
        
            
                
            
        


Defender



Donovan Legacy

Book 2

 

By Dawn M. Turner









Copyright 2014 by Dawn M. Turner

 

Cover design by Dawn M. Turner

Cover photos by “Peter Atkins” and “Maksim Toome” of Adobe Stock

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or any information retrieval or storage system without the prior written permission of the author.

 

BISAC: Fiction/Christian/Romance

 

Whether quoted or paraphrased by characters, scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE, copyright 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, incidents, and dialogue are products of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.









Acknowledgements


 


Huge thanks go to the Lord for guiding my heart on what to write, even when I pitch a fit and argue with Him as I did in the call to write this book. He manifests more patience than I’ve ever been capable of exhibiting for myself or others. May I be fully submitted to His will, in all things but most especially in the work He’s laid before me. Thank you, Lord, for not losing patience with me, even when I fight You.

For my husband, Ben—there are no adequate words to convey how grateful I am for your unfailing love and continued support of my writing, no matter what sort of weirdness you sometimes have to live with. I joke sometimes that “My mind is a scary place to live”. You live with that without flinching. Mostly. he he

Special thanks, too, to my family for their unwavering support and encouragement in this venture. I love you all. Very special thanks to my baby sister for her willingness to proofread my work before it hits the public eye.

As always, I can’t express enough thanks to Joy Avery Melville for her tremendous editing assistance. I couldn’t have made this book all it has become without your priceless aid, Joy. Despite the various hurdles Satan threw in our path on this one, it’s DONE!

A hearty thanks to The Nature Conservancy, particularly the folks at the Ramsey Canyon Preserve, for helping me locate research material that references the ghost town site of Hamburg. The materials proved invaluable in reviving the town for the purpose of this book.









Dedication


 


This book is lovingly dedicated to all those who have been broken or wounded by lies and gossip, particularly from within the church body. God can bring healing to even the most damaged of us all. Never lose hope in that.

 

He heals the broken-hearted, and binds up their wounds. - Psalm 147:3

 

This book is also dedicated to the memory of Aunt Betty Jo, one of my biggest fans. I know you’re safe in the hands of our loving Lord.









- 1 -


 


Wednesday, June 9, 2004

 



“NO! Don’t jump!”



Sheer, instant, grab-you-by-the-throat panic wrenched the words from Park Ranger Chase Donovan’s throat even as he slammed on the brakes. It registered after the fact that the woman standing on the edge of the peak above with her arms outstretched couldn’t have heard him from such a distance, particularly with his SUV’s windows closed. She hadn’t even acknowledged the sound of the vehicle skidding to a stop on the dirt road.

He stomped on the emergency brake and threw himself out of the SUV, running for the steep trail head that would lead him up to the peak.

A startled brown squirrel barked in alarm and skittered out of his path, but he ignored it. He had to reach her before it was too late.

Oh, God, please, don’t let her jump! Help me reach her in time. Please!

As Chase raced up the trail, her figure disappeared in and out of the trees then was blocked by the mountain itself. Those were the moments when his heart climbed highest in his throat. What if she jumped before he reached her?

His legs burned with the strain, as did his lungs, which gasped valiantly for oxygen in the thin air at that altitude, but Chase kept going as hard as he could. His body could complain later. For the moment, he hadn’t the luxury of indulgence.

At the steepest part of the rocky trail, one foot slipped out from under him on loose rock and gravel. He landed hard on his left knee. Pain shot up his leg. Sucking in a harsh breath, he gritted his teeth. That would leave a mark. Chase forced himself back to his feet and kept going. An injury would have to wait.

His target came into view at the top of the trail. He’d made it. Thank you, Lord!



 

~~~


 


“Lord, I hate this town.” Tears burned Jordan Bridges’ eyes, blurring her view of the canyon below and valley beyond in the distance. She cast her gaze heavenward. “Nothing changes. These people hate me. Why do You make me stay?”

Granted, she could leave. But who would help Grandma care for her failing grandfather? Even if he didn’t like Jordan much, and quite possibly outright loathed her, she had a responsibility to help care for him. After all, her grandparents had taken her in during her time of need. If only her parents hadn’t been killed.

The cry of a raptor overhead drew her gaze. A red-tailed hawk soared on the wind, wings outspread, graceful, effortless. Jordan envied him the freedom. At least he didn’t have a town full of people harping at him all the time about the sins of his past.

“Don’t they understand I won’t forget? I don’t need them to remind me of what I’ve done,” she told Him. “And the way they exaggerate and twist things…. Isn’t what I did bad enough without that?”

The bird rose and fell on an air current coming from the southwest, mindless of her. If only the people in her life would ignore her like that, things might actually be tolerable.

“Lord, You say You’ll bring the truth to light, that the lies will find people out, but I’m not seeing it.” Tears filled Jordan’s eyes. “It’s been six years. How long do I have to wait? I’m so tired of living with the past hanging over my head like a guillotine. I feel like it’s going to fall any moment and take my head off. I almost wish it would. At least it would finally be over.”

The cool wind rose up the canyon wall into her face, lifted long bangs away from her eyes, ruffled short hair. She stretched out her arms and closed her eyes, allowing it to wash over her and take away some of the pain. A sense of freedom and peace fell over her. She smiled.

The hawk cried out again.

A hard crunch combined with heavy breathing from behind caught her ear. She lowered her arms and turned in place to see who approached. So much for peace and quiet. Another hiker was about to blow it.

A young park ranger appeared, short, sun-kissed blond hair tousled in the current bed-head style she found so adorable on some guys. Yep. He’s one of them. A dirt smudge tarnished the left knee of an otherwise clean uniform. At the top of the trail, he halted and leaned down, hands on his knees, gasping for breath. Sweat beaded his forehead, and he looked pale.

What in the world? Was the man about to collapse or something? What if he had asthma? Did he carry an inhaler?

“Are you alright?” she asked, concerned he might need emergency care.

He held out a finger, still gulping for deep breaths, then straightened, bringing a bright blue gaze to bear on her. Man, he had gorgeous eyes. The same color as the Arizona sky at midday. Her heart fluttered as a smile touched his mouth. He took a couple more deep breaths, released them slowly then stepped closer. Color returned to his face, easing concern he might pass out or something. His name tag said “C. Donovan.” Nice name. Strong.

“Life isn’t that bad,” he commented.

Jordan frowned. What in the world does that mean? He didn’t know her, so how could he possibly know what her life was like? “It seems to me you aren’t in the best place to judge the quality of my life. You don’t know a thing about me.”

“But it still can’t be as bad as this.” He waved a hand at their surroundings.

She looked around, puzzled. Had the man taken leave of his senses? Maybe he suffered from altitude sickness, or heat stroke? He still sweat pretty good considering the faint chill in the air. Lord, don’t let him collapse on me here. “Do you need some help?”

“Me?” His brows shot up then fell to meet over his nose. He shook his head. “No, why would I?”

Jordan eyed him with suspicion. Something was very wrong with the man. Maybe he didn’t realize he needed help. She’d heard people with some kinds of illness often weren’t aware of the state of their health. The top of a mountain peak wasn’t the place to have problems though. No cell phone reception.

“I came up here to stop you.”

She cocked her head and considered him. “Stop me? From doing what?”

“I was driving by and saw you up here.”

“Yes, so?”

“So, life can’t possibly be so bad you’d seriously consider jumping.” He pointed to the edge of the peak, which dropped abruptly away for over a hundred feet.

Jump? What? She stared at him. What made him think she’d planned to dive off the cliff? She shook her head. “I intended no such thing. Where in the world did you get that idea? I hike up here all the time to get away from town.”

“I saw you standing up here with your arms out, and I thought—” A flush crawled up his neck. He closed his eyes, sighed then opened those marvelous blue eyes with a sheepish smile. “I assumed you were about to throw yourself off the mountain.”

She considered the picture she must have made, standing there with her arms out, letting the wind carry away her pain. Okay, maybe she could see where he’d get such a strange notion. “So, that’s why you got here so badly out of breath.”

Things fell into place. The road was a good ways below. He must have run the entire distance from where he’d left his vehicle. Her heart not only fluttered, it warmed. He’d been worried for her welfare. “You could have gotten hurt, you know? Running up a bad trail.”

“Yeah, well….” He reached down to rub the dirty knee, grimacing slightly.

Jordan frowned. Had he fallen? She took a step closer then stopped. He’d already gotten hurt, and he didn’t even know her yet. She half-stepped away. He needed to go before matters got worse. He didn’t know her, and it was best it stayed that way.



 

~~~


 


Concern flashed in the young woman’s eyes a moment before she turned away. As though she didn’t want to be anxious for him. The wind brushed dark brown hair across her jaw and around the back of her neck, occasionally dropping long bangs over deep blue eyes.

Chase and his brothers had gone to California with Dad once years before. They’d stood on a bluff overlooking the ocean, feeling and smelling the salt breeze as it blew past them. Her eyes had the same rich, dark blue color as the water. Bottomless, fathomless, mysterious. Her skin was pale and looked soft as clouds, adding delicate and vulnerable to his impressions.

“I’m glad I was mistaken, but you sure gave me a scare.” He chuckled to soften the accusation.

She offered a faint smile over her shoulder, her gaze not quite meeting his. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m Chase Donovan, by the way.” He stepped closer and offered his hand.

She studied his hand for a moment before placing her smaller hand in his. Now that they were on even ground, mostly, he realized she was almost a half foot shorter than him. Given he’d never reached six foot, or overshot it, like his brothers, standing at only five-ten, he liked the height difference. His sister Missy would be delighted if she ever met her. At five-three in her bare feet, she hated being short.

“Jordan Bridges.”

“It’s a genuine pleasure to meet you, Jordan.” And how. Talk about an understatement. He released her hand reluctantly when she pulled it away with a self-conscious smile. A slight blush touched her cheeks.

“I better get back. It’s close to dinnertime.” She tucked her fingertips into the front pockets of her jeans.

“Do you live in Hamburg?”

She nodded and started slowly toward the top of the trail.

He fell into step beside her, dropping back when the trail narrowed then joining her again when it widened back out. “Would you like a ride?”

“No, thank you. I live right at the edge of town, so I don’t have far to go.” A smile flashed his way. Again, her eyes didn’t touch his. “Besides, I was taught never to get into a car with a stranger.”

“Wise advice normally.” He chuckled, delighted by the show of humor. “But I’m safe.”

“Yeah.” Jordan gave him a narrow-eyed look touched by amusement. “I’ll bet the bad guys say the same thing.”

“You could be right,” he replied with a laugh.

They walked the remaining distance to the road in silence. A breeze danced around trees and rocks, carrying the faint but discernible scent of honey mingled with pine, fir, and soil. Chase used a narrow spot in the trail to move closer to Jordan and inhaled deeply. Yep, the honey smell was, indeed, from her. It filled his lungs, enticed his senses. He tried to nail down some subject to continue their discussion, but his brain had frozen up. He couldn’t come up with a single thing. Except the weather. That seemed too lame, and obvious, to even mention.

“See you around, Ranger Donovan.” Jordan threw a wave and a faint smile over her shoulder as she turned toward Hamburg, the opposite direction his truck faced. She didn’t wait for a response. The warm, sweet smell of honey went with her.

Chase watched her walk away, feeling a bit lost. He’d really like to get to know her better. She was the first woman he’d ever met who truly interested him, and she was walking away without a backward glance. Now what?

Go after her.

Really?

Go after her.

The Lord only needed to tell him twice.

With a grin, Chase ran to his vehicle and climbed behind the wheel. It took him mere seconds to navigate a three-point turn, despite the narrow service road, so he could follow her back toward town. He pulled alongside and matched her speed then rolled his window down and rested his arm on it. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like a ride? I’m going right through town.”

“No, thanks.” A flash of fear dashed through her expression.

Had he scared her? He certainly hadn’t intended to. “I’m harmless. Really. I promise.”

Jordan shot him an amused look, fear vanishing as fast as it had appeared. “I’m sure you’re a perfectly nice, safe, decent guy, but I’m fine walking. I do it all the time.”

He frowned. “You should be careful walking alone out here. Between illegals and wildlife, not to mention the risk of injury, I advise people not to wander far alone.”

“I appreciate your concern, but as I said, I don’t live far from here, and I do this all the time.”

He’d heard that often enough when his brother Dax wandered into the mountains in a snit, and Chase still didn’t believe it. Bad things happened to people alone in the mountains.

“Besides, you’re up here alone.” She stepped over a large rock along the side of the road then gave him a pointed look.

“Ah, but I have a cell phone and a radio if I get into trouble.”

“Cell phones don’t work up here, and radio reception is spotty.” Her look turned smug, but amusement curved up the corners of her mouth.

“I’m doing my job.” He returned her smug look, biting back a grin.

Jordan’s look softened. “I know. Just be careful out here alone, okay?”

It struck him as interesting that she’d taken his concern for her welfare and turned it into worry for him working alone in the mountains. Chase braked in the middle of the narrow street when Jordan stopped at the gate of the first house. She hadn’t been kidding about living at the edge of town.

“Goodbye, Ranger Donovan.” She reached for the latch on the narrow gate, turning away.

“Please, call me Chase.” He leaned his arm on the window and stuck his head partway out. “Listen, would you like to get coffee or pie or dinner sometime?” Nice way to lay out the options, buddy. Too late to reword the invitation though.

She froze and tensed. Her chin fell a couple of inches. She took several shallow, rapid breaths. Pain radiated from her like a beacon.

Had he said something wrong? He certainly hadn’t meant to hurt her. “Jordan? I’d like to see you again, get to know you better.”

Jordan raised her chin but didn’t look at him for the longest time. She turned to look at him. “You seem like a great guy.”

“Thanks.” His grin drew a faint but fleeting smile.

Then her gaze skipped away, trailing down the street. “You don’t want to get mixed up with me. Trust me. It’ll only hurt you in the long run.”

“I find that hard to believe.” He reached out, waving his hand to draw her eye. “I’m not proposing marriage or something indecent. Just dinner and conversation. Nothing more.”

A look that oddly resembled yearning danced through those deep blue eyes the moment before she looked away. She blanched.

Chase followed her gaze.

An older woman stood on the porch of a house two doors down, a heavy scowl darkening her features. Even from that distance, he could feel her animosity as she stared at Jordan. He frowned. What was that all about?

“Chase, please. Let it go,” Jordan whispered and backed into the gate. Her eyes were watery, full of sorrow and grief. She twirled around, unlocked the gate, and threw it open. “You don’t deserve the complications I would add to your life.”

The gate slammed in her wake, latching automatically, as she bolted for the house. The screen door hit the wall then slapped against the frame before settling quietly. The resounding slam of a wood door punctuated her rapid departure.

“Now what, Lord?”

No response.

Chase shifted the SUV into gear and started down the street. As he passed the house two doors down, the elderly woman who’d glared at Jordan waved him down and hurried toward him, picking her way carefully across flagstones.

“Young man, wait please. Ranger?”

He pulled closer to her fence-line, made sure any cars that might come along could pass him on the passenger side, braked, and waited at the end of her walkway. She leaned on the top of her gate, a deep frown drawing her brows together over a thin nose.

“Is there something I can help you with, ma’am?”

“Did I just see you talking to Jordan Bridges?”

She knew very well she had, so what was she up to? He stifled the sarcastic thought and plastered a neutral smile on his face. He’d be nice if it killed him, no matter what tone of voice she used. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Do you know her?”

“No, ma’am. We just met a few minutes ago.” Not that it was any of this woman’s business. He reined in the sour thought. Be polite. Don’t be rude.

“You need to be very careful with that one. She’ll ruin your life if you get tangled up with her.”

Chase’s smile froze. He barely kept his face from registering shock. Jordan? Ruin his life? More than a bit harsh. First, Jordan brushes him off with dire warnings. Then the neighbor lady.

“Mark my words, Ranger. She’s no one to trifle with if you value your reputation and career. So just you be careful. In fact, if you’re smart, you’ll forget you ever met her and get on with your life.” She pushed away from the gate. “I just wanted to warn you before it’s too late.”

Stumped for how to respond, Chase could only sit and stare as she turned and walked back to her house. Then he let off the brake and allowed the slope of the street to start his vehicle rolling again. What was that all about? Had he walked himself into a bad situation or something? What was going on?

Things are seldom as they appear.

“If you say so, Lord.” The real question was—would he listen to either of them?



 

~~~


 


Jordan peeked through the sheer curtain beside the front door and watched Chase’s vehicle roll slowly down the street, then she turned away. She absolutely would not think about those gorgeous eyes or that enticing smile. She wouldn’t. She simply wouldn’t. No matter what. It was pointless.

“Jordan, is that you?” Grandma’s voice called from the kitchen.

“Yes, ma’am.” With a sigh that left a hollow place in her chest, she headed for the kitchen to help her grandmother, Faye Stanton, with dinner.

“Did you enjoy your walk?” Grandma asked without turning around.

“Yeah.” For a bit anyway. Until she’d met a wonderful young man and had to send him packing for his own sake. She kept that to herself though.

“You sound down. Are you alright, sweetheart?”

“Sort of. Mrs. Crandall was out in her yard again.” As reasonable an excuse as any. And a chronic one at that.

“Did that nasty biddy say something hateful?” Grandma’s fist, still wrapped around a wooden spoon, landed on her hip. “You know better than to listen to that woman.”

“No, she didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to.” Jordan knew what their neighbor thought of her. She’d heard it way too many times to be in the dark. “I hate this town,” she muttered.

“I know you do, sweetheart.” Grandma hugged her shoulders with one arm. “But you know there’s nothing we can do about it right now.”

“I know.” She sighed. “I know I have to accept it, but I sure don’t have to like it.”

“Be content in all things, Jordan. The scripture says we’re to be content in all things.” Grandpa’s voice boomed from the next room. “You need to learn to be content, no matter what.”

Easier said than done. Besides, the people in this town didn’t hate him and rub his face in his failures every stinking day of his life. They reserved that for Jordan.

I don’t know how much more I can take, Lord. I just want out.
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BY the time Chase reached his parents’ home for dinner, his left leg had stiffened. Unusual binding of the pants leg warned that it had also swollen. Thankfully, he’d dropped off the stick-shift four-wheel-drive at the station at the end of shift and switched to his personal vehicle with automatic transmission. Otherwise, he’d probably have been unable to drive. No way he could continue to work a clutch with that leg.



He hobbled up the front walk, grimacing each time he put weight on his left foot. Despite it, he chuckled at the memory of how he’d come by the injury. If he hadn’t been careless on the trail after assuming Jordan to be a jumper, he wouldn’t have hurt himself. Then again, he might not have met her, and he hadn’t missed a spark of interest in those gorgeous blue eyes. So why had she insisted on pushing him away, and why was she in so much pain?

The warnings he’d received echoed back. A warning Jordan had given with fear and marked sorrow, the old woman had issued with self-righteous indignation masked as concern for Chase’s well-being. Her tone hadn’t eluded him in the least, even if she thought it had. So what did the old woman have against Jordan, and what did Jordan have against herself?

“Chase! I thought I heard a car out front.” His mother peered out the front door. Her wide smile fell, replaced by a frown of concern when she noticed his limp. “What did you do to your leg?”

“I took a fall, banged it up pretty good.” He hadn’t even changed clothes yet to see how bad it was. Not sure he wanted to know.

“Have you put ice on it? Had it checked by a doctor?” She waved him inside. Her ever-present shadow, a ten-year-old black-and-tan German shepherd named Goofball, waited behind her, tail waving in greeting.

“No, ma’am. I haven’t had a chance.” He stopped to scratch the dog’s velvety ears after moving far enough inside Mom could close the door.

“Well, get to your room and change into shorts. I’ll take a look at it. Then you can put some ice on it.” She pointed him toward his old bedroom and headed for the kitchen.

“Yes, ma’am.” Arguing with Mom was pointless. No winning even if he tried. So he hobbled to the bedroom he used to share with Dax, hoping a pair of shorts were tucked in there somewhere that still fit.

The instant his pants dropped below his knees, Chase winced. The left had swollen to nearly twice its normal size and turned an ominous, dark shade of purple. He’d definitely done a number on it, and it wasn’t happy. Hopefully Mom didn’t take one look and haul his backside to the emergency room.

He changed out of the uniform shirt as well, grabbing a t-shirt he’d found. The shorts were a bit too big. Dax’s. Probably left behind during one of his many visits to go camping or hiking. Dax spent far too much time alone, and he’d made it clear he wanted nothing to do with God. Chase shook his head and continued changing. He couldn’t fix his brother’s relationship with God, as much as he’d like to.

A knock on the door pulled his thoughts away from his troubled, difficult brother.

“Chase? Did you find shorts?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He tossed the uniform on one of the twin beds then opened the door.

“My goodness!” Her already concerned frown deepened and darkened with one look at his knee. “Come in the living room and sit down.”

Well, she hadn’t mentioned the emergency room yet. Maybe a good sign.

He dropped heavily onto the couch, relieved to have weight off the injured leg. Mom sat on the coffee table, helped prop his foot up on a throw pillow on the table, then gently probed the swollen knee. He winced and tried to keep breathing as she poked and prodded. Each touch sent a knife into his body.

Finally, his mom straightened, her mouth set in a tight frown. “We should probably go to the emergency room and have that x-rayed.”

And there it was. “I don’t think that’s necessary, Mom. I’ll stay off of it and ice it good for a couple of days.”

She shot him an annoyed look and crossed her arms over her chest. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you have to work tomorrow morning.”

“Yes, ma’am, I do, but I’ll keep it elevated tonight and ice it. I should be able to drive tomorrow. Don’t worry, Mom. I’m fine. Just bruised it really good.” Hopefully.

His mother’s direct gaze scrutinized him too closely for comfort, then she laid an ice pack wrapped in a hand towel across his injury. He grimaced at the initial pain of the pressure, which receded quickly. Thank you, Lord.

“Well, you’re staying here tonight. You aren’t driving back to your apartment in town. That injury will affect your reflex time. I’ll wash your uniform.”

“Okay, Mom.” Chase could live with that. Good thing. She may have been willing to compromise about the hospital, but her tone of voice regarding the rest hadn’t been a suggestion.

“Care to tell me how it happened?” She pointed to the knee.

“Me being careless.” He let his head drop back on the back of the couch.

“You? Since when are you careless?”

“I was in too big a hurry and slipped on a trail. Long story.” Chase closed his eyes. An image of Jordan popped into his head in an instant. He smiled, lifted his head, and opened his eyes. “I met someone this afternoon.”

“Really?” An interested smile replaced concern. She slipped from the coffee table to sit on the couch beside him. “What’s her name?”

He grinned. “You assume I meant a woman?”

“Naturally. For one, you don’t lead into talking about another guy with ‘I met someone.’” She snickered. “For another, I know that wistful tone. It’s definitely an ‘I met a girl’ tone.”

Nothing he could argue with there. He chuckled. “Okay, so you’ve got me there. Her name’s Jordan. Jordan Bridges. She lives in Hamburg.”

Mom turned sideways on the couch, drawing her left leg under her, elbow on the back of the couch, cheek in her hand. When she sat like that, she reminded Chase of a teenager. Excited interest flashed in her eyes, intensifying the impression. “How’d you meet her?”

“Well, that’s where the knee comes in.” He chuckled then filled her in on the whole story from the moment he saw Jordan standing on the peak to walking her home. Sort of.

“So, what exactly was she doing up there?”

“You know, I never asked. I totally forgot.”

“Really, now?” Mom grinned knowingly. “So, did you ask her out?”

“Yeah.” Heat climbed up his neck. He resisted the urge to tug the collar of his t-shirt and looked down at the ice pack on his knee. “She turned me down.” He frowned.

“That happens, you know.” Mom laid a gentle hand on his arm. “Guys get turned down a lot. Such is life and love.”

“Yeah, I know. It’s just….” How did he explain misgivings about taking the rejection at face value? “I don’t think she wanted to turn me down. I think she felt she had to.”

“What do you mean?”

“She didn’t simply turn me down. She wanted to say yes. I know she did. But she told me I’d get hurt if I got mixed up with her and I didn’t deserve the complications she would bring to my life.”

“She didn’t explain what she meant?”

He shook his head, his frown deepening. “Then as I was leaving, a neighbor lady I’d seen glaring at Jordan stopped me. Warned me to stay away from her. She said Jordan would ruin my life. She even implied my reputation and career could be jeopardized if I spent time with Jordan.”

“Did she say anything else?”

“No.” He sighed. “I could feel Jordan’s heartache, Mom, and the woman who said those things about her? Spiteful. Disdain for Jordan followed her around like an over-done, cheap perfume cloud that gags you from a quarter mile away.”

“That good, huh?” She chuckled, making him aware of his turn of phrase.

Heat climbed into Chase’s neck again, and he looked away.

“So what’re you going to do?”

“I thought about it all the way from Hamburg to the station and then to here.”

“And? What have you decided?”

“Donovans don’t run from complications.” He grinned and locked gazes with his mother. Blue eyes like his.

She laughed, a mischievous grin sliding across her face. “That’s certainly true enough. If they did, you and your brothers and sister would never have been born. Your father would’ve tucked tail and run the first time he met me.”

“I never considered such a notion,” his father said, coming in through the kitchen, having heard his wife’s final comment.

Mom got up and went to meet him. Their paths crossed halfway across the room. Arms going around each other, they shared a short kiss. Chase smiled. They’d been married almost twenty-eight years. Life had thrown some tough stuff at them, and still their love remained strong. He took comfort in the familiar routine and reminder of his parents’ love for each other.

“Hm.” Dad sighed with a contented smile. “I still love coming home to that.”

She rewarded him with another, more lingering kiss that lasted long enough to make Chase squirm in his seat, then she pulled away and headed for the kitchen. “Dinner will be ready soon. Ask your son about his day, and check out that lovely knee. He met someone!”

His father’s intense gaze landed on him then shifted to his knee as he approached the couch. Chase lifted the ice pack to show the bruise and swelling.

“Quite a shiner you got there on that leg.”

“At least it’s not on my face, I suppose. So, it could’ve been worse.”

“Wait until you hear how he got it,” Mom called from the kitchen doorway, tossing a teasing grin over her shoulder at Chase before she disappeared.

Chase chuckled as his dad settled on the couch beside him.



 

~~~


 


Jordan lay awake staring at the darkened ceiling in her bedroom. She’d tried reading earlier. So much for relaxing and enjoyable. The coffee table book filled with photographs of other places around the United States couldn’t hold her interest.

No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake the image of the handsome young ranger’s face and ice-blue eyes. Kindness and concern. Humor. Warm smile. Leaning against his knees, breathless and pale, after making a mad dash up the mountainside to save her. Gentle persistence in following her home, to then ask her out, added to the appeal. He’d certainly lived up to his name as he chased her down the mountain. Granted it had been at a crawl, but still. It was the thought.

Chase Donovan. She sighed and smiled.

Other than getting out of Hamburg, Jordan couldn’t think of anything she’d like more than to spend some time getting to know him. Her smile fell away. But no. She had no right to put his reputation at risk by letting him be seen with her. It wouldn’t be fair, and she couldn’t be so selfish as to spend time with him just because she desired it, knowing the damage it could do. He struck her as kind and caring. He didn’t deserve to have his life turned upside down, and possibly destroyed, because of her.

Put him out of your mind. Life will go on tomorrow as it has every day the past six years. Nothing would change. Nothing would improve. Life in a murky, sewage-filled rut would continue as always.

Maybe she deserved it. To be alone for the rest of her life. Stuck in a town that held nothing but disdain for her. Surrounded by people who would never let her forget what she was capable of. Maybe it was justice.



 

~~~


 


Why hadn’t he ever noticed how uncomfortable that bed was? Chase hauled himself off his old twin bed and tried Dax’s. No better. Both had springs coming through. He needed to remember to talk to his parents about new beds. After tossing and turning, trying to find a comfortable place on both beds where springs didn’t jab some part of his anatomy, he surrendered, grabbed a blanket, and limped into the living room to crash on the couch.

His circumstances didn’t improve much.

He still couldn’t sleep, unable to get Jordan’s oceanic blue eyes, pale skin, and pixie-like dark brown hair out of his mind. That adorable, faint, almost shy smile. The sparkle of humor. Though he’d had only brief glimpses of her lighter side, it drew him like a moth to a flame, made him want more. Chase grimaced at the cliché but resigned himself to it. Best he could do so late at night and tired.

Jordan’s face flashed in his mind again. Her sorrow and pain resonated deep within him. Such a strange dichotomy from the humor and mischief. What troubled her so much that it had almost squashed the playful side he’d only glimpsed? He’d seen genuine appreciation in Jordan’s eyes. Sincere interest she’d quickly subdued and rejected, but Chase had seen it. He’d recognized it, and lying there in the dark, it haunted him.

So how could he change her mind? What would it take to convince her to give him a chance? Let her know he didn’t fear whatever complications she felt loomed? There had to be a way.

“I could really use some guidance down here, Lord. Or was it just a flight of fancy and my own ego that told me to go after her today?” he whispered into the darkness.

“Chase, are you alright, son?” His father’s soft voice penetrated the darkness.

“Yeah, I couldn’t sleep. Have you lain on one of those beds recently?”

“I can’t say that I have.” Dad dropped into the recliner and turned on a small lamp sitting on the table next to it.

Chase squinted at the sudden light, but his eyes quickly adjusted.

“Is that all that’s keeping you awake? Bad mattresses?” A knowing look suggested he already knew the answer to the question, but he waited anyway.

“Not really, but it’s a convenient and legitimate excuse.” Chase grinned, folding his arms behind his head to elevate it and better meet his father’s gaze.

Dad chuckled and popped up the footrest of the recliner, settling in to stay awhile. “Would you like to talk about what’s really keeping you awake when you have to work in the morning?”

“Jordan.”

“Now, how did I know you were going to say that?” Dad’s grin turned teasing.

Chase shrugged and hoped the dim light hid the color he figured would otherwise be obvious if the heat traveling up his neck was any indication. “I keep thinking about the sorrow and pain she’s carrying. In the short time we talked, I saw hints of a wonderful sense of humor, but then that stinkin’ sorrow would interfere again. She’s hurting, and I don’t know why.”

“You can’t fix it.”

“I know.” He sighed. “I just… I don’t know. I want to help her if I can. Like you did with Mom when you two met.”

“It’s probably not even close to the same situation, so there may very well be nothing you can do.”

“But what if there is, and I just give up because she’s pushing me away and some spiteful woman tells me Jordan is evil incarnate? That’s not how she worded it, but she might as well have. I mean, come on. How could spending time with Jordan, getting to know her, possibly ruin my career?”

“I don’t know. Have you prayed about it?”

“Yeah. I was praying about it when you came in actually.”

“What was God’s response?”

“You, I guess.” Chase grinned. “You showed up while I was praying.”

“Well, I’m afraid I don’t have an answer for you. I haven’t met the girl, but it sounds like you need to proceed with caution.”

“Why? Do you think that elderly woman was right?”

“No, but from the sounds of it, Jordan has something deep and hurtful in her past, and if you don’t tread carefully in pursuing a relationship, you could compound her problems instead of helping her get past it or fix it or whatever it needs.”

“I hadn’t thought of that.” He definitely didn’t want to hurt her or make things worse.

“I also don’t want to see you hurt if she turns out to be broken beyond your ability to help and the two of you can’t have a relationship as a result.”

“I don’t want that either, Dad.”

Silence fell. The clock on the wall behind the couch counted out the seconds that dragged into minutes.

His father dropped the footrest of the recliner and got to his feet. “I’m headed back to bed. You try to get some sleep.” He clicked the light off.

“I will.”

Dad’s soft footfalls on the carpet passed by.

“And, Dad?”

“Yeah, son?”

“Thanks.”

“Anytime.”

Chase lay awake for a long while after Dad returned to bed. If he could just convince Jordan to spend some time with him….
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Saturday, June 12, 2004

 



WHY didn’t people put books in their proper places? Did folks just slap a book onto a shelf wherever they happened to be at the moment without so much as an attempt to make sure it found its rightful home? Jordan pulled another book from a slot on the wrong shelf and laid it on the cart to return to its proper place. How an archaeology reference book had ended up in the romantic fiction section, she’d never know. She shook her head and shelved books from the cart. Not the most exciting way to spend a Saturday, but such is life.



Thoughts wandered to Chase for the umpteenth time since she’d awakened that morning. She couldn’t seem to keep her mind from straying back to his sweet smile and warmth. The days since they’d met had crawled by. His face, ever-present at the edges of conscious thought, popped in and out at inopportune times. Three days, and his image still haunted her. And the yearning deep inside had become more painful with each day that passed. She could never have him, or anyone like him for that matter.

“Hello?” A voice called from beyond the stacks.

Jordan left the cart and went to see who needed help. As soon as she stepped out of the stacks, her heart sank, and her footsteps faltered. Mrs. Wilson. Mrs. Crandall’s best friend. More than best friends. And they shared the same low opinion of and disdain for Jordan.

Determined to be civil, regardless of how they behaved, Jordan plastered a smile on her face and headed for the desk. “How can I help you, Mrs. Wilson?”

The woman turned to her, a condescending brow arched. Disgust grew as she looked Jordan up and down like a disease-infected cockroach. “You can’t. I’m looking for Nancy.”

“She ran to the post office. She should be right back. I’d be happy to help you if you need something.”

“I’ll wait.” With an indignant sniff, the woman turned away, her back ramrod stiff.

“As you wish.” Eyes flooding, Jordan returned to the stacks. Despite her best efforts, tears escaped. She swiped at them with the back of a hand and shoved books home.

“Mrs. Wilson, how are you?” Nancy’s cheery voice drifted through the quiet room.

“I’ve had better days, but I won’t complain. Nobody cares anyway,” the elderly woman huffed. “I came to pick up that book you’ve been holding for me.”

“Of course. It’s right behind the counter. I hope you haven’t waited long. I’m sure Jordan could’ve helped you.”

“I’d rather not deal with her, thank you very much.”

“Well, here it is. I hope you enjoy it.”

“Thank you, dear.”

Silence fell for a few seconds. Nancy appeared at the end of the aisle where Jordan worked. She took one look at Jordan’s face and came in close for a hug. “I hope the hateful old bat chokes on her book.”

“That’s not nice,” Jordan admonished. Half-heartedly. She’d had similar thoughts on more than one occasion, and not just about Mrs. Wilson.

“Well, neither is she, so it fits.” Nancy set Jordan away. “You can’t let her get to you like this. It’s not good for you. Stress is a killer, you know.”

“So help me, if you tell me to be content, I’ll scream.” Jordan frowned.

“Your grandpa after you again?”

She nodded. “He just doesn’t get it.”

“Maybe he doesn’t want to.” Nancy’s words came out soft and gentle.

Jordan turned away. They’d had the same discussion before, but she didn’t want to believe Grandpa would be intentionally obtuse about the pain people inflicted. Then again, maybe he believed she deserved such hateful treatment and ignored it for that reason.

“I’m almost finished reshelving books.”

“Okay.” Nancy sighed. “When you get done, why don’t you go on home? I’m sure your grandmother would like your help with dinner.”

“Thanks.” She returned to her task.

Fifteen minutes later, Jordan walked out of the library, descended the outside stairs and headed home at a fast walk. The town’s layout followed the natural topography of the area, which resulted in Toll Road coming up through Ramsey Canyon, which then split into three streets—Main Street at the center, bracketed to the west by Cleveland Street and to the east by Undine Street, both of which were named after mining claims that had helped found the small town. She’d seen an aerial map once. The three narrow streets with their bridges, homes, and businesses resembled a three-clawed foot from the air. At least, to her they did.

Her grandparents lived at the far end of Cleveland Street. The library, city hall, and the post office were clustered at the point where the three streets merged with Toll Road. Most of Hamburg’s businesses were on Main Street, with one church on Cleveland and another on Undine. It took only minutes to walk from one point in Hamburg to any other point. Jordan walked everywhere, as did her grandparents and many others in town. Grandpa’s car sat unused in the garage unless the weather was bad or they needed to run into Sierra Vista.

Then again, maybe no one drove because of the scary streets the town didn’t maintain very well. Hamburg had yet to move into the modern era. The streets had been designed for the old Model T cars of the early twentieth century. They’d been much narrower than modern vehicles. The result? Two-way streets that weren’t much more than two cars wide. Jordan had driven them and met with a car coming from the other direction. She preferred to walk.

Needless to say, with everyone on foot, the small population, and the town so compact, chances of running into someone on the street were high. For Jordan, the chances that person would be someone she didn’t want to see were even higher, so she walked as fast as possible without breaking into a run after she left the library.

Her heart dropped.

Mrs. Crandall marched down the sidewalk toward her. The woman’s beady eyes had already zeroed in on her.

No escape. Jordan kept walking and hoped the woman would leave her alone.

“Miss Bridges, might I have a word with you?”

Jordan checked the urge to ignore the request and break into a run. She slowed to a stop and waited. No escape for sure now.

“I met that young park ranger you spoke to the other evening.”

Chase. Jordan swallowed a sigh and nodded. Mrs. Crandall wasn’t just making conversation. Bitter past experience wouldn’t let Jordan delude herself into believing otherwise. The woman had a point coming, and Jordan wouldn’t like it.

“He seemed like a very nice young man.” The woman raised a brow.

“Yes, ma’am, he did.”

“You need to stay away from him, little missy. He doesn’t need his life tainted by the likes of you.” Mrs. Crandall’s face screwed up like she’d just sucked on a particularly tart lemon. She glanced over Jordan from head to toe and back again, much as Mrs. Wilson had, and with the same expression. “You’re just like your mother. Worthless, lying tramp,” she muttered and breezed by to continue toward her destination, whatever it might be.

Though Jordan had heard the accusation many times over the past six years, it still pierced her heart with vicious accuracy. She broke into a run and didn’t slow down until she hit her front porch. By then, tears streamed unabated. She pushed through the front door and slammed it behind her, head down.

“Jordan, sweetheart, what’s wrong?” Grandma reached her side in a moment, hugging her.

“I hate it here.” Jordan couldn’t keep the teary wobble out of her voice.

Her grandmother released her and gently brushed away tears. “Mrs. Crandall?”

“And Mrs. Wilson.”

“Oh, sweetheart, I’m so sorry.” Grandma hugged her again.

Jordan nestled into loving arms until she’d regained some measure of control over her emotions.

It wasn’t until they stepped apart that she realized they had an audience.
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Pained tears on Jordan’s beautiful face dampened Chase’s welcoming smile and a flutter of anticipation in a heartbeat. As her grandmother embraced her, his heart ached. Who were Mrs. Crandall and Mrs. Wilson, and what had they said to provoke such a distressed response? The agony that gripped her reached out and clawed at his soul.

Lord, give me the strength to be here for Jordan. I don’t know what’s going on, but I want to help. You’re the one who told me to go after her the other day, right? If so, then give me wisdom to deal with her now.

When Jordan stepped away from her grandmother, she turned and saw him sitting in the living room. Red, puffy eyes widened. A fleeting hint of pleasure gave him hope. A frown of annoyance replaced it almost immediately, but he chose not to focus on that. More tears flooded her eyes. He pushed out of the wingback chair, careful to take some of the pressure off his still achy left knee.

“Chase? What are you doing here?”

“I came to see you.”

She shook her head and sighed. “You need to go. Now.”

“Not until I talk to you.” Chase kept his eyes steady on hers and hoped she’d realize he meant business. He’d given the situation a lot of thought and prayer the previous three days. He wouldn’t back down.

She stared at him in silence for a few moments then sighed and looked away. “There’s nothing to say. You need to go.”

“Afraid I can’t do that. Your grandmother kindly invited me to dinner, and I never turn down good, home-cooked food. No bachelor in his right mind would.” He half-grinned. Maybe he could tease her into cooperation. Worked with his sister sometimes.

Jordan shook her head, tears welling, then bolted through the living room into the kitchen. The back door slammed.

“I’m sorry, Chase. She’s had a difficult day.”

“I’ll go talk to her.”

“Brave, brave man.” Mrs. Stanton smiled. “I need to work on dinner. Bill should be home soon.”

Chase followed Jordan’s grandmother into the kitchen then slipped past her to the back door. He stepped onto the porch.

Jordan sat on the edge of a raised flower bed in a back corner of the yard. Shoulders hunched forward, head down.

The ache in his heart deepened. He headed her way. “Jordan?”

“Please go away.” She didn’t look up. A wobble in her voice drew him closer.

“Why won’t you let me help?” He sat on the concrete terrace block beside her and leaned his elbows on his knees, resisting the urge to hug the pain away.

“You don’t understand. Spending time with me can’t bring you anything but trouble. You have to go and not come back. You have to forget you ever met me.” A tear fell onto the fabric of her jeans. She wiped ineffectively at the wet spot on her thigh but still didn’t look up.

“Why? Explain it to me.”

“I can’t.” She stood and walked a few feet away.

“Why not?” Chase got to his feet, closed the distance between them, gently grasped her shoulders, and turned her around. He framed her face with both hands. Bottomless and unfathomable blue eyes drew him in. Her honey scent wrapped around him. “Please. Explain it to me. You say I don’t understand, so help me. Let me make an informed decision. Trust me at least that much.”

“You’ll leave,” she whispered. “If you know the truth, you’ll walk away.”

“Then what’ve you got to lose? You’re pushing me away regardless. Without even giving me a chance, I might add. Is that fair?”

Tears made tracks down her face. “Fair? This isn’t about fair, Chase. I’m trying to protect you! You don’t deserve the complications I would add to your life.”

“I’m a Donovan.” He half-grinned.

“Which means what exactly?”

“Donovans aren’t afraid of complications. We eat ’em for breakfast.” His grin fully manifested.

She scowled. “This isn’t funny, Chase. You have no idea what you’re up against or the ramifications it could have.”

“So do me the courtesy of the truth. Don’t I deserve that much?”

Her gaze fell away.

“Jordan? I know we barely know each other, but have I said or done anything to hurt you?”

“No,” she whispered.

“Have I said or done anything to make you believe I’m untrustworthy?”

“No.” Defeat rang in the soft word like a bell tower at noon.

“Then talk to me. Tell me what I’m up against. Let me decide for myself what I can and can’t deal with. Trust me at least that much.”

Jordan looked up then stepped back, pulled out of his grasp, and presented him with her profile. She wiped tears away with both hands. “I made a mistake six years ago, and I’ll never live it down. This town hates me for it. If you continue coming around, they’ll paint you with the same brush.”

Chase ran a hand through his hair. Not much of an answer. Pretty pathetic, in fact. What could Jordan have done that the people of Hamburg wouldn’t or couldn’t forgive? Six years would have put her in her teens, if he had guessed her age right. He took a step closer. The movement drew her gaze. “What did you do that could possibly be so bad? Did you kill someone or rob the local bank or something?”

“No, but I might as well have.” Her gaze fell away, darkened by shame and guilt. “I got pregnant by the mayor’s son.”

Okay. Chase hadn’t expected that. Not even close. He stared, stunned into silence. How could he respond to that?

Jordan glanced at him, then away, but not before he saw tears resurge.

What if…? His stomach tightened into a nauseating rock. “Did you… have… an abortion?” He could barely say the last word. His ribs constricted around his lungs.

“No.” She turned fully to him, eyes wide, shaking her head. “I couldn’t even consider it.”

Thank, God. His stomach uncoiled, and the tight band around his chest released.

“I gave the baby up for adoption through a Christian agency in Phoenix that my friend Diane helped me find. She helped me a lot back then,” she muttered.

“I’m glad. An incredible blessing to some childless couple out there, I’m sure.”

She nodded. “I met them, had a chance to spend time with them during my pregnancy. I knew they’d be wonderful parents, and they were so grateful.” Her gaze slipped away again.

Chase frowned. “Jordan, it’s unfortunate, but a lot of teen girls, and even adult women, find themselves in that same position. Yeah, it’s a sin to have sex outside of marriage, but it’s hardly unforgiveable.” A horrible thought occurred to him. Lord, please let me be wrong. “Are you a believer? Have you given your life to Christ?”

“Yes. I came to Christ after I got pregnant.” The soft admission accompanied a momentary joy deep in her blue eyes.

Thank you, Lord. “Then it’s forgiven. Christ washed it away with His blood.”

“I’m not so sure.” Guilt and grief crossed Jordan’s face. She presented him with her back.

Troubled, Chase chose his next words with great care. Lord, what do I say now? He turned her around to face him. “Please stop turning away. You’re making me dizzy.” He locked eyes with her and smiled. “Have you repented and asked for forgiveness for your sins?”

“Yes.”

“Then it’s gone. Yeah, you still have to live with the worldly consequences for it, just as we all do for some of the sins we commit, but God has forgiven you.”

“Then why doesn’t He make it stop?” A sob tore free. She slapped a hand over her mouth. Then she crumbled.

He drew Jordan into his arms and rested his chin on top of her head. What had she meant? What had God failed to stop? Why was she so convinced God hadn’t forgiven her? Did it have something to do with the two women mentioned earlier?

She quieted.

“Why doesn’t God stop what?” Chase drew her toward the swing on the back porch and pulled her into the seat next to him.

“People keep throwing my sins in my face.” She gave a short, humorless laugh. “Like I can ever forget what I did. Like I’ll ever forget the baby I had to give up because I couldn’t do right by it. I was sixteen years old and unemployed. How could I provide a child with the home and family it deserved?” Grief twisted her face again.

“You didn’t want to give up the baby, did you?” The ache in his heart intensified to the point of almost disabling pain.

She shook her head. “I loved it from the moment I first felt it kick. Signing those final adoption papers was the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life.” Her arms crossed tight over her abdomen.

He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulled her close, and leaned a cheek against her head. “I’m sorry. I can’t even imagine what you went through.” He frowned. “Weren’t your grandparents willing to help you keep it?”

“Grandma was, but Grandpa threatened to throw me out in the street if I did. I didn’t have anywhere else to go. He’s still mad at me.”

“I’m so sorry, Jordan.” How could a man threaten to throw his own grandchild out during a time of such dire need? “Is your grandfather not a believer?”

“Yeah, he is.”

A believer who didn’t forgive? Maybe Chase had missed something. A gentle nudge pushed him not to pursue the question right then, so he refocused on other things. “Was the baby a boy or a girl? It doesn’t feel right to keep referring to a child as an ‘it’.”

“I’ve never told anyone that but Jake.”

“Jake?”

“The mayor’s son.”

The baby’s father. Chased frowned. Somehow he’d forgotten there had been a man involved. “Where is he now? Why didn’t he help when you found out you were pregnant?”

Jordan stiffened, pushed away, and rose to cross to the far end of the porch. She stared across the yard for a few moments then turned to face him, bracing her hands on the porch rail behind her. “He died in a car accident last winter after he fell asleep at the wheel. His car hit a patch of ice.” She took a deep breath. “As for the second question, that’s complicated.”
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