you. You’ll love it.” 

I nearly screamed. I actually had to step back and take a deep breath, consciously releasing my breath in a slow whoosh. “Thank you, Mother,” I said very calmly all things considered. “However, it is getting late and we should go. Thank you, Mr. Smith, for showing us your house.” Then I turned on my stiletto heel and stormed out.

“Um, well, um, okay. You’re welcome?” John backed down the porch steps and edged away, looking anywhere but at us. Those dark brown eyes were not smiling warmly anymore. If anything, they looked a little frightened.

My mother and I in full battle had that effect on a lot of people, but I was a little disappointed. I wanted to say something, but I couldn’t think what. I was pretty sure I’d just scared away a nice guy in addition to a bad job. The crushing weight of disappointment that settled over me was all too familiar.

“Marilee Harper,” my mother hissed, “I know you were raised with better manners than this! You apologize right this minute!” 

I did roll my eyes at that. I may be scary, but I learned from the best. I glared at my mother in the setting sun in an empty field in front of an abandoned house and fought to keep my temper. It was not an uncommon position for either of us to end up in actually.

“We can discuss this later,” I told her. “I’m getting the car now.”

I stumbled across the grassy field as fast as I could manage in my stilettos, threw my purse into the passenger seat, and climbed behind the wheel. I could see Mom in the rearview mirror, shivering in the weak lights beside the front porch. The air was getting decidedly chillier as the sun set. It would be time for coats and sweaters soon. I didn’t bother with the seatbelt but threw the car into reverse and stepped on the gas, intending to swing around for Mom. When a shuddering thump ran through the car, I felt as much as heard the sickening crunch along with a high-pitched scream. 
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I HIT THE BRAKE AND jumped out of the car. Running around to the back, I couldn’t look. I couldn’t breathe. I bent over as much from the searing panic clutching my chest as any concern, but I didn’t see anyone under the car. Only the mangled frame of a dark bicycle lay beyond the back wheels. Baffled, I swung back to where my mother still screamed and saw a dark figure curled up on the ground between us. As I watched, the figure rolled over and became John Smith, clutching his shoulder and trying to get to his knees.

“Don’t move, don’t move,” I shouted, running over. “Mom, stop screaming and call for help!” 

John waved vaguely, or tried to, but he staggered as he got to his feet. Whatever he attempted to say came out as an explosive grunt as I ran up and grabbed him around the waist. I didn’t mean to grab quite so hard, but I was afraid he was going to fall over. And he was really hurt. You could see the pain and shock on his face.

Mom finally shut up and came over to help me half-carry, half-drag John back over to the raggedy porch. We dropped him on the steps but had to lift him up again as a short man dressed in worn workman’s clothes and the beginnings of a paunch came running up the dark hallway from inside the house. John gasped as we dragged him upright, but there was no other way to get the door open.

“What the–?” the man started, and then cut himself off with an embarrassed glance my way.

“Marilee, you know Mr. O’Bannon, right? You know my daughter, of course,” Mom said to the middle-aged man.

I winced inwardly. I knew Mr. O’Bannon. He was one of the most respected men in my small town with a thriving construction business. I saw him regularly at the bank and I’d last seen him at my friend Megan’s housewarming party when I accidentally dropped a cigarette in some debris and started a fire. Taking off early that afternoon, I had shaken off my troubles for a brief moment. Then Mom hauled me way out into the country, offered me a job painting, and now, like a slap in the face, I was confronted once again with the stupidest mistake I’d ever made in the form of this innocuous little man with carefully slick-backed, thinning hair.

Mr. O’Bannon knew all about the fire because he had been remodeling Megan’s new house. At least I knew he didn’t want me to paint, but honestly, was I going to be haunted forever by one stupid mistake? This was going to be worse than that time I table danced in the diner in high school! 

“Yeah, we’ve met,” I managed. “How are you?”

“What happened?” Mr. O’Bannon collected himself and resorted to brusque efficiency. He leaned over and carefully turned John’s head to peer closely into his eyes.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” John mumbled. “S’my fault. Need to get my light fixed.” But clearly, he was not fine. He blinked and looked around confused, still clutching his arm.

“Damn,” I managed. “I didn’t see him. I think I just backed right over him.” 

Mr. O’Bannon shook his head, feeling along the sides of John’s body. The poor guy looked like he was patting down an arrest suspect. “You didn’t back over him, thank goodness. Nothing broken, I think. Just a concussion maybe if he was thrown.”

Just a concussion? Oh my God! “C’mon, we have to get him to a doctor,” I urged, sounding much more decisive than I really felt.

Mr. O’Bannon slipped under John’s other arm, replacing my mother. She went running ahead of us to the car while I wrapped my arms around John’s waist and helped haul him along. I couldn’t lift his arm over my shoulder because he cradled it. He winced every time it got bumped, so by the time we got to the car, he’d developed a deep wrinkle in his forehead and breathed in harsh gasps.

Fortunately the Volvo was an older style sedan, boxy with a squared-off roof, so the tall and lanky John didn’t have to duck too far to get inside. Even so, he collapsed into the back seat, relief visible on his increasingly pale face. 

“Get in, get in,” I told my mother. “I’ll drive. We’ve got to move.”

For a change, Mom didn’t argue. “We’ll call you from the hospital,” she told Mr. O’Bannon as she scrambled in beside John. 

I saw Mr. O’Bannon wave goodbye in the rearview mirror, but mostly I saw the tall frame of John sprawled in the back seat, cradling one arm against the jolts and bumps in the road.

“Mom, help him get his seatbelt on,” I said as calmly as I could manage. “I’ve got to get back to the freeway.”

Mom nodded and turned around in her seat. She smiled at John. “Honey, can you reach your seatbelt?”

John blinked at her, his eyes unfocused. I swallowed hard against growing panic. That vacant look could have just been pain, but it could also be due to concussion. 

“Go slow,” my mother told me. 

I tried to drive slowly over the rutted, bumpy road, dismayed and more than a little surprised at how dark it was. There weren’t any lights on this country road and the trees pretty much blocked any moonlight except from overhead. I couldn’t see anything except directly in front of me and not much of that.

“Be careful,” Mom cried out as the car bounced. 

John groaned and tried to sit up, only to wince and clutch at his arm.

“Sorry, dear,” Mom soothed him. “I’m just going to fasten your seatbelt. You lie back and rest.”

“No, Mom,” I urged. “Keep him awake. He can’t sleep if he’s got a concussion.”

Mom looked like she might argue with me, probably just on general principle since she was the one who’d passed on the rules about concussions to me in the first place, but then John lifted his head and smiled bleakly at the both of us.

“I’m fine,” he said. “I think I just hurt my arm. I’m really sorry. This is not how I meant to ask you to work for me.”

“Oh no, dear,” my mom chimed in. “It’s not your fault. Now tell me what you had in mind for the bed and breakfast.”

I didn’t pay attention to whatever John said because I needed to watch the road. Sooner or later, I would hear all about how I shouldn’t back up without looking, but right now, I had to get through town and out onto the freeway to the emergency room as quickly as possible. The nearest hospital was at the county seat, but if I hurried, I could get to the drop-in clinic located near the truckers’ stop before it closed. That was a whole lot closer even if I had to drive carefully over the back roads.

“First we’ll get the house refurbished,” John explained to my mother, “and then we’ll have the grand opening. Once we get regular visitors, we can convert the barn into more rooms.”

My mom nodded wisely, but I wasn’t worried about her at the moment. I was growing concerned about John. He didn’t look quite as pale as he had when I first hit him, so maybe he didn’t have a concussion, but he still cradled one arm in the other, and lines of pain appeared harshly etched down either side of his mouth. He noticed my glance in the rearview mirror and tried to smile reassuringly but didn’t quite pull it off.

“I really am sorry about this,” he said to my reflection. “I was just going to show you the house and ask you about the job. It got all muddled up.” 

I was struck by the regret in his voice. I don’t know what he had to be sorry about since I was the one who hit him with the car, but I didn’t have time to think about it now. I had to get him to a doctor first.

My mother glared directly at me, not bothering with the mirror. “That’s all right, dear,” she told John. “Marilee should have looked where she was going.”

I didn’t roll my eyes because I’d reached the highway. It was probably the most careful I’d ever taken the on-ramp, but I made up for it as I sped down the interstate. When I did look back, Mom sniffed audibly and made a point of adjusting the shoulder strap of John’s seatbelt. I smiled sweetly at him in the rearview mirror.

“I apologize, too,” I said. “I would never have deliberately hit you, of course. I just didn’t see you in the dark behind the car.”

John laughed. “Yeah,” he agreed, “Not one of my better moves. You just get so used to being invisible to traffic, you start going around everyone.” 

“That sounds about right.” I also laughed, but I don’t think John heard. It didn’t matter. We pulled up in the graveled parking lot of the clinic just as a middle-aged lady in white scrubs inserted a key in the lock.

“We’re closed,” she called out as I skidded to a halt.

I winced as John jerked in the back seat but pinned the nurse with my fiercest glare.

“It’s an emergency,” I snapped. “Broken arm, possible concussion.”

The nurse looked taken aback. “Are you a doctor?” she asked. 

“No!” I snapped. “I hit him with the car. Now open up!”

The nurse leaned around me to see Mom stagger up, John draped over one shoulder. “Oh, hi, John,” she said. “Fall off your bike again?”

“Are you nuts?” I screeched. “I hit him with the car. This is an emergency!”

“It usually is with John,” the nurse agreed and slid under his other arm. “Bang on the door, will you? The doc should still be around.”

I ran to the front glass door and banged on it. For good measure, I grabbed the metal door handle and shook it. Inside, a middle-aged man ran out of a back office, pulling on a white coat as he came. He pushed open the door, protesting, “We’re closed, ma’am,” but then he interrupted himself. “John?” 

Hurrying over, he slid underneath John, replacing my mother who appeared rather relieved.

John actually tried to introduce us. “Hey, Bob,” he started. “This is Marilee and her mother.–” but then he gasped from pain, and the doctor frowned at him, perplexed, and shook his head. 

“C’mon, Linda,” he said. “Let’s get him inside.” The doctor didn’t acknowledge my mom or me at all.

“Grab the lights, will you?” Linda, the nurse, called back over her shoulder as she helped the doctor maneuver John into an examination room on one side of the small lobby. 

I could hear the doctor scolding as he flicked a light in John’s face. 

“Honestly, John, that bicycle will be the death of you.”

Linda came out of the examining room and headed back around to the far side of the receptionist desk. I followed her as far as I could to say, “I don’t know his insurance information, but since this is an emergency, you’ll just have to get it later.”

The nurse eyed me impassively. Without looking, she reached to pull a file out of the rack behind her and laid it down on the countertop. It was impressively fat. “We’re familiar with John’s insurance,” Linda said, pokerfaced. 

I stared at her blankly for a minute, and then asked, “Really? Well, that’s good. He needs to be checked out right away.” My hands were shaking, so I slapped them down on the countertop and nodded firmly at the nurse. Now was not the time for any sign of weakness. I had to make sure John got proper care and not some abrupt bureaucratic dismissal because it was after hours.

Linda was a pleasant-looking, middle-aged woman, not too matronly, but the look she gave me was ancient in cynicism. “We’ll try to squeeze him in,” she said sardonically and waved a hand to indicate the empty waiting room.

“Sorry,” I whispered. Reaction was setting in, and I could feel tears starting to creep up on me. I shook the feeling off and straightened up, but I couldn’t keep my face from twisting or stop blinking.

Linda smiled sympathetically. “It’s okay,” she said. “He’ll be fine. What were you guys doing?” She raised one eyebrow in question.

There was open curiosity in her voice that in other circumstances would have probably pissed me off, but before I could respond, John’s muffled voice came from the examining room. “I wanted to show her the house. Ouch!”

The doctor’s response was clearer. “Hold still and it won’t hurt.”

Linda raised her chin and called out, “I thought you were going to hire someone to finish decorating and open up.”

I must have looked as surprised as I felt because Linda glanced over at me. “School’s started, so he has classes now. He can’t do both, so he has to hire someone to run the place.”

“School?” I managed. 

“I teach math at the community college,” John called from the examining room. “Tell her who I am, Linda. Tell her I’m reliable.”

The nurse shrugged, a little grin twisting her lips. “We see Professor Smith regularly,” she deadpanned.

“Marilee, what if you gave him brain damage?” Mom put down the yellowing magazine she’d picked up and came up to the reception disk.

“I didn’t give him brain damage,” I protested automatically, but my stomach lurched and I was having trouble breathing. Oh God, I hoped I didn’t just ruin this guy’s career. It was bad enough that I’d actually driven over him. What if I’d really hurt the guy? The accident was starting to assume nightmare proportions. 

“I didn’t know,” I nearly wailed. “It was an accident.”

“He doesn’t have brain damage,” the doctor said, coming out of the examination room. “He has a mild concussion and a possible fracture of the clavicle. I’ll take him to the county seat where he can get X-rays.”

My mother gave me a disgusted look. “Honestly, Marilee! Why did you have to throw a fit just because the man tried to offer you a job?”

“You hit him with the car?” The doctor blinked at me. “Over a job?” 

“I figured it had to be at least a date.” Linda maneuvered a wheelchair up from the back. 

“He didn’t offer me a job,” I protested automatically. “And we’re not dating.” I was getting dizzy from all the voices coming at me, but when you’re responsible for backing over someone on his bicycle, you pretty much just have to take the reprimand. Mine was only a token protest.

“He most certainly did offer you a job, Marilee!” Mom screeched. “Just what did you think we drove all the way out there for anyway? Honestly, when someone tries to give you a helping hand, you should–”

I was a little surprised at Mom carrying on as she worried about the neighbors, but then Mom was never one to let reality get in the way of a good tongue-lashing.

“Asking someone to paint your house is not a job, Mom,” I argued. I really didn’t want to help anyone paint! 

I wouldn’t mind working with tall, dark, and skinny, but just because there was something about the guy that made me sit up and take notice did not mean I wanted to paint. I was trying to find a job to make up for my little arson gaffe. Day laborer was not what I had in mind!

John had looked disappointed. ‘No’ was clearly not the answer he’d hoped for, but honestly, that was the best response I could muster while wandering around Norman Bates’ former digs. I frantically tried to think of a way out of this so-called job that wouldn’t make me look lazy or piss off a potential employer. Word had a way of getting around small towns and, well, given a choice, I didn’t want John Smith to think badly of me. 

“No, no,” John called from the examination room. “I’m looking for someone to run the bed and breakfast, to get it all together and then run it.” A muffled thump and some not so muffled curses followed.

As soon as I got Mom someplace private, she was going to get an earful, but right now, I was trying not to hyperventilate or cry. When I could speak, the words came out in a whimper I couldn’t have prevented if I tried. “And you didn’t think this was important to explain earlier, Mom?” 

“I did,” my mother stated pointedly. “You didn’t listen.”

“Using the word job is not a good explanation, Mom. Details would have helped.”

“It would have helped if you had just cooperated and made a good impression. You could have asked questions later.” 

“Agggh!” This wasn’t an argument I was going to win. Yes, Mom had used the word job, but no, she had not said anything about this particular one. Yes, I had probably not listened, but no, my mother’s plans for me weren’t usually a good match or even a good idea!

A persistent squeak preceded the wheelchair carrying John out of the examination room. The doctor puffed a little as he pushed. John listed to one side. The doctor patted him gently as he turned to the nurse, but John grinned up at me from his lopsided position. 

I knew what I needed to do. Faced with the prospect of missing out on a good job when I was one step away from losing my current, there was only one thing to do, and it wasn’t salvage what was left of my dignity. That had been shredding steadily since I first set foot in the car that afternoon. I thought sadly about the cigarettes I’d sworn off. There were still some in my purse, but I wasn’t going to be able to sneak one with my mom around.

“I’m so sorry,” I managed, choking. “I didn’t even know what the job was.”

“Oh.” John’s mouth dropped open, then he frowned. “Oh,” he said again. “I just assumed when I spoke with your mom that, well, we should probably talk it over then.” He gnawed on his lip as if trying to remember something.

“Talk it over? Talk over what? What’s to discuss?” my mother snapped. “Are you telling me you don’t need the job, Marilee? You don’t want to run a bed and breakfast?”

The idea fluttered in my head like a hypnotized moth. Run a bed and breakfast? Actually run something, be in charge of something? On my own, without anyone else to lecture or boss me around? Well, there would be guests of course, but I could make it so beautiful, guests would love it. I could... and my heart sank as I saw that dazzling opportunity flutter away. I wouldn’t get to run anything, especially not after I ran over the boss! 

“You pretty much have to take the job since you hit him with the car,” Linda commented. “You’d be good at it. You can consider this practice for when a guest gets sick.”

The doctor nodded.

“I would love the job,” I said, and I meant it. “If you still want me, I mean.” I held out my hand and for once, the dramatic gesture actually worked because fortunately John could still shake hands. It was his other shoulder that I broke. He grinned like I’d handed him the moon, and Mom clapped her hands excitedly behind me.

“Great.” John sounded tired and a little hoarse. “I was afraid we’d scared you off for good.” 

I had to grin at the pleading note in John’s voice. He really had that cute little boy thing going for him. It hadn’t been that hard to let go of my dignity after all. 

“Excellent,” my mother said behind me. “You won’t regret this. Marilee is very smart, even if she did hit you with the car.”

I dropped my head into my hands and shook my head with exaggerated remorse even as John laughed. “That’s all right. Maggie O’Donnell recommended you too, so I know you’ll be good.” 

“Okay, that’s enough,” the doctor said. “Let’s get you to the county seat. You’ll need to stay overnight for observation probably and no argument.”

John protested anyway as the doctor maneuvered the wheelchair out the front door and helped him into the front passenger seat of a nearby sedan, not as old and not as boxy as Mom’s but just as awkward to load a patient in. Linda noticed my worried gaze and assured me, “Don’t worry about John. We’ve been this route before.”

“Someone else hit him with a car?” Mom asked. 

One corner of Linda’s mouth quirked up. “He likes to conserve energy and explore the great outdoors on a bicycle.”

I had to think about it for a minute. “Really? In these hills? There’s nothing but dirt roads and rocks!” Linda smirked. “I’m not really into sports,” I told her.

Linda nodded. “Me neither.” 

The doctor waved as he drove my new employer off to the hospital, and Linda hustled us out of the clinic to finally lock up for the night.
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Chapter 3
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“WELL?” MY MOTHER ASKED as we turned onto the freeway. 

I didn’t pretend I didn’t understand her.

“Thank you, Mother,” I said, and for a change, I almost meant it.

“You’re welcome, dear.” My mother patted me on the arm. “It’ll all work out now. You’ll see.”

“I wonder how much he’s paying,” I mused more to myself than really asking. “This is why formal interviews are a good idea. You get a chance to go through all your questions.”

“It’ll be fine,” Mom stated firmly. “We’ll save so much living out here that the salary doesn’t matter.” 

“We who, Kemosabe?” I laughed. “How are you going to get to work at drive-through if you’re living all the way out here?”

“Oh, I don’t work there anymore. I gave notice yesterday.”

“I know I won’t be able to drive you around now, so I’ll have to give back the car or we’ll have to find another way for you to get around,” I started, and then Mom’s words sank in. 

“You did what?” I turned to look at her and drove erratically across the white dividing line of the freeway. 

“Marilee, watch where you’re going! What are you doing?” 

Fortunately, what little rush hour traffic we got had long since passed.

“Mom, you cannot quit your job,” I said, dumbfounded. What on earth was she thinking? After all the discussion we’d had about losing jobs, she’d quit hers?

“No, really. It’ll be fine, you’ll see. If I don’t have to pay rent, then I don’t need money.”

I stepped on the brake and slid the key out of the ignition, so I could turn and look her in the eye. “Are you out of your mind? There is no we. It’s my job. I just got it. What the hell are you thinking?”

“I do not approve of that language.” Mom stared pointedly out of the front window of the car. She was amazingly calm, considering that she had turned her world upside down.

“No way, Mom. My language isn’t the problem here. You can’t quit your job. You need the medical.”

“Should we really be stopped in the middle of the road, Marilee?”

I folded my arms across my chest and sat back in the driver’s seat. “I’m not moving until you tell me what the hell is going on. If this is about the cancer, then­–”

“I do not want to talk about it.” Mom folded her arms as well. 

I shook my head and tried to think what to do or say next. My mom had recently undergone treatment for breast cancer. It had been a terrifying ordeal for both of us ­– for Mom because she was ill and not sure of recovery and for me because I was terrified of losing her, unable to do anything about it, and apparently unable to do anything right. My sympathy was patronizing, my concern insincere, and my fears intrusive. I contend that I am not the only one in my family who is difficult.

“Look, Mom,” I tried to channel some of the understanding and sympathy the doctor harped on into my voice. “I know it’s been difficult–”

“You don’t know,” Mom interrupted. “You have no idea what it’s like to be the one everyone whispers about, to be the one everyone stares at. You make a mistake and everyone laughs about it. I can’t do that, Marilee. I’m not you.”

I had to look away. I really didn’t need to be reminded of my mistake. My boss had driven us tellers and Mrs. O’Bannon, the chairman of the board from Megan’s foundation, over to celebrate the purchase of Megan’s house. That wasn’t something we would normally do after closing a loan, but Megan had been an investment counselor for the bank, the only one among us tellers who’d passed the SEC exams. While she didn’t do a lot of investment counseling because, let’s face it, ours is just a small bank in a small town, I guess she took all those SEC licenses to heart. Megan had decided the Fergus lottery should go into a foundation to grow small businesses when she won it. Anyway, now she headed a large and wealthy foundation and was the darling of the bank, the city council, and pretty much anyone else who had a stake in our fair town.

So yeah, I made a mistake in front of my town’s biggest movers and shakers. I stood off to one side for a smoke, then flicked the butt away without thinking. Turns out there’s a reason smoking is not allowed on construction sites. And no, nobody laughed. It took me a couple of tries before I could say, “That’s a low blow, Mom.”
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