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When Kyra Aimes’ alcoholic and abusive husband died last year, he left her teetering on the brink of bankruptcy before she’d even reached her 30s. Now she swears to never let herself be so vulnerable again. Love is for others, she’d rather live her life alone.

 

Randon Bolton made a mistake, one he can't forgive himself for. He’s trying to outrun his demons by taking short term jobs and always moving on to the next one in a vain hope of redemption. With salvation always out of reach, he’s better off by himself.

 

Long dead teen sweethearts Laura and Johnny just want to be in one another’s arms. But something went wrong years ago and they are tethered to the car that killed them. What will it take to release them forever? For the living and the dead, their lives and future are intertwined. The key to unlocking the ghostly teens’ bondage on Earth is both simple and impossible. Kyra and Randon have to fall in love.
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PROLOGUE

 

 

She’d never tire of his crooked smile.

Laura leaned against the door of the ‘55 Ford Fairlane and let her gaze trace Johnny’s face. His warm brown eyes met hers, the soft glow in them a companion to his rakish smile.

“Come and kiss me, Laura,” he growled in that half-man, half-boy voice. A shiver skittered down Laura’s spine at the sound.

She hesitated, just to let him know she wasn’t about to let him order her around. Then she inched away from the door, sliding slowly across the Ford’s vinyl bench seat. The skirt of her frothy homecoming dress slithered across her knees, reminding her of Johnny’s fingers skimming her calf, dipping just beneath the hem of her dress.

Her breath caught at the memory of his touch, in anticipation of feeling it again. As he slid out from behind the steering wheel, his gaze fixed on hers, intense, filled with a power reflected in her own eyes, her own heart. He tipped his head down, a thick lock of brown hair dropping across his brow.

She paused just as she reached the center of the big bench seat, waiting for him to close the distance.

Oh please, let it happen this time, oh please.

She trembled, waiting, head tipped up in invitation. He bent lower, eyes shutting.

A sizzle and a flash sputtered between them, driving Johnny back. As he stared at her, anger and frustration playing across his face, phantom tears pooled in Laura’s eyes. She, who’d cried at nothing while alive, felt new grief all these years after her and Johnny’s death.

Johnny’s fist smashed against the unseen barrier between them, sending up a fountain of sparks. Laura jumped back, although she knew from long experience the fireworks were all show and couldn’t hurt her.

“I thought it’d be different this time,” Johnny said angrily.

“Me, too,” Laura said, her words a sigh.

Johnny looked around, out the black windows of the Ford. “It feels different.”

Laura peered through the expansive front windshield, straining to see something, anything in the endless darkness. But she saw only shadows, black on black nearly as dark as the nothing that filled her eyes during the in-between times, when she didn’t even have this car, when she didn’t have Johnny.

Johnny fixed his gaze back on her. “Can you feel it?” he asked fiercely.

She wanted to say yes, tried to push the lie past her throat. But Johnny knew what a lousy liar she was. The silvery tears that never wet her face gathered again in her eyes, spilled over as she shook her head.

“Well, I can,” Johnny insisted. He thrust his chin up the way he always did when he was certain he was right. She saw the little boy in him then, the sixteen-year-old young man giving way to a child.

Laura smiled and leaned closer to the unseen barrier. “Can you feel me?”

Johnny’s face changed and the young man returned. “I can.” He spread his hand on his chest. “Right here.”

He tipped his head, bringing it inches from her, and held himself there, waiting. With a sigh, Laura closed the distance as best she could, feeling the energy of the barrier scudding across her brow. She shut her eyes, not wanting to see the space that still separated them.

A steady thrum sounded in her ears, the ghost of her heart, the phantom of her love for Johnny. The sound soothed her, sustained her through the long in-between times, when even her memories were black and empty.

The barrier between them seemed to thicken, to stiffen. Something pulled at Laura, pulled her away from Johnny. “What’s happening?”

“We can’t be going back yet,” Johnny said. “It’s too soon.”

Terrified of the black limbo that awaited, desperate to say the words, Laura shouted, “I love you, Johnny!”

His hands came up, reaching for her. “I love you, Laura.”

“Next time, Johnny.” Her eyes never leaving his face, she waited for the gray that would segue into the interminable black of in-between.

But although the endless night outside the car window changed, lightened, the color of the ether seemed more rose than gray. And now Laura could discern shapes beyond the broad sweep of the Fairlane’s windshield, irregular edges and broken curves.

“What is it, Johnny?” she murmured as tantalizing glimpses materialized beyond the Ford.

“Another chance,” he said, a familiar, long-forgotten glow lighting his face.

In the next moment, Laura was alone, and standing in the brilliance of an ordinary summer morning.
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CHAPTER 1

 

 

Kyra Aimes bent over in her chair and tightened the laces on her heavy tan work boots. She rose from the wheeled office chair and shoved it under the chipped Formica desk, upsetting a precarious stack of paperwork. She grabbed for the slithering sheets, barely resisting the urge to ball them all up and toss them into the trash.

Dumping the heap back on the desk, she left the windowless office for the service room beyond. Old Jackson stood alone, fielding the queries and purchases of the early morning visitors to Kyra’s wrecking yard. He turned briefly from the six-deep queue at his payment window, a smile creasing deeper seams in his dark brown face.

“Looks like that girl’s late again,” Jackson said.

Damn Trish and her teenage unpredictability, Kyra thought as she stepped up to the second window. She pulled the CLOSED sign from it and nodded to the next customer in line. The wispy-haired seventy-something man, his faded blue coverall splotched with oil, clunked a carburetor from a ‘74 Granada on the counter in front of Kyra. He nodded at her, pale blue eyes intense as he pushed the grease-encrusted part closer to her.

“How are you this morning, Mr. Carson?” Kyra asked as she searched for the carburetor price in her antiquated computer.

He didn’t answer Kyra. He hadn’t yet in the half dozen odd times she’d seen him. Trish had told her he rebuilt carburetors and alternators in his garage, then sold them to the local auto shops.

“Hot as blazes out there already, isn’t it?” Kyra said, keeping up the one-sided conversation.

Kyra looked past him at the heat shimmering off the rows of wrecked cars. Late August in the Sacramento Valley rivaled anything Mephistopheles could conjure up. Nine A.M. and it was already toasting in the mid-eighties, cooking along to a three-digit climax by late afternoon. They were predicting a high of one-thirteen, and the asphalt and sheet metal of Kyra’s wrecking yard would add ten degrees to that.

The swamp cooler above Kyra coughed out gusts of cool air, fighting a battle it would lose by four o’clock. It didn’t matter anyway; Kyra would be out in the yard by then, continuing her endless cycle of environmental paperwork, making sure FourStar Pick-n-Pull dotted every T and crossed every I the state asked for.

As Mr. Carson dug out the wrinkled bills for the carburetor, Kyra heard Trish’s high, sweet voice call out to Jackson. Kyra turned to see her errant clerk effervesce into the room.

“Morning, Kyra. Hey, Mr. Carson,” the eighteen-year-old said as she slung a book bag under the counter. Mr. Carson gave the girl a sour look in response before snatching up the carburetor and sidling off.

“You’re late,” Kyra said, stating the obvious. She tossed the change from Mr. Carson’s transaction into the till and shut the drawer. “Again.”

Trish scruffed up her spiky hair, tossing Kyra a placating grin. “Car wouldn’t start.”

Excuse number twenty-nine, used three times this month already. “Jackson’s backed up. Give him a hand.” Kyra gestured to the queue that had swelled to eight.

Kyra waited until Trish was shouldering her load before she headed out into the broiling sunshine. She fidgeted with the clipboard she carried, tapping it against her thigh as she wove through the rows of cars. Her boots crunched on the gravelly asphalt as she passed the ‘83 Chevys, bits of broken chrome and shattered side view mirrors giving off an eye-hurting glare.

She ran a mental list of everything she had to do today, anxiety creeping up on her. The unfinished, overwhelming details from yesterday, from last week, from last month, piled heavily on her, dragging her down like Marley’s chains. Her conscience took the form of her late unlamented husband, his snarling voice ringing in her mind’s ear.

Got those payables done yet, lazybones? I had to finish those state reports, then work the service window. Don’t give me your damn excuses. How the hell we s’posed to stay in business if we don’t pay the damn bills?

The Snake. Kyra hadn’t referred to her husband by his real name, either verbally or mentally, since he committed the ultimate act of betrayal by dying.

Kyra hunched her shoulders in reaction to his memory, then threw them back again irritably. She’d never missed paying a bill out of neglect. Only when the Snake had run through the month’s receipts in booze and trips to the Indian casinos.

She turned left at the rank of ‘91 Olds and serpentined her way to the back gate where the auction purchases had been delivered. Eight new totaled vehicles fresh from the insurance company auction crowded together against the cyclone fencing. She scanned them, taking a quick mental inventory of body panels and windshields, headlights and front grills.

When she’d first started working at the FourStar wrecking yard, a new bride still snowed by her husband’s charm, surveying the damaged cars always gave her a chill. Had there been a family in this one, piled into the car for a Sunday drive? A young man in that pick-up truck, on his way to work? What had happened to them? Had they survived the crash, had they walked away, grateful to be alive?

The increasing bitterness over her marriage only added to the hard shell she’d grown over those empathetic concerns. Now, when she viewed the line of twisted metal, she shut off those thoughts before they started, shunted them into the same dark abyss she’d routed her hopes for a happy marriage.

Instead, she focused on the eight sets of tires her mechanic, Mario, would have to pull for disposal, the eight radiators full of antifreeze to be drained and the contents discarded safely. Not to mention the used motor oil in the engine case and Freon from the air conditioners, all accompanied by the mountain of paperwork the state of California demanded.

Kyra swiped a line of sweat from her brow as she worked, the sun beating brutally on the back of her neck and shoulders where her navy tank top didn’t cover. She’d forgotten her hat, and though her thick, short-cropped black hair protected her ears, she missed the shade the ball cap’s bill provided her eyes.

Damn, she’d give a month’s receipts for a day of winter right about now. Even a bitter cold December storm would be welcome. Fat drops of rain hammering the asphalt, Alaska chill cutting to the bone. Of course, any decent rain chased away her customers and flooded half the south end of the yard.

Maybe summer wasn’t so bad, she thought wryly as she hoisted herself up on the running board of a jacked-up pickup. She peered at the interior, checking the condition of the upholstery. A half-dozen beer cans littered the foot well of the passenger seat and a faint odor of hops lingered.

She dropped back down to the pavement with a grim smile, remembering the same collection of empties in her husband’s car. Thank God her misbegotten spouse had died in a drunken fall down a flight of stairs, not in a car crash on Highway 50. At least the Snake didn’t take anyone with him when he went.

Just a piece of her soul, Kyra thought. She scrubbed at her face, wiping away the ugly memories. She’d be damned if she’d let the no-good louse harass her in death the way he had in life. The grief she’d felt at his passing had shocked her, until she’d realized her sorrow hadn’t been for the Snake’s expiration as much as it had been for the death of her dreams.

She moved away from the pickup and scanned the line of cars again. The invoice had read eight vehicles, but she only counted seven. She turned slowly, looking around her, trying to spot the missing vehicle.

The glint of chrome caught her eye and she turned back. She sought out the tell-tale glare. There, back behind the row of ‘78 Toyotas, almost wedged in between the Toys and the fence. A pair of fins and round red tail-lights peeking out from behind a battered Corolla.

Kyra’s brow creased as she moved closer to the car. A ‘55 Fairlane? She glanced at the list on her clipboard, but the car she hadn’t yet located was a late-model Chevy, not a vintage Fairlane. Yet the notation at the top said eight cars.

When she neared the car, she was even more puzzled. The rear end was nearly pristine, with only a few minor dents. The worst of the damage was a broad smear of mud sullying the strawberry-ice cream pink of the plump front fenders.

How did Jackson manage to snap up a nearly cherry classic ‘55 at the auction? He knew her budget, had assured her he’d kept it to the penny. How could he have outbid the competition on such a prize?

Kyra shook her head, sending off a shower of sweat from her hair. Her tongue felt glued to her mouth, and she cursed herself for forgetting to bring out her water bottle. She had to find the damn Chevy and get back inside before she expired of heatstroke. She’d leave the puzzle of the Fairlane for later, when she could ask Jackson.

She turned to go, but something drew her back. Sunlight glared brilliantly off the white trunk of the two-tone car, tempting her to touch it, to soak up the heat of the sun-warmed metal. The line of chrome separating the pink from the sweep of white winked at her, a teasing glitter of silver. She reached out, pressed her palm against the trunk.

The metal was cold.

She snatched her hand back, staring down at the car, eyes fixed on the trunk lock just above the empty license plate frame. Her hand trembled, remembering the chill centered in it. A cool streak of sensation shivered down her spine.

Before she realized what she was doing, she’d hurried several steps away, fear goosing her. Feeling ridiculous, she turned back to the car, retraced her steps. She put out her hand, held it above the Fairlane’s trunk lid. Waves of heat radiated from the white metal. Jaw set with determination, she lowered her hand to the lid.

The warmth of the metal nearly burned her. As it should, as it would with any other car in the lot, baking in the late morning heat. What she’d felt before, she hadn’t really felt it. She’d imagined it. No doubt a product of her wistful wish for winter, for the cool rains of December.

Chin high, she moved away from the Fairlane. Her eyes again scanning the row of new arrivals, she finally spotted the Chevy. With a purposeful stride, she headed over to inventory the last car on her invoice.
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Randon Bolton let his pickup coast down Highway 50’s Bass Lake grade, his eyes fixed on the haze of the Sacramento Valley below. He’d meant to get an earlier start today, before the sun rose to its zenith and pinned all beneath it with its fire. The A/C on the truck had long ago given up the ghost, and the gust of tepid air from the vent did nothing to cool him.

He’d been through Sacramento before, a good fifteen years ago as a wet-behind-the-ears nineteen-year-old. Rachelle was a senior in high school by then and had had two years to recover from the death of their parents. Randon figured the neighbor woman would do as well as him taking care of his younger sister, maybe better.

So he’d left her behind. He’d called her every day he worked the California State Pair as a carnie, checking to be sure she was eating right, keeping safe. Had she gotten the check he’d sent? he’d ask. Had she bought herself some school clothes?

That lasted for five years, Randon eking out an income with this job or that, always on the move, never spending more than a fraction of his paycheck so that Rachelle could reap the benefits. He couldn’t be with her anymore, couldn’t stand to be in one place that long, but he could assuage his guilt by making sure she was provided for.

Until that day he received his check back with a polite note from Rachelle’s husband—husband? Randon hadn’t even known his sister had married—that he would be supporting Rachelle from here on out, and Randon should keep the money for himself.

Except that Randon hadn’t a clue how to spend money on himself. So he continued his frugal ways and put the extra into something a rodeo wrangler had called a “mutual fund.” He had a vague idea of giving the money to Rachelle’s kids. But from what he heard from his sister, the few times her letters caught up with him, her husband Tom had done well for himself. Their two boys wouldn’t be needing Uncle Randon’s money as much as they would Uncle Randon himself.

Randon tipped back his cowboy hat to rub away a line of sweat, then settled the hat back on his head. The temperature seemed to rise with each foot he descended into the valley. A prickle started in the back of his neck, not so much from the heat, but from that persistent nag of guilt that he’d given so little of himself to his nephews.

Especially now, since that phone call from Rachelle’s husband, when he told Randon about Rachelle’s problem.

He couldn’t even say the word, not even in his mind.

I’ll make it up to them, he swore silently as he pulled off the highway at Sunrise. Maybe when I’ve finished this job, I’ll go pay them all a visit.

He’d promised himself that very thing just a month ago when he’d finished his stint on a Carson City ranch. And at the tail end of last year, when he’d wound up that flood control work just before Christmas, he’d had every intention of dropping by Rachelle’s. But somehow a stack of presents made its way to Rachelle’s Redding home without him. And as much as he might tell himself that that was enough, he couldn’t ignore the sharp tug of pain when he received the boys’ e-mailed thank you note, complete with a photo of the two wearing the twin cowboy hats he’d sent.

Randon continued south down Sunrise, eyes scanning either side of the boulevard, watching for the wrecking yards. The movie’s production designer, Jeffrey Evans, had torn two pages from the motel phone book and handed them to him, along with a digital camera and a tablet computer to upload the photos. An effete little man with a gray-streaked ponytail, Evans had given Randon his directions in his mincing, flighty way, although Randon knew the man was straight as an arrow. The way he flitted around would have made the gay cowboys Randon had met squirm with embarrassment.

All part of the act, Randon supposed. Evans saw himself as an “artiste,” never mind the rock-bottom budget and the raunchy script for the grade B horror movie.

Randon reached the stretch of Sunrise lined with wrecking yards on either side. No way of knowing where to start. No way of knowing what would satisfy the self-satisfied pretender he worked for. He’d make a random choice, snap a few pictures, then move on to the next one. If he was lucky, he could finish this today.

Something glittered off to the left, catching his eye. Sunlight off a car mirror, no doubt, or a bit of chrome. Randon looked back over his shoulder at the place he’d just passed, decided it was just as good a choice as any.

He slowed the pickup and made a U-turn at the next intersection, heading back up Sunrise. He pulled the pickup into the parking lot and found himself a scarce patch of shade in which to leave the truck.

 


[image: ]



 

“It was just some guy,” Trish said, counting out change to hand to a waiting customer. “He had the Fairlane. He had his paperwork.”

Kyra tapped the clipboard against her palm in a steady staccato. “But people don’t just sell vintage cars to a wrecking yard for scrap value.”

“He showed me his salvage license,” Trish insisted. “He had his paperwork from the state. You tell me not to be nosy. I didn’t ask questions.”

“Maybe you should have this time,” Kyra said. Irritation bubbled up at Trish’s negligent shrug of her shoulder, and Kyra knew it was time she isolated herself in her office. Haranguing the girl who had only done as Kyra had asked would only cause hurt feelings.

Kyra tossed the clipboard on her desk and shut the office door. She’d just as soon collapse on the worn sofa crowded in the corner, lumpy as it was, but if she lay down, she doubted she’d be up again before dark. She hadn’t slept well in her tiny Placerville Victorian. She often spent the early morning hours wandering the narrow rooms of her house, seeking a bit of cool peace to rest in.

Somehow the sultry heat of her office acted as a soporific, tempting her to put aside the oppressive stress of her life in an afternoon of slumber. But sleeping away her day wouldn’t get the bills paid, wouldn’t answer the question of the ‘55 Fairlane ensconced in the back of her yard. Ignoring the sofa, she sank into her office chair.

She’d have to call the county sheriff and check to see if the car was stolen. It wouldn’t be the first time an inept thief had towed in a vehicle, hoping to make a little money off the scrap value. They weren’t the professionals of stolen car rings and chop shops, but the hapless bumblers or the estranged husbands whose idea of revenge was to sell their wife’s transportation for parts.

Another fine endorsement of marriage, Kyra thought sourly, then shook her head at her own bitterness. The institution had worked well enough for her parents. They had loved each other dearly before her mother died. It was just she who had been inept in matrimony, who couldn’t discern the difference between love and charm, ambition and deviousness.

She dialed the number for the sheriff and waded patiently through the voice mail system. When she hung up the phone a few minutes later, she kept her hand on the receiver a long moment, puzzled. No record of a stolen ‘55 Fairlane. She owned the car, fair and square.

Kyra reached for the stack of bills, determined to get them out in the mail today. She’d just flipped to the first one when the office door rattled with the “Shave and a Haircut” of Trish’s knock.

“Someone to see you, Kyra,” Trish called through the door.

“Who?” Kyra called back.

“Some guy,” Trish said. “A real hunk. He asked to see the owner.”

“Salesman,” Kyra muttered as she pushed back her chair and rose. She already had a ton of junk in the back storeroom, stuff the Snake couldn’t resist buying. Boxes of pens with their address misprinted, car sun shades emblazoned with the lascivious silhouette of a nude woman.

“I don’t think he’s a salesman,” Trish said as Kyra strode from her office. “Not this guy.”

Kyra stepped into the service room, eyes roving the three windows. When her gaze fell on the man waiting at window three, she stopped abruptly.

The long tall drink of water in a battered white cowboy hat bore no resemblance to a salesman. His faded blue T-shirt had seen better days. The muscles in his tanned arms were ropy, no doubt from real work, not from lifting samples cases. He fidgeted with what looked like a digital camera, passing it from hand to hand as if he wasn’t quite sure what to do with it.

She’d known men who styled themselves as men of power. They piled up stacks of money and influence, flaunted their affluence, flexed their riches instead of their muscles. But the man who stood in the broiling midday heat, waiting with edgy energy, exuded a true power, that of his own self-confidence. His authority sprang from his own fingertips, encompassed not only what lay within his grasp, but what lay beyond, within his reach.

Kyra experienced a fleeting urge to let Jackson handle him. She could justify it. That growing mountain of paperwork in her office wouldn’t process itself. Jackson knew every inch of the business; he could handle whatever the man wanted as well as she.

She’d nearly opened her mouth to call Jackson’s name when the stranger outside leaned into the service window and shifted his gaze to her. The gray eyes, deep-set in the sharp planes of the man’s face, fixed on her. They widened, as if to enfold her image, as if to pull her in to him.

He wouldn’t be the first man to study her with that avid interest. Although she was small of stature, Kyra had long ago resolved herself to being what one man had crudely described as “stacked.” She’d given up trying to hide her generous bustline back in her twenties, instead relying on a cold stare to discourage rude perusals of her anatomy. But the man wasn’t studying the line of her breasts filling the tank top. His gunmetal-gray gaze fixed on her face, traced the curve of her jaw, settled on her lips. When Kyra flicked a tongue out to wet them, his eyes narrowed, darkened.

Angry, flustered, irritated, Kyra turned on her heel and headed for the door to the outside. She ignored the temptation to confront the man with the barrier of the service counter between them, and strode out to meet him face-to-face.

Damn, he was taller than she’d thought. Short as she was, she had to crane her neck to look up at him. And the way those blue jeans hugged his body was downright indecent.

She pasted a pleasant smile on her face. “Can I help you?”

“I was looking for the owner,” he said with the slightest hint of a drawl.

She maintained her smile with an effort. “You’re looking at her.”

He gazed down at her doubtfully, then flicked a quick glance inside the service room. “Your husband not in today?”

Anger knotted in Kyra’s throat and she tamped it down impatiently. “I said, I’m the owner,” she said tightly. “What can I do for you?”

A moment’s hesitation, then he juggled the camera into his left hand and thrust out his right. “I’m Randon Bolton.”

As much as she might like to, she couldn’t refuse his proffered hand. “Kyra Aimes.” She pressed her palm to his.

Despite herself, she found she liked the firmness of his grip. It wasn’t the limp gathering of her fingers in a pseudo-handshake so many men used greeting a woman. The calluses on his fingertips brushed the back of her hand and something curled low in her belly in reaction. She pulled her hand back, shoved it into the pocket of her shorts.

“What can I help you with?” she asked again.

He stared at her a long moment, the gray eyes puzzled. Then he seemed to come back to himself. He gestured with the camera. “I need some cars. For a movie.”

Kyra narrowed her gaze on the tall stranger, her perspective of him shifting 180 degrees. “You’re making a movie?”

“I’m just the propmaster.” He grinned, his face going from zero to sixty on the devastating scale in seconds. “Or at least that’s what the guy I’m working for calls me.”

Kyra felt the immediate peril of that heart-lifting smile, felt a warmth spread within her. She thrust the threatening softness aside. “This is a wrecking yard. Nothing out there runs.”

He’d seen the moment of weakness in her; she could see it in his speculative gaze. “They don’t have to run.” He shifted the black digital camera from one callused palm to the other. “They don’t even need engines.”

Nothing in his tone suggested he was coming on to her. His eyes remained fixed on her face, not once flicking down to her chest. But Kyra could feel a heat rise in her cheeks nonetheless.

She edged back a step. “I can’t pull engines for you.”

His grin had faded to a faint smile, its wistfulness just as compelling. “I’ll just take them as they come. With engines, without.” He hesitated, just a heartbeat. “I only need the bodies.”

Irritation rose in Kyra, making her edgy. He wasn’t trying to be suggestive, was he? That she couldn’t tell for certain; that she reacted with a pleasurable warmth instead of cold disdain as she did with other men only unsettled her more.

She’d been out in the damn sun too long, that was all. Imagining, maybe even hoping for some interest from a good-looking cowboy. There had been no one since the Snake died last year, and little enough when he’d been alive. She was allowed a little fantasizing.

She pushed back her hair with her fingers, putting more distance between herself and the cowboy in the process. “You pay for whatever’s left on the car.” She looked out over the yard rather than at him. “I won’t have you leaving a damn mess.”

“I won’t.” An edge had crept into his voice.

Kyra turned back to him, lifting her chin in response to his annoyance. “And you’ll have to pay Mario to tow them.”

“No problem.” He leaned toward her so that the brim of his hat shadowed his face. “You know I could go to one of the other places just as easy.”

The words were out before Kyra could stop them. “No one’s keeping you here, cowboy.”

His gray eyes darkened in his shadowed face. “I would think you’d be glad to get the business.”

She took a step toward him. “Not if I have to deal with an attitude.”

His eyes widened as if he couldn’t believe what she’d said. “Lady, the only attitude here is yours.”

She advanced on him another step. “And I damn well don’t need you leering at me like some pervert!”

He barked out a laugh. “You’re sure as hell overestimating your attraction.” He grinned as if the very thought of her appeal were amusing.

Heat rose in Kyra’s cheeks, mortification urging her to look away. But she stubbornly kept her eyes on his.

“There are a half dozen other wrecking yards along Sunrise,” she said evenly. “I suggest you check them out.”

For a long moment, he glared down at her. Something burned in his eyes, something like rage, something like fire.

“Fine,” he snapped, then turned on his booted heel. Ten long strides and he’d reached his pickup in the lot beyond. The roar of his engine and the spitting of gravel signaled his departure.

Hell, why had she done that? She’d just thrown away God knew how many hundreds of dollars. Enough to pay off a few of the bills she’d been juggling since Peter ran out of money to pay Paul.

With a sigh at her own stupidity and a wry grin for Trish, who watched, rapt, from the service window, Kyra headed back to her office.
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Johnny! Oh, God, Johnny, where are you?

Laura turned in place, looking around her at the tumbled wreckage of cars. Her gaze fell on the ‘55 Fairlane an arm’s length away. She bent to peer inside the front windshield again, but he wasn’t there.

A dark head moved between the rows of cars and her heart lifted until the man moved closer—not Johnny. The man called out to a blonde woman near him and the two walked past Laura, close enough for her to reach out to them. But they never looked her way, as if she didn’t exist.

Well, of course you don’t exist, silly. You’re dead.

Dead, but in the real world again. Real sunshine spilled down, would have warmed her shoulders if she could still feel. And a real sky arched overhead, brilliant blue hazed faintly with clouds. But no one could see her. Not the dark-haired man and his blonde companion, not the older couple meandering down the rows, nor the Mexican man leaning under the hood of the car three feet away. If no one saw her, heard her, returning was pointless.

Oh, where was Johnny? Every time before, they’d come back together. Never able to touch, but side by side. It had made the long dark times in between tolerable. How could she bear to be back in the world without him?

She would wait for him, that was it. She would climb inside the Ford and curl up on the seat and wait for Johnny.

But when she moved toward the car, a most peculiar thing happened. Sparkles of light surrounded her like crazy fireflies, and the air grew thick as cotton candy. The more she pushed toward the car, the heavier the air became until it stood firm as an implacable brick wall. She could not even reach her hand through it to touch the pale pink fender of the Fairlane.

Her heart wrenched inside her chest as if the living organ still beat there. “Johnny!” she cried again, her whole being in the call. “Johnny!”

Then a wonderful thing happened. Three people standing nearby, the old folks and the Mexican man, turned their heads toward her, eyes alert. They peered in her direction, listening a moment before returning to their business.

There was hope, then. She might well be able to reach one of them, to ask them what she and Johnny had been asking for so very long. And maybe this time, they’d find an answer.
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Randon caught up with Kyra first thing the next morning, just as she was heading out into the yard. His hat literally in his hands, he called out her name, halting her before she’d reached the first row of cars.

He hesitated a moment before striding over to her, his face set. He stopped a decorous three feet away.

“Could I please look around your yard?” he asked, eyes on her.

A long night of pondering past due notices had dissipated any lingering pride. “Of course. I’m sorry if I was rude yesterday.”

He nodded. “Me too, ma’am.”

She tipped her head in return, then gestured out to the yard. “Help yourself.”

He planted his hat back on his head and slid the digital camera from his back pocket. “Thank you.” Another long look, then he moved away from her, heading toward the first row of cars.

“Randon!” she called out, the question nagging at her. He turned back, attentive.

“Why did you come back?” she asked.

He waited a beat before he answered. “I couldn’t find what I wanted.”

A chill skittered up Kyra’s spine, a sudden premonition. But before she could put her finger on it, Randon disappeared among the wreckage and the sensation dissolved in the summer heat.


HEARTS REDEMPTION
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CHAPTER 2

 

 

Randon couldn’t shake her image. He caught glimpses of her across the yard, moving gracefully between the rows of trucks and cars, her petite, curvaceous form winking in and out of sight. But even when he couldn’t see her, she remained in his mind like an afterimage, the short, glossy, dark hair slipping into her eyes, scooped back with slender fingers, the sleeveless cherry-red blouse hugging her curves. He liked women, enjoyed thinking about them, but this woman... She was an obsession.

Why had he come back? He’d prowled three other wrecking yards yesterday afternoon, the sun’s heat dragging after him like an unwieldy cloak. He found several cars amongst the endless lines of wrecks that surely would have satisfied the production designer. But each time Randon raised his camera, his finger on the shutter release, her face intruded. The dew of sweat on her brow, her wide, angry hazel eyes, the soft curve of her lower lip that he couldn’t seem to pull his gaze away from.

And he wouldn’t snap the picture. In fact, each time he’d had to stifle the urge to fling the damn camera across the lot, or smash it into a windshield. Somehow Kyra had grabbed hold of him and he knew he had to go back. Had to tease out the reason for the attraction, then dismiss it and go on as he always had. So here he stood at FourStar Pick-n-Pull mooning over a prickly, stiff-backed woman he had not the slightest inclination to get to know better. That her curves would tempt a saint was beside the point. There was something behind her frank gaze that tugged at him, lured him, and that should be enough to set his feet running in the other direction.

Damn, he was looking for her. He’d stopped walking, had cocked his hip against a white Toyota with a streak of primer gray and was scanning the tops of the cars. He pushed himself away from the battered fender and cast his gaze resolutely down, closing his line of vision to a narrow few feet. He moved away from the Toyota. A cool chill raised gooseflesh on his arm. He snapped his gaze up, stopped in his tracks. A classic Ford Fairlane stood stoutly against the cyclone fencing. Mud caked the hood and front fenders, concealing the pink-and-white paint job dulled by years of oxidation.

He stepped closer and felt the chill again. A prickly sensation danced along the hairs on his arms and he shuddered. His feet didn’t seem to want to approach the car; they remained rooted to the pavement. What the hell? Randon looked around him, seeking a culvert or a drain pipe nearby. Even in the height of summer, a little water flowing in a nearby ditch would produce a gust of coolness. But there was nothing beyond the gravel and asphalt of the wrecking yard except acres of scrub and hip-high dried grass.

Shaking off the tension in his shoulders, Randon pushed himself forward. As he stepped up to the passenger side door of the Fairlane, he felt nothing but the ordinary heat of day radiating from the two-tone pink and white metal of the car. An odor drifted from the interior, faint as a memory, nagging at him to identify it. But then the sun seemed to bake it away, consigning it to his imagination.

He reached for the silver-bright chrome door handle, curved his fingers around it. His thumb hovered over the release button and his arm tensed, ready to pull the door open. The door lock was down, and he reached through the open window to pull it up. Coolness danced across his arm.

He looked up, left, right, searching for the source of the chill breeze. The scrub in the empty fields beyond lay motionless, not a twig touched by moving air. Yet he felt it, skimming along his arm, skittering up his neck. He looked back down, at the door lock. It was up.

The door handle seared his hand and he jumped back, releasing it. He could feel a line of warmth, sketched across his palm by the sun-heated metal of the handle. He checked his hand, surprised it was unmarked, then shook his head at his own flight of fancy. He looked sidelong at the car. The door lock was down, as it had been all along. That he’d seen otherwise was a trick of heat, of light and shadow. Nevertheless, he’d lost all inclination to open the Fairlane’s door.

“Randon.”

He whirled at the soft-spoken sound of his name, his heart suddenly hammering in his chest. It’s only Kyra, he thought, his heart taking a brief respite, then racing again like a thoroughbred when it realized “only” would never apply to Kyra.

He took off his hat and scraped back the sweat-curled hair falling across his brow. “Hello,” he said, settling the hat back into place.

“Finding what you need?” She hugged a clipboard across her chest.

What would it be like to have her hold him like that? His face buried in her softness, his flesh burned by the heat of her. The sweet comfort of her woman’s body easing away the long years of loneliness...

He slammed a lid on that line of thought, as if it were a yearling colt jerked to a stop with a stud chain. Lord, if she had a clue to what he was thinking, she’d throw him out of here on his ass. But wouldn’t that be better, to get away from her? She drew at him, tugged at his emotions, at the empty place inside him. If he had a teaspoonful of sense, he’d run the other way. And yet he’d come back.

He rubbed a hand over his face, wiping away his stray fantasies. “I’ve found a few,” he said, finally answering her question. “Snapped some pictures to show the production designer. He’ll have to approve my choices.”

“Then you won’t be taking the cars today?” She didn’t seem too happy about that.

“In a hurry to get your money, sugar?” He drew out the endearment, knowing the verbal caress would rile her. “Or just wanting to get rid of me?”

Her jaw worked, but her face remained neutral. “I couldn’t care less whether you’re here or not. I just can’t guarantee the cars will be here when you return.”

“How about I leave a deposit for the cars I choose?” he suggested. “You can mark ‘em sold.”

“That should be acceptable,” she said, although she looked as though she wished she could have found fault with his recommendation. She tilted her head up at him, narrow-eyed. “What’re you doing working on a movie, anyway?”

She must have realized how rude she sounded, because she flushed. He grinned at her discomfort. “I don’t look like the Hollywood type?”

“I wouldn’t know,” she said, shifting to lean against a Chevy 4x4. A scent floated from her, tempting him to seek its source. “But film making wouldn’t have been my first guess of your profession.”

“I wouldn’t say I have a profession, exactly.” He shrugged, resisting the urge to drag in a lungful of her fragrance. “This is just a job that came along.”

She tugged a lock of dark hair off her forehead. “What kind of movie is it?”

“Depends on who you ask, me or the director.” He cocked a hip against the truck, a few inches away from her. “He calls it art. I’d call it a cheap slasher flick.”

She had to raise her chin higher to meet his eyes. “Then why’d you take the job?”

“It pays for beer.” He watched for her frown of disapproval. She didn’t disappoint him.

“I suppose that would be enough for a man like you,” she said with a prissy tilt of the chin.

He felt himself lean toward her, like a skittish horse easing toward a grain bucket. “And what kind of man would that be?” he asked softly.

If she had an answer, it was trapped in her eyes, a message he couldn’t quite translate. Her face entranced him, the curve of her cheek, her moist lower lip. He itched to draw his thumb over her chin, to see if she would open her mouth, to see if she would let him kiss her.

He straightened abruptly, taking a step or two away from the pickup, away from her. What the hell had happened to his sense of self-preservation? Burned in the fire of that longing in her eyes.

“I don’t really have time to talk, sugar,” he said harshly, gesturing with the camera. “I’d just as soon get this done today.”

She stiffened, irritation washing away the heat, the imagined passion. He figured that was just as well.

She backed away. “I’ll need a record of the cars you pick. The number off the windshield.”

He nodded agreement, then turned his back on her. He could feel her gaze on him, as palpable as an angry touch. Then the sound of her brisk strides away from him rasped at his ears.

Perfect. Great. He’d just go take his damn pictures and get the hell out. He’d give her tow driver the numbers on the cars and let him handle transporting them.

He moved blindly through the lot, snapping shots left and right. He finished the pack of film, tucked the snapshots in his jeans pocket and headed for the exit at a half-run. Good riddance, Kyra Aimes, he thought as he gunned his truck out of the lot. Good riddance and good-bye.
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Johnny hung close by the chain-link fence and watched the woman storm toward him. She sure looked mad, just like Laura that time she caught him talking to the homecoming queen. He saw in the woman’s face the same balance between anger and tears. It wouldn’t take much to tip a woman over to brimming eyes that could drive a dagger of guilt into a man quicker than lightning.

The woman reached the row of cars lining the fence, started to pass Johnny. She lurched to a stop, one hand outstretched as if feeling something in the air. Then she snatched her hand back and held it close to her. She looked around wildly.

Was she looking for him? Had she somehow sensed him, recognized that something unseen occupied the ether near her?

Johnny stepped away from the fence, approached the woman. What had the man called her? Kyra? What if he called her name? Could he get her attention? Would she hear him?

Kyra! He willed the name, shouted it in his mind. It sounded loudly around him, but the word wouldn’t shape in his mouth, only inside him. It was clear Kyra hadn’t heard. She’d already closed herself off to the possibility of him, had taken a half step away.

Kyra! he called again, this time with his very soul. But Kyra walked away without hesitation, no doubt dismissing the very notion of Johnny.

Aching to his depths, Johnny cried out again, this time a name as familiar as his own heart. Laura!

He imagined her answer, I love you, Johnny, soothing his fear, his pain. Johnny returned to the fence, staring out across the auto graveyard, holding that fragment of Laura close inside him.
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Randon stared at the production designer in disbelief. “What do you mean, none of them will do?”

Evans waved a hand at the tablet computer that displayed Randon’s photos. “They aren’t what I was looking for.”

Randon turned to examine the images again. “They’re late-model cars, all with extensive damage.” Randon gestured to one shot. “Look at this one. Bashed front end, shattered windshield. It’s what you asked for.”

“But now that I see them, they’re not what I want,” the production designer said adamantly. He shoved the tablet back into Randon’s hands. “I want older cars. Find them.”

Randon gripped the tablet, suppressing the urge to shove it down Evans’s throat. “I thought we were on a tight schedule.”

The diminutive man fluttered his fingers. “Art can’t be rushed.” Then he minced off toward the grove of black oaks where the cinematographer had set up a late afternoon shot.

Randon glared after Evans darkly, then turned on his booted heel toward his truck. Along the way, he deleted the photos from the tablet. Then he dug into his pocket for his keys, longing for a cold shower at the tatty motor inn down in Placerville.

“Hey, Randon.”

He whirled to see the assistant director stepping down from one of the trailers parked at the location. Melinda tossed back a hank of shoulder-length light brown hair, and made her way sinuously toward him.

The A.D. had made it clear from the moment Randon had arrived that she was ready for action. No doubt she was the reason Joe, his stuntman buddy down in L.A., had recommended Randon for this job. Randon had heard

Joe’s wife nag him to hook Randon up with this female friend or that. Melinda must be their latest choice.

“Where ya headed?” Melinda all but batted her blue eyes at him.

She was willowy, her slender waist begging a man to span it with his hands. Her breasts crowded the V-necked knit top she wore, drawing his eyes to her deep cleavage. The scent of musk wafted from her warm flesh, suggesting tangled sheets and enthusiastic sex.

“To the motel,” he told her.

Her eyes lit up, somehow reading an invitation in his neutral tone. “I’m done for the day. We could have dinner.”

He smiled, shaking his head. “I’m pretty beat, Melinda. I thought I’d grab a burger and eat it in my room.”

She took a step closer, her musk scent growing thicker. The smudge of blue on her eyelids seemed to weigh them down.

“So we grab two burgers,” she murmured, “and we eat them together.”

He gazed down at her, willing a yes from his lips. He had only to accept her offer and for the next few hours he could chase away the emptiness, distracted by Melinda’s lithe, willing body. He tried to picture Melinda’s long legs wrapped around him, her lush lips pressed against his flesh. But instead he saw Kyra, her hazel eyes meeting his, angry one moment, clouded with sadness the next. The fragility of her, sheathed in steel.

He retreated, out of reach of Melinda’s cloying scent. “I don’t think so, sugar. Maybe some other time.” He turned and continued on to his truck.

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow?” she called out after him.

He waved without turning; the ambiguous gesture could mean anything she wanted it to. If he didn’t look at her, he wouldn’t see if it were anger or hurt in her face. He’d damn well caused the latter enough times.

He started the truck and gunned away from the location site, guiding the truck toward Highway 50. The glare of the setting sun nearly opaqued his windshield as he headed west toward Placerville, driving a needle of brilliance between his eyes. Setting his teeth against the pain, he focused on his own spreading loneliness, the familiar sense of isolation. But despite all efforts to the contrary, Kyra’s sweet, wary face intruded in his mind’s eye, until the blast of the sun was a welcome distraction.
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Kyra leaned her elbows on the top of the washer and buried her face in her hands. She tried to ignore the water lapping around her stocking feet and spreading across the floor, but the soapy wetness oozed between her toes and sopped her socks. The grinding roar of the washing machine finishing its spin cycle punctuated her despair, and she bowed her head lower to rest it on her arms.

A flooded floor wasn’t the end of the world. But teamed with a failing refrigerator and a stove with only two working burners, it was all just too much to bear. She’d kissed the microwave good-bye three weeks ago and had resigned herself to giving up toast when the toaster went, but damn, she needed a working washer.

A questioning yowl brought her gaze slanting to the left. Her cat, Bubba, speared her with his golden gaze, the expression in his jet-black face unsympathetic. There were issues of greater import than washing machines in Bubba’s universe. Crunchies in a food dish, gophers in the yard, a soft nest on the bed. An empty, lonely bed. Unbidden, an image seeped into her mind of Randon Bolton stretched out between her sheets. He would dominate the narrow double bed she’d purchased to replace the one she’d slept in with the Snake. If comfort could be doled out by size alone, Randon Bolton would certainly provide a generous measure.

Dangerous, dangerous thoughts. She slept alone because that was the way she wanted it, to avoid another disaster like her marriage. She was just feeling down over the series of catastrophes plaguing her, vulnerable to trouble in a well-muscled six-foot-plus package.

Kyra lifted her head and gazed out the window into the backyard. The sun neared the horizon, but still hung stubbornly above it, unwilling to release its heated grip on the Sacramento Valley and the nearby foothills. The air-conditioning in Kyra’s tiny house was thankfully new; its efforts coupled with the shade of the massive oaks in her yard lent a blessed coolness.

So at least she could mop the laundry room floor in relative comfort. Kyra sloshed across the floor and grabbed the sponge mop and bucket. Leaning the mop against the washer, she peeled off her socks and tossed them on top of the dryer.

The sun had finally surrendered to the early evening dusk by the time Kyra finished swabbing the laundry room. After putting the mop away, she pried the sodden load of clothes from the washer and tossed them into the dryer. At least the machine had completed its rinse cycle, forestalling a trip to the Laundromat for a day.

She filled a pot with water and set it on a back burner, one of the two that still worked. She’d throw in some rotini after she’d showered and toss it together with some veggies for a pasta salad.

But when she padded out barefoot, skin damp, hair dripping from her shower, the water still hadn’t boiled. Cinching her robe tighter, Kyra held her hand close to the burner under the pot. The black coil was stone cold.

With a sense of inevitability, Kyra turned the knob for what should have been the last operating burner. She waited a full five minutes, her hand hovering over the coil. Maybe she’d lost her sense of touch, she thought whimsically as the black metal refused to yield heat. Then with a growl that sent Bubba skittering out his kitty door, Kyra snapped both knobs into the off position and stomped off to her bedroom. Shedding her robe and tossing it onto the bed, she dug a tank top and shorts from the dresser.

Kyra tugged on her clothes, then grabbed her purse as she headed out the door. If she couldn’t scrape together enough money for dinner at Mama D’s, she’d beg Mama for a meal. Damned if she’d eat half-gone milk on Frosted Flakes another night.
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Randon hung up the phone, dropping the receiver from nerveless fingers. He lay back on the lumpy mattress of the motel bed and stared at the wall of the tiny, shabby room. A weighted fist had taken hold of his middle, each finger etched with the words his brother-in-law Tom had just spoken. Her test came back positive.

He wanted to roar at the four walls of his room, to wrench the damn phone from its cord and slam it against the floor. He wanted to erase those words, to force them back into Tom’s throat, to turn the truth of them into a lie. God, how could You? No answer from that quarter. Randon didn’t doubt the Almighty’s existence, he only recognized that God’s priorities didn’t include the life and sorrows of a worthless wanderer. But Rachelle...Rachelle was another matter.

Randon scrubbed at his face, surprised at the moisture wetting his cheeks. Since he damn well didn’t cry, it had to be something left from his shower or sweat from the stifling warmth of the room. Not tears. He couldn’t let it be tears.

Rolling off the bed, he hit the floor with his bare feet and prowled the four square feet of empty space beside the bed. A scream of rage bubbled in his chest, clawing to get out, goading him to put a fist through a wall. He hadn’t trashed a motel room in years, and back then it was from sheer drunken idiocy, not this creature of fear that had sprung into life inside him with those five simple words. Her test came back positive.

He had to get out. He looked around him frantically for his clothes. He scrambled into a worn T-shirt, shoved bare feet into boots, grabbed up his wallet. He didn’t bother with the keys to his pickup. He had to walk, to work off this terror blooming inside for Rachelle.

As he strode across the parking lot of the motel toward Broadway, he forced back the panic, the urge to run. He would keep himself under control. He would walk from one end of town to the other, once, twice, three times if necessary. And he’d beat back the five little demons that danced at his heels. Her test came back positive. Randon swallowed a groan and walked a little faster.
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Kyra mopped up the last of the gravy on her plate with a bit of roll and popped it into her mouth. Sliding her plate across the counter, she leaned back in her seat with a sigh and smiled up at Mama.

“Fabulous,” she told the narrow-faced woman behind the counter, “as usual.”

Mama nodded her miserly approval, then slapped down the check next to Kyra’s plate. “Pie comes with the special,” the older woman said, one hand on a cocked hip.

Kyra flicked a glance at the specials board; it said no such thing. Mama kept her sharp gaze riveted on Kyra, daring her to contradict.

Kyra just smiled. “I’d love some pie. Apple if you’ve got it.”

Mama gave her a look before turning back to the pie case. Of course they had apple. Didn’t Mama’s brother own an orchard up in Apple Hill? Mama even put apples in the pancakes.

“What kinda ice cream you want on it?” Mama asked, a plate of warm apple pie in one hand, ice cream scoop in the other.

As if Kyra had a choice. “Vanilla.”

Mama mounded on the ice cream, then set the plate and a fork before Kyra. Kyra picked up her fork and contemplated the golden brown pie, the puddle of melted ice cream. An emotion welled up in her, gratitude for Mama’s kindness, so sparingly doled out. The small gesture brought back to Kyra memories of her own father, a quiet, gentle man whose love and caring she lost the day she married the Snake.

She shook off the ridiculous, incipient tears, and forked up a big bite of pie. The flavor of the delicate pastry coupled with creamy vanilla exploded in her mouth. She closed her eyes, reveling in the tastes and textures.

“Boyfriend of yours?” Mama asked, intruding on Kyra’s sybaritic pleasure.

“What?” Kyra’s head bobbed up, she looked around her. “Who?”

Mama pointed out toward the street. “The one at the window. The long, tall one lookin’ like a lost puppy.”

Kyra swiveled her seat, turning toward the front of the coffee shop. Looked past the hanging plastic ferns, the other customers.

And saw Randon, at the window. Staring in at her like a lost soul who’s just found salvation.
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Laura drifted between the rows of cars, gazing up at the black arch of sky littered with stars. A dull ache fisted in her chest, never mind that she was long dead, that there was nothing left of her body to pain her. Johnny was lost to her, and she was alone in this ugly, alien place. The thought of a second night without him was unbearable.

She traced the hood of the car next to her with her fingertips, watched her hand pass palm deep into the solid metal as she moved. A silvery glitter followed the path of her touch, skittering off the hood. Johnny, her heart cried, Johnny!

She continued down the row of cars, looking inside each one. The other times she and Johnny had come back, they’d returned to that spot on the river, to the tomb of mud and trash and deadfall. They’d never had a chance to see how the world had moved on in the years since their deaths. The changes were beyond her imaginings.

The strange lines of the cars, the gadgets displayed across their dashboards. People didn’t even dress the same. How many years had passed? Johnny!

She tipped her head up, looking around her. Where was the Fairlane now? Much as she’d tried, she’d found it hard to stay close to the car. Something always seemed to force her away. Back to the man. He was tall, and he wore a cowboy hat. She supposed he was handsome, for an old guy, but half the time he scowled as if he were angry about something. It especially seemed to make him mad when she drew near him. Laura suspected the man could sense her presence and he didn’t like the feeling. Was he the one?

He was gone now, along with all the others that had wandered the junk yard. Her only company was a restless German shepherd that looked like Rin-Tin-Tin. And the dog wouldn’t go near her.

She had to find the Fairlane again. If she couldn’t be with Johnny, she needed the comfort of something she knew, something real. She could curl up on the seat and dream of him, picture his sweet kisses, the feel of his hand in hers.

Looking around her again to get her bearings, she chose a direction that seemed right and threaded her way between the cars. A breeze sighed across the yard and she pretended it sifted through her long blonde hair, lifting the strands off her neck. Just like Johnny’s touch, right before he kissed her.

When she saw the Ford, she started to run, afraid some unseen hand would snatch her away, toss her to the other side of the yard. But each step brought her nearer, until she could see the glare of moonlight off the windshield and the brilliant white of the hood. Now, rather than push her away, the car seemed to pull her to it, like the welcoming porch light of home.

Laughing with excitement, Laura rounded the front of the car to the passenger side. She grabbed at the door handle, tugging the shiny metal to open it, but her fingers slithered through the handle in a shower of sparks.

She stared at the door in frustration, wondering if she’d have to climb through the broken window to get inside. Then the realization came to her in a shock of awareness.

She didn’t have to open the door.

She gazed down at the car, the windshield opaque in the moonlight. Moving tentatively, Laura reached out, fingertips brushing the stark white. Ignoring the glittering display, she pushed her hand farther, knuckle deep in the door, wrist deep. She thrust her arm in up to the elbow.

When she paused, the gentle tingle grew sharper, more painful. So she continued to press herself through the car, shifting her body as she would if she’d been climbing through an open door. She wondered fancifully if her bottom would slip through the car seat when she tried to sit, if she would find herself dropping onto the rough gravel beneath the Fairlane. But as soon as she’d passed inside, the car seemed to solidify around her. The vinyl seat bounced as she dropped onto it, and her hand banged the inside of the door when she reached out in reaction.

She leaned against the seat in satisfaction, closing her eyes. She lifted her chest as if taking a breath, imagining Johnny’s scent in her nostrils. Then she let it out in a sigh.

“Laura.”

She froze at the sound, hoping against hope. Then she opened her eyes and turned slowly so as not to frighten away a miracle. She screamed in jubilation. There was Johnny, big as life, sitting on the seat beside her.


HEARTS REDEMPTION
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CHAPTER 3

 

 

The naked need in Randon’s face frightened Kyra, and she swallowed back the urge to bolt. It wasn’t a sexual need; Kyra had been stared at, leered at enough times to recognize the difference. This was stark vulnerability she saw in Randon, made all the more poignant by the power and strength of the man.

If Kyra’s head said to run, her heart had other plans. Without thinking, she’d risen from the vinyl stool and moved quickly through the cafe, keeping her gaze locked on his. He broke that intimacy only once, to glance up, then down Main Street as if seeking an escape. Hurrying through the glass door of Mama D’s, Kyra closed the distance between them.

He didn’t give up the nervous energy easily. His arms tensed stiffly at his sides, his hands fisting, then releasing. Despair burned in his eyes, and a yearning hope for comfort. For an instant, Kyra thought he would pull her into his arms and hold her against his heart. She swayed closer to him in response. Then he shifted, turning his body slightly away, and the moment passed.

“Were you hungry?” she asked to cover up the awkwardness. “Did you want something to eat?”

He stared at her as if she’d spoken Greek. “What? Oh. I already ate.” He scrubbed at his face. “No, I didn’t. Lord, I don’t know.”

Moving slowly, as if coaxing a chary wolf to accept her hand, she took his arm. “Mama’s got a great special tonight.” She urged him back inside the cafe.

As she wended her way through the crowded tables, toward the counter, she saw Mama had staked out a booth for them. Kyra changed directions and seated herself at the booth; Randon lowered himself onto the bench opposite her. He picked up the menu Mama placed before him and opened it, but Kyra could see he didn’t read it.

“Just bring him the special.” Kyra smiled up at the scowl of sympathy on Mama’s face. “I’ll have the rest of my pie.”

Mama plucked the menu from Randon’s fingers and flounced off, barking out the order to the cook. Kyra gazed up at Randon, into his now shuttered gray eyes and waited for him to speak. As if he would. He stared down at his work-hardened hands as if they held a desperately needed answer, if only he could interpret it. Kyra realized that any conversation between them would have to be initiated by her.

“Want to tell me about it?” she asked.

His eyes swung up to meet hers. “What?”

Kyra shrugged. “Whatever it is that’s bothering you.”

His spoke quickly. “Nothing.”

“Could have fooled me,” she said mildly. “You look like a man pursued.”

He took in a sharp breath, then as swiftly concealed whatever strong emotion drove him. “Nobody’s chasing me.” But the words didn’t quite ring true.

A sudden thought occurred to Kyra. What if Randon were in trouble? He could be on the run from the law for all she knew. He didn’t have the sleazy quality of the creeps that tried to sell her stolen cars. But hell, hadn’t the Snake taught her that even the most charming men could be jerks?

Kyra glanced across the cafe at the sheriff’s deputy seated three tables over. “Then you wouldn’t mind if I stepped over there and had a word with Jack.”

Randon spared the deputy a quick look. “I’m not in trouble with the law, Kyra.”

He sounded so tired, so empty, that guilt lanced Kyra for even suggesting it. “Then what?” she said softly.

He dragged in another breath, his hands shifting on the table like two wrestlers. He opened his mouth, seemed to urge the words out. Then the emotions in his eyes muted.

“The production designer didn’t like any of my choices,” he said.

That wasn’t what he’d intended to say. He knew she knew it, too; she could see it in the look in his eyes, as if he dared her to object. She wanted to, wanted to pull the secret agony out of him, to share it, to soothe it. But she had no right to. “Why not?” she asked, keeping a neutral tone.

Randon shook his head, his smile rueful. “The man’s an idiot. He doesn’t know what he wants. But he’s the boss and he doesn’t need a reason to say no.”

“You’re coming back to the yard, then.” Kyra wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. “To scout out some more?”

“Tomorrow,” he said. “First thing.”

He leaned back as Mama arrived with his dinner. The sour-faced woman had stacked a double serving of meat loaf on Randon’s plate and mounded a mountain of gravy-flooded mashed potatoes. She slid a newly cut piece of apple pie in front of Kyra, the warm pastry crowned with a fresh scoop of ice cream.

Randon dug into his meal, eating rapidly as if surprised to discover he was hungry. Kyra savored her pie, her sensual enjoyment of the dessert sharpened by Randon’s presence across the table. She pushed it aside when she simply couldn’t take another bite. She sat back, eyeing Randon. “I’ll have to pull the tags on that first set you chose. I’d marked them all as sold.”

He stroked the roll across his plate, soaking up the gravy. “I can do that. I’ll pull them as I go.”

She nodded, mesmerized by the motions of his strong hands, by the sight of his tongue licking a bit of gravy off his thumb. He caught her watching him and he stilled, then took one last deliberate taste of his finger.

She felt the stroke of his tongue on her own flesh as surely as if he had touched her. She should wrench her eyes away from his, should break the sudden, exquisite intimacy of their visual contact. But she kept her gaze steady on him, her own tongue stealing out to wet her lips as she ached to have him do.

His eyes darkened, their gray depths turning stormy. A sudden, intense image invaded her senses—Randon making love to her, his hands on her body, slow and thorough instead of rushed and impatient as the Snake had been. Her pleasure intensifying under those competent hands, his fingers strumming her nerve endings to a fevered explosion of sensation.

He smiled, his mouth stretching in a sensuous curve. God, he knew every thought that danced through her head, could see every image. The heat of mortification washed over her cheeks and she tore her gaze from his to look away, anywhere but at him.

Her shaky, skittering hand banged against the dish of apple pie. “Would you like the rest?” She gave the bowl a nervous shove toward him.

At that moment, Mama arrived with a huge plate of pie a la mode. Whisking away Randon’s dirty dishes, she plopped the pie before him, then stomped off.

“Guess you don’t need it,” Kyra muttered, her hand sneaking out to pull back her offering.

He laid his hand on hers to stop her. “I might want both.”

She fixed her eyes on his fingers crossing the back of her hand. She willed them to move, to break contact, to stroke her flesh. She chanced a look up at him and he seemed as stunned as she at the feel of skin against skin.

He snatched his hand away, turned his attention to the pie. “Looks good,” he said, shoveling a forkful into his mouth.

Kyra removed her hands to the safety of her lap. Her thoughts tumbled over each other like mismatched socks in a dryer. She tried to grasp one, struggling for something to say, some safe topic of conversation.

A picture of ice cream pink and white formed in her mind, and a chill chased down her spine. “Did you see the Fairlane?” she blurted.

Randon slowly lifted his gaze from his pie. “Fairlane?”

“The ‘55 Ford in the back of the yard.” She shivered, remembering the icy feel of the car. “It’s a two-tone, pink and white.”

His gaze turned wary. “What about it?”

“Have you seen it?” Kyra asked.

“I have,” he said carefully.

“That production guy you’re working for might like it,” Kyra suggested.

“No,” Randon said flatly.

“But, it’s a classic.”

Randon dropped his fork on his empty dessert dish. “He won’t want it.”

“Why not?” His adamant attitude puzzled her, as did her own urgency in mentioning the car.

“Because it isn’t right for him.” He swiped at his mouth with a napkin, as if to close off the line of conversation.

“But how would you know unless you showed it to him?” Kyra persisted.

“I know. He won’t want it.”

He rose, reaching in his back pocket for his wallet.

Mama arrived at that moment to hand him a check.

Kyra scooted from the booth. “Where’s mine?” she asked Mama.

“I don’t do separate checks,” Mama huffed, although Kyra knew she did when it suited her.

Kyra turned to Randon. “What do I owe you?”

“My treat.” He slapped a generous tip down on the table, eliciting a rare smile from Mama.

Kyra followed him to the register. “I can’t let you pay for me.”

“You don’t have a choice.” He handed Mama a twenty.

Anger simmered at the back of Kyra’s throat. “I want to pay my part of the check.”

“Too bad,” he said, taking back his change.

Kyra gave Mama an exasperated look, but she was beaming at Randon, her homely face lit up like a Christmas tree. Kyra would receive no help from that quarter.

“I don’t want you paying for my dinner,” Kyra gritted out.

He stuffed his wallet into his back pocket, drawing Kyra’s eye to his well-muscled backside. “Then you buy next time.”

It took a moment for his words to sink in, then she popped her gaze up to his face. “I can’t afford to take you out to dinner.”

He laid his fingertips lightly on her shoulders, turning her toward the exit. “Then cook for me.”

Kyra spun to face him. “What?”

“Make me dinner.” He urged her out onto the sidewalk. The sultry air closed in on them like a caress. “It’s been too damn long since I had a home-cooked meal.”

Kyra tossed her head, tried to shake the feel of him from her shoulders. “I can’t,” she said, tipping her chin up.

He thrust his fingers into his thick, curly hair, and she realized for the first time that he wasn’t wearing his cowboy hat. He hesitated, then glanced inside the cafe as if wondering if he’d left it there. Then he seemed to remember where and why he’d left the hat, and a flash of pain flared in his eyes, then was gone.

He shoved his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “You can’t cook?”

She lifted her chin higher. “Of course I can cook. I just can’t cook for you.”

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “Can’t or won’t?”

“Can’t,” she said emphatically, glad for an excuse. “My stove is broken.”

The beginnings of a smile curved the corners of his mouth. He thought she was lying!

“It is” she asserted, not sure why she even cared if he believed her. “None of the burners work.”

“What about the oven?”

“I gave up on the oven the day I put in biscuits and ended up with charcoal. Something wrong with the thermostat.”

“Microwave?”

“Dead.”

“Toaster?” he asked hopefully.

She didn’t bother answering, just tipped her thumb down. His faint smile deepened, creasing two dimples in his cheeks.

Good Lord, dimples. The Snake had had dimples.

Kyra gazed up at Randon, at the light of humor in his steel-gray eyes. The Snake had only smiled when he’d wanted something from her. Somehow Randon’s dimples seemed so much more honest.

“I’m sorry,” she said, not exactly sure what she regretted. “I can’t cook you a meal. But thank you for dinner,” she added belatedly.

His hand went up to his head again, as if to take off the hat he’d forgotten. He dropped his hand. “Can I walk you to your car?”

She gestured to the yellow Hornet on the opposite side of Main. “It’s just across the street.”

He nodded, took a step back from her. “See you tomorrow, then.”

She glanced up and down Main. “Can I drop you at your truck?”

He shook his head. “I walked down from the motel.”

“Then I could drive you there.”

He looked back over his shoulder, and Kyra got the sense again of a man seeking escape. When he turned back to her his expression was grim. “Thank you, but I’d rather walk.”

“Okay,” she said. “See you tomorrow, then.”

She headed up Main to the crosswalk, then made her way across the street and to the Hornet. As she tugged open the car door, she looked back at him. He hadn’t moved, just stood staring at the sidewalk.

Kyra started the reluctant Hornet, pulled out and guided the car up Main Street. She made a U-turn at the Bell Tower, then doubled back toward home. As she drove slowly past Mama D’s, she was surprised to see Randon still there. She raised a hand to wave, then dropped it when she saw his face. His head bowed, gaze fixed on the sidewalk, one emotion stood out starkly. Grief.
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Johnny gazed at Laura, drank in the sight of her. Her blue eyes glowed in the shadows cast by a flood light that towered above the junk yard. The sweep of her pale blonde hair tantalized him, made his fingers itch to touch her.

With a sense of inevitability, Johnny reached for her across the car as he always did. Again his fingers hit the barrier, again a shower of sparks glittered between them.

But different.

He pulled his hand back, then tested again. Laura followed the motion of his hand, her eyes fixed on the streaks of light.

She glanced up at his face. “What is it, Johnny?”

He didn’t want to say yet, afraid he’d imagined the change. “Feel it. From your side.”

Her small, slender hand moved to mirror his. Her brow furrowed as she mimicked his movements, the tip of her tongue stealing out as she concentrated. The sight of her pink tongue blew away Johnny’s focus with the power of a hand grenade. Memories of Laura’s touch surged into his mind, burning him as surely as it had his living flesh.

“It feels different,” she finally said, dragging Johnny back from a thousand wayward fantasies.

“How?” He wanted to know if her perception was the same as his.

She pursed her lips slightly, threatening to distract Johnny again. Then her eyes widened. “Softer. Thinner. Almost as if...”

He put a finger to his lips to stop the words. “Let’s try,” he told her.

She nodded. Then, her fingers trembling, she pushed against the barrier from her side as he did from his. The glitter of sparks became more intense, brighter, flaring into fire. He could feel the heat as if he still had skin and bones and nerves to feel. He became afraid for Laura as the pain shone sharply in her face, as she pushed and pushed and pushed from her side of the barrier. He could feel her fingers!

Just for an instant, then he shouted, “Stop!” as the phantom tears stood out in Laura’s eyes. She snatched back her hand and fell back against the car door, cradling her arm.

She tipped her head up to him. “I felt you,” she whispered.

“Me, too.” He rubbed away the scalding heat.

“But it hurt,” she scraped out, and the words knifed at Johnny’s heart.

He swallowed hard, fixing his gaze with hers. “We might have to do it again. If we ever want to be together.”

She hesitated, then she gave him a small nod. “I want to be with you, Johnny.”

An agony of emotions roiled in him, a phenomenon he’d never understood. He was dead, damn it! How could he feel, how could he hurt? How could he love? And yet that last emotion, the miracle of loving Laura, and holding her heart in return, was worth any trial, any torture. Except that of seeing her hurt.

She sat with head bowed now, still nursing the ethereal pain in her hand. Her silver-gold ponytail lay against her pale throat, shining in the lamplight. Gleaming tears coursed down her cheeks.

He couldn’t bear her tears, his inability to soothe them. He tore his gaze away, to look out over the phantasmagoric shapes of the junkyard, half lit by the series of flood lights. “I guess we have another chance.”

She swiped at her face. “It’ll work out this time. I’m sure of it.”

He tried to share her hope, but the weight of their imprisonment squeezed it out of him. “Did you find someone?”

“A man,” she said. “Kind of a cowboy.”

He nodded. “And I found a woman.”

“They’re the ones, Johnny. The ones meant to help us.”

Doubt swamped him. “I don’t know, Laura.”

She tipped her face up to his, tears threatening to gather again. “It has to be, Johnny. God couldn’t be so cruel to keep bringing us back, to give us hope.”

“Where was God when we died?” Johnny asked savagely. “Where has He been all these years when we’ve been trapped in the in-between, kept apart from one another?”

“I don’t know, Johnny, I don’t know,” she said softly. “But I have to believe.”

Johnny tried to hold onto his anger, but in the face of Laura’s hope, he couldn’t. “Then I’ll believe, too.”

Laura chewed on her lower lip, reminding Johnny of a long-gone moment of passion, when his own teeth grazed her lip. His heart contracted.

She swung her head up to look at him. “We have to get their attention. Find a way to talk to them.”

“But how?”

Laura’s eyes snapped with impatience. “I don’t know, Johnny. We’ll figure out a way. Are you going along, or are you going to fight me on this?”

If Johnny hated seeing Laura hurt, he absolutely loathed arousing her ire. “Whatever you say, Laura,” he said tamely, eliciting a suspicious glance from her. He smiled innocently.

After a moment’s scrutiny, she turned to gaze out toward the East, where the faintest blush of dawn painted the horizon. “I don’t know when we’ll have a chance to—”

The answer to her unfinished question came sooner than she might have expected. Because as the sun eased above the horizon, the Fairlane’s interior grew dimmer. Laura faded along with the car. When Johnny looked down at his own self, he too became insubstantial. Until he found himself standing again in the junkyard, alone, facing a new day.
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Kyra really wasn’t watching for him. She sat rigidly upright as she signed the next check in her register, then neatly tore it from the two others on the page. As she stuffed the check into the return envelope, she resisted the urge to rise from her desk, step into the hall, and search outside for Randon. She knew he was here. Trish had announced his arrival when she’d brought Kyra a cup of coffee two hours ago. Kyra assumed he was still here, roaming the wrecking yard in the noonday heat, swinging the camera at the end of its strap as he searched for just the right cars.

She should be outside as well, inventorying the three new wrecks Jackson had purchased yesterday. She’d also intended to supervise the transfer of several cars from the auxiliary lot to the main yard. Not to mention her providing an extra pair of eyes to prevent the theft of small parts off the cars. She didn’t like to think of how much inventory “walked out” each day. But still she remained in her office, proving to herself that she didn’t need to see Randon. She’d be just as happy if they didn’t cross paths at all today: Wouldn’t she be?

Somehow, she’d risen to her feet and had walked to the door of her office. With an impatient sigh, she returned to her desk and to the task of paying her bills. Forcing herself to focus, she worked through the bill-paying process with meticulous care, ignoring the distraction of her fertile imagination.

An hour later, a neat stack of paid bills lay alongside her checkbook with its near-zero balance. She held a fan of six more envelopes in her hand and performed some mental arithmetic on the past due amounts. They totaled to a staggering sum. She flipped through them, despairing over the mounting finance charges, feeling the weight of her financial instability heavy on her shoulders.

A month ago she’d contacted all her creditors, the ones she’d had no hope of paying in full, and offered them a token, good-faith sum each month. All had agreed except one, the lowdown, pitiless company that had extended a half-dozen loans at heart-stopping interest rates to the Snake during their marriage.

Kyra rubbed at the furrows between her brows, lines put there by eight years of marriage to a compulsive gambler. She had to find a way to pay off the loans. If she lost the business...it didn’t bear thinking about. Her employees counted on their weekly paycheck, Jackson to support his grandkids, Trish for college, Mario to send funds to his family in Mexico. There had to be a way.

Her thoughts strayed back to Randon. She couldn’t put off going outside any longer. She had a clipboard stacked high with state environmental forms that needed her attention. She rose, stripping off the ratty sweater she’d donned in defense of the icy cold of the peripatetic swamp cooler. Tugging the straps of her teal tank top over her bra straps, she scooped up the clipboard and a pen and pushed open the door to her office.

Head down as she strode down the hall toward the exit, she saw the cowboy boots an instant before she collided with their wearer. Clipboard clutched to her chest like a barrier, the muscles of Randon’s lean belly pressed against the back of her arm fleetingly before she retreated again.

“What do you want?” she asked him, the jangling of her nerve endings making her impatient.

He lifted his hat from his head and scooped back the sweaty brown curls. “To talk to you,” he said, replacing the hat.

“What about?” She snapped out the words, knowing she was being rude, but it seemed the only self-defense she had.

He seemed to see through her brusqueness. He smiled, his mouth stretching into an appealing grin. “About your problems.”

For a brief moment, she thought he referred to her financial situation and anger flared that he had somehow discovered her plight. Then she realized the ridiculousness of that notion and she tamped back her fury.

“What problems would those be?” she asked.

He hefted the ubiquitous camera, tossing it lightly from hand to hand. “Your broken stove. And the toaster. The microwave is out of my league, though.”

She narrowed her gaze on him. “What are you talking about?”

He turned to lean against the wall, cocking one booted foot behind him. “I’m offering to fix them. I have a toolbox in the truck. You throw together a salad and I’ll spring for pizza. I can fix the stove after dinner.”

Good God, this was a gift from heaven! But she couldn’t possibly accept. “Look, I appreciate the offer, but—”

“Don’t say no,” he cut in. “You’d be doing me a favor.”

She grew suspicious again. “What favor would that be?”

He broadened his smile. “The chance to eat somewhere other than a motel room or a restaurant. A place to kick back and watch a little T.V. after dinner.”

“And after you fix the stove and you watch T.V.?” she asked.

“I leave,” he assured her. “Go back to my lonely motel room.”

She ought to say no. She ought to politely decline, fabricate a story of how she’d lined up a repairman for later in the week. She didn’t need him to solve her problems.

And yet... She gazed up at him, at his rough, yet appealing face, his compelling gray eyes. Those eyes were bright with humor, but grief lingered behind the lightness, sadness that tugged at Kyra’s heart. And she couldn’t say no. “I’d appreciate your help.”

Emotions flickered in his eyes, relief and something else she couldn’t quite put a finger on. Then he dipped his head down to his booted toes. “Six o’clock okay?” he asked.

She thought quickly. Jackson could stay the extra hour to close up so she could get out of here in time to shower and change.

“Six would be perfect,” she said. Tearing a corner off one of the forms on her clipboard, she scribbled her address.

He took the scrap of paper then turned away, camera shoved into his back pocket. Kyra watched him amble across the yard, her gaze fixed shamelessly on his narrow hips and broad shoulders. She felt foolish and giddy and happy all at once.

She was grinning like an idiot, not even sure why the thought of a man—this man—coming to dinner delighted her so. Maybe because it was a step outside herself, a step outside her life and her problems.

She gripped the clipboard more tightly, and the unyielding edge of the pressboard nudged her back toward reality. This wasn’t a fairy tale, she reminded herself, and Randon Bolton was no hero. She’d have her dinner with him, have an hour or two of adult conversation, then she’d escort him back out of her life.

Her heart resting heavily again in her chest, she moved down the hall toward the exit. Two steps into the glaring afternoon sunshine, the heat dropped onto her shoulders like a fiery blanket.
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Randon struggled to contain a smile. She said yes! Why it pleased him so damn much, he hadn’t a clue. Nor why a thirty-four-year-old man like him should feel like a teenager anticipating his first date. It wasn’t even a date, for God’s sake. He raised the camera to capture the image of an ‘89 Accord with a buckled front end, then cut across the row of Hondas toward the back of the lot. He’d taken dozens of shots; surely there would be ten amongst them that would satisfy the production designer.

The mid-afternoon sun blasted down, its glare sending brilliant fire along the bits of chrome trim on each car. A sensible person would pack it in for the day and head for shade.

He gazed across the wrecking yard until he could make out the figure of Kyra moving among the cars. He would see her tonight, in only a handful of hours, yet he was loathe to leave her.

He’d make one last sweep along the back fence amongst the older cars and see if he could find something really eye-catching. Although, he thought as his gaze strayed again to Kyra, there was nothing in the wrecking yard as eye-catching as her.

He skirted a last row of cars and reached the chain-link fence that separated the lot from the empty fields beyond. He looked up along the fence, then down. And felt it again. Chill fingers dancing up his spine, brushing his cheeks. Just like yesterday, but even stronger. A heat-induced mirage, that’s all it was. He tried to ignore the feeling as he had before, shrugging off the sensation of coolness. He threw back his shoulders, casting off the illusory touch as he would an unwelcome hand. Gooseflesh raised on his arms, prickled up the back of his neck. Confused and angry, he turned, looking around for the source of his unreasonable fear, searching for an answer.

His gaze fell on the ‘55 Ford Fairlane just beyond him. The cold closed tightly around him, constricted frigidly in his gut. A girl sat on the hood of the Fairlane, chin in hand, elbow on her knee, her vivid blue eyes fixed on Randon.


HEARTS REDEMPTION
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CHAPTER 4

 

 

Randon gaped at the impish teenage girl smiling at him from the Fairlane’s hood. Her fingers drummed along her chin as if from barely suppressed excitement, and her legs shifted beneath the froth of aqua skirt nearly covering them. She sat up straighter, propping her slender arms behind her on the hood.

Randon narrowed his gaze on the girl. “Who are you?” he asked, taking a step closer.

She smiled more broadly, tapping together the toes of her bare feet. Then her mouth moved, shaping a word.

“I can’t hear you,” Randon said, annoyance warring with the tickle of fear. “I want to know your name.”

Her mouth moved again, forming silent syllables. She smiled again, and Randon realized she was playing a game with him. An irritating game.

“You don’t belong in here,” he told her. “If you don’t tell me your name and what you’re doing here, I’m calling the owner over.”

The girl pursed her lips and glared at him crossly. Then she took a breath—at least it seemed she did, although her chest didn’t rise and Randon couldn’t hear even a whisper of her breathing. Something like caution scraped at the back of Randon’s neck.

She moved her lips again, in the slow exaggerated pace the hearing sometimes do with the deaf. He could almost read what the girl was trying to say, thought he saw the word “my” and “name.” She looked at him hopefully when she’d finished, pale blonde brows raised.

Randon shrugged, feeling guilty now for his irritation. Obviously, the girl was mute, unable to speak, although she knew how to shape the words.

Randon smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry, I still don’t understand.”

The girl’s mouth tightened, vexation darkening her pretty features. Her toes tapped faster.

Randon slapped his pockets for a pencil, for a bit of paper. “Maybe you could write down what you want to say.”

She shook her head, her blonde ponytail bobbing behind her. Randon could see the vitality of the young girl, her slim body nearly glowing with energy.

Then with a shock, Randon realized the girl was glowing, light lining her pale arms, haloing her head. She looked up at him beseechingly, then down at her nervous feet.

Except her feet were gone. Mouth open in shock, Randon stared down at the slender ankles edged in brilliant silver. The girl held her legs out before her, seeming more annoyed than frightened. As Randon watched, the line of light at her ankles moved up to encompass her calves, and they vanished along with the girl’s feet.

The girl folded her arms over her chest in a huff of irritation, squirming on the car hood as the swirl of her skirt disappeared beneath her. The light hesitated at her waist, then moved on with a flourish, taking the folded arms with it. The blue eyes went last, their cerulean brilliance hanging on the air an instant before they flashed away.

Randon swayed in the blast of summer heat, his hat suddenly seeming much too tight. He tugged it off and scraped his fingers through his sweaty hair. When he brought his hand down, it trembled and he nearly dropped the hat when he tried to raise it to his head again.

Too much damn sun, that’s what it was. Too much sun and too damn long without the comfort of a woman. The heat combined with his yearning for Kyra had conspired to make him crazy, to make him see impossible things. He hadn’t really seen the girl, he had concocted her from sunshine and fantasy.

Randon swiped a hand across his face and backed away from the Fairlane. He kept his eyes anywhere but on the car. Last damn thing he wanted to see was the imprint of a young girl’s behind in the dust on the hood.

With his back resolutely turned toward the Ford, Randon retraced his path to the exit of the wrecking yard. He forced himself to stop at the service window and give Jackson the ID numbers of the cars he’d photographed, just as he’d promised Kyra.

As he headed for his truck, Randon let thoughts of Kyra catch up with him again, wiping away the bizarre vision of the girl. His attention centered safely in his groin, Randon climbed into his truck and gunned out of the parking lot.
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Kyra let the chill water of the shower wash over her, sighing as it cooled her overheated skin. She’d made it home in record time, dodging the worst of the Highway 50 rush hour traffic on the twists and turns of White Rock Road. Nevertheless, she had only twenty minutes to shower and dress before Randon arrived for their... For their what? Date? No, it couldn’t be that. Date implied he interested her in a romantic way, which he most certainly did not. Their dinner? That sounded safe enough. Dinner in exchange for a favor, although since he was paying for the pizza, it didn’t seem like a very fair exchange. Which could mean he’d expect something more. Something intimate. A kiss, a caress. Rough-gentle hands stroking sensitive flesh, trailing dark passion and heat.

Kyra twisted the shower faucet to a colder setting and gasped as even icier water drenched her. Her heart beat wildly, an aftermath of her straying thoughts coupled with the shock of cold water. Throwing back her head, she rinsed the last of the shampoo from her hair and turned off the shower. The hell with putting a label on tonight. She would eat dinner with the man, take advantage of his expertise at repair, fend off any unwanted advances and say goodnight. She didn’t have to call it anything.

Kyra had just pulled the lettuce and tomatoes from the refrigerator when she heard the knock on the door. She clutched the head of iceberg and the bag of roma tomatoes indecisively a moment before setting them on the counter. Wiping her hands on her denim shorts, she tucked her sleeveless shirt more securely into the waistband.

She should have blow-dried her hair. She put a hand to the thick mass and felt only the slightest dampness. She rarely got the results she wanted when she blow-dried her hair, but she should have at least taken a stab at taming her recalcitrant hair.

When the knock sounded again, Kyra shook off her concerns for her hair and strode toward the door. This wasn’t a date, for heaven’s sake, it was just a...well, whatever it was it didn’t matter what her hair looked like. If Randon Bolton didn’t like how she looked, he could take his pizza and his tools and go back to his motel.

Kyra swung open the door. Randon stood on her porch, pizza box balanced in one hand, the other raised as if to knock again. A battered red metal toolbox rested beside him.

“Hi.” His gaze roamed her face, His perusal continued down the line of her throat, bringing back the heat she’d thought she’d left behind in the cold shower.

“Hello,” she said, stepping aside to let him in.

He stooped to pick up the toolbox, his gaze fixed on her shirt. Kyra resisted the urge to cross her arms over her chest, angry at his frank appraisal; at her swift reaction to it. She prayed he wouldn’t see the pebbling of her nipples beneath the cotton fabric of the shirt and the silky nylon of her bra.

“What color is that?” he asked, eyes still on her shirt.

His unexpected question stopped Kyra in the act of shutting the front door. She felt the early evening heat seep in from the porch, pushing against the air conditioner’s cold front.

She closed the door and turned away from him. Heading for the kitchen, she looked behind her, prompting him to follow.

“I don’t know. Aqua maybe?” She opened the oven so he could put the pizza inside.

He still seemed transfixed by the blue of her shirt. Frowning, he shook his head and looked at the open oven. “I thought you said it didn’t work.”

Kyra shrugged. “It doesn’t, but the pizza might stay warmer there while I make the salad.”

He dropped the flat cardboard square on the top rack and stepped back so she could close the oven door. Setting his toolbox to one side, he pulled off his cowboy hat. He leaned back against the counter, combing through his hair with his fingers. Then he set the hat aside on the counter.

Kyra turned her attention to the salad makings. She stripped the plastic wrapping from the lettuce and cored it. Laying the head in the sink, she ran water over it and the tomatoes, all the while conscious of him watching her.

She tried to will away the sense of awareness that tingled along her nerve endings. But his gaze on her seemed as palpable as a touch. She searched for something to say. “Why did you ask about the color of my blouse?”

She heard him shift his feet. She tore the lettuce into chunks as she waited for his answer. More feet shifting. Finally, she looked expectantly over her shoulder. Whatever she might have anticipated in his face, it wasn’t embarrassment. He looked down at his booted toes, then mumbled, “Just wondering.”

Kyra eyed him, perplexed, suspicious. His awkwardness made him seem vulnerable, almost boyish. Never mind the well-muscled chest and broad shoulders, their all too tempting lines stretching the knit of his T-shirt advertising a Carson City feed store. In that moment, Randon seemed open to her in a way that both drew her and frightened her.

Then he pushed away from the counter and restlessly crossed the kitchen. His face seemed shuttered now, closed. “Can I help you with anything?”

Kyra stared at him, wondering at the transformation. “You could get the dressing out of the fridge. There are a couple of bottles in the door.”

As she turned back to making the salad, she heard him rummaging through the refrigerator. “How about these olives?” he asked holding up the can he’d found.

“Sure,” she told him, taking the olives from him. Her fingers brushed his, and she nearly dropped the can at the brief contact.

“Peppers?” he asked, brandishing a bottle of pepperoncini.

“Okay.” She took the bottle, more careful this time to avoid his fingers.

Pulling out a large glass bowl, she filled it with the torn lettuce. She drained the last of the liquid from the half-filled can of olives, then dumped them onto the lettuce. The sliced romas added a touch of brilliant red, and the pepperoncini garnished the top.

All the while she could feel the intensity of Randon’s gaze. She’d had other men stare at her, their avid eyes stripping her of her clothes, their fantasies of what lay beneath clear in their faces. But if Randon’s gaze stripped anything bare, it was her very soul.

Damn him. Kyra stomped across the kitchen and nearly slammed the salad bowl on the kitchen table. If Randon sensed her agitation, he didn’t comment on it. He merely pulled the pizza from the oven and set it on the table beside the salad.

Kyra skirted him as she went to retrieve plates and silverware. She set the dishes on the table with a clatter, then returned to the refrigerator and wrenched it open.

“What do you want to drink?” she asked ungraciously. “I have sodas, beer, water, milk.”

“I’ll take a beer, if you don’t mind,” he said mildly.

Kyra grabbed a can of beer and a Coke and delivered them to the table. She flicked a glance at him, saw puzzlement in his expression. No doubt he wondered at her rude behavior.

Kyra dragged in a deep, calming breath, berating herself for her ridiculous temper. Randon was here to help her, she owed him at least a modicum of courtesy.

She forced a more polite tone. “Have a seat.”

But rather than sit, he pulled her chair out for her. Kyra’s gaze fell on his large hand on the chair back, trying to remember the last time a man seated her before himself. Certainly the Snake had never done it, even before their marriage when he still seemed charming. She remembered only one man. Her father, when he took her to dinner to celebrate her sixteenth birthday.

Tears briefly tightened her throat as she lowered herself in the kitchen chair and scooted toward the table. She was acutely aware of Randon’s hands on the chair back, his fingertips perilously close to her bare arms.

Then he moved to his own chair opposite her and sat down. He opened the pizza box and gestured for her to take a slice first. Tugging a fat wedge from the circle of pizza, she brought it to her plate, then retrieved the sausage bits she’d left behind.

Licking the last of the sausage from her fingers, she lifted her gaze to Randon. He sat motionless, his eyes fixed on her mouth. A compulsion washed over Kyra, to curl her tongue around her fingertip again, to watch him react. Then to brush that finger against his lip, to feel him taste her.

Heat rising in her cheeks, she lowered her eyes to her plate and gave her full attention to the pizza. She’d eaten nearly half of it, bite by methodical bite, before she chanced to look Randon’s way again. She flushed at the sight of him holding out the salad bowl. He’d obviously called her name more than once; she could see it in his face.

She took the bowl from him and set it down at her place. “Good pizza,” she said, shoveling salad onto her plate.

“You seem to be enjoying it.” She heard a trace of humor in his tone.

She glanced up at him again as she reached for the bottle of salad dressing. “How’d you do today at the yard?”

Something flickered in his eyes, alarm, or wariness. Then he smiled. “Got another twenty shots. The production designer’s bound to find ten he likes.”

Kyra nodded, relieved to have him finished and gone. And faintly disappointed at the lost opportunity to see what might have developed between them. She stabbed a bit of lettuce and tomato with her fork. “Do you do much work for the movies?”

He swallowed a mouthful of pizza before he spoke, the motion of his brown throat entrancing. “Did some work as an extra down in L.A. once, herding cattle in a western. Made friends with one of the stuntmen. He got me this job.”

Kyra wiped her hands on a napkin, then took a sip of

Coke. “Do you like it? The movie business?”

He shrugged. “It’s a job. It’s easier than ranch work. But I miss the horses.” He tipped the can of beer to his lips and drank. “How about you?”

“What about me?”

He pulled another slice of pizza from the box. “Do you like the wrecking business?”

“Auto dismantling,” she corrected him. At his questioning look, she said, “The state calls it ‘auto dismantling’.”

His mouth curved into a smile. “Just so no one thinks you’re out there wrecking cars for a living.”

He has a heartbreaking smile, Kyra thought, and it’s infinitely dangerous. Even the Snake didn’t pack that much wallop into a smile.

“Do you like it?” he asked again.

It was her turn to shrug. “It’s a job.”

He grinned. “But how did you get into it? I mean, a woman...”

She narrowed her gaze on him. “A woman, what?”

He sat up straighter, sensing her simmering temper. “It doesn’t strike me as a woman’s first choice of profession.”

She considered the usual rant about equality between the sexes and how women could do as good a job as men, but somehow it didn’t seem worth the effort. She was just damn tired of justifying herself.

“It wasn’t my choice at all,” she said. “It was my husband’s idea to buy the business.”

Surprise flickered in his eyes. “You’re married?”

She laughed. “No, thank God.” Then she sobered, realizing how cold that sounded in the face of the truth. “He died a year ago.”

His fingers tightened around the beer can and he slid it back and forth on the table. “You don’t seem much broken up about it.”

She lifted her chin, facing him full on. “It wasn’t a good marriage.”

He looked ready to probe further, but Kyra forestalled him by gathering up her plate and silverware and heading for the sink. “How about you, ever been married?”

“No,” he said, then added deliberately, “thank God.”

Her shoulders tensed, but she kept her attention on washing and rinsing her plate. “Where are you from?”

“Here and there,” he said. “I doubt you’re going to get that plate any cleaner.”

She stopped scrubbing and set the rinsed plate in the drainer. She dried her hands, then returned to the table. “No family at all?”

He stopped chewing for a moment and set aside his slice of pizza. He made a great show of finishing the bite before he answered.

“A sister,” he said finally. “Lives up in Redding.”

Kyra sat again and took another drink of soda. “Are you close?”

“We don’t see each other much.” He fished in his salad for a pepper. “She’s married. Got a couple of kids.”

“Boys or girls?” Kyra asked.

“Two boys.” He bit off a big mouthful of pizza, then bent to his plate, forking up salad, eating pizza and drinking down his beer as if he were ravenous. He glanced at her once as if to make certain he’d thrown her off the scent. But the look in his eye, wariness mixed with a deep sorrow, only teased her to want to know more. She would have pushed him, except that she was no more eager to lay open her own past, the secrets of her own disastrous marriage.

He popped the last of his pizza into his mouth and rose, wiping his hands on a napkin. “Better get to work,” he said, closing the pizza box and picking up his plate.

“I’ll clean up.” Kyra reached for his plate. He resisted a moment, not quite letting go as she tugged, so that she looked up at him. The intensity was back, that viscerally deep awareness of each other. Then he released the plate and turned away from her. She trembled as she cleared the table, carried his plate to the sink. She felt held together with gossamer that threatened to tear at the slightest glance or touch from him.

He dragged the stove from the wall, the sound of the rattling metal loud in the small kitchen. Squeezing his large body back behind the stove, he reached a strong hand out for his toolbox. Kyra watched him, her hand wiping the same spot on the table over and over until she realized what she was doing.

She finished her quick clean up, then escaped to the backyard on the pretext of throwing the pizza box into the outside trash. As she stood in the blessed evening coolness, she dithered over what to do next. She’d like nothing more than to hide in her bedroom, but her mother’s childhood lessons in courtesy were too ingrained.

She rubbed her eyes, trying to think. The atmosphere in the kitchen was explosive; she needed something to distract her. A vision of her sewing basket came to mind and the slacks that had needed mending for a good six months. She hated sewing and was so bad at it, it always required her full attention. The perfect chore to keep her mind off Randon.

She went back inside, leaving the backdoor open to the cool night air, then breezed through the kitchen. “Be right back,” she said, heading for the spare room.

Randon straightened from behind the stove just as she returned to the kitchen. In one fluid motion he pulled off his T-shirt and tossed it to the floor. About to bend to his task again, he stopped when he saw her standing mesmerized in the doorway.

“Too hot,” he said by way of explanation.

Way too hot, Kyra thought irreverently. She squeezed her eyes shut a moment, then continued on past him, clutching her sewing basket and the black slacks. By the time she sat down at the kitchen table, he’d crouched behind the stove again, but nothing could wipe the image of his naked chest from her mind.

She’d always thought she hated hairy chests. The Snake had been hairless, with muscles gone soft with too much alcohol. She tried to remember what it had felt like to run her hand over his bare skin, smooth as a teenage boy’s.

But another picture intruded, the pale brown hair covering the taut muscles of Randon’s chest, her fingers tangling in the soft curls. She could almost feel the tickling against her palm, the heat of his flesh beneath.

God, she wanted to touch him. She wanted to hear the catch of his breath as she stroked his skin, his low moan as her fingertips traced the path of hair to the waistband of his jeans.

Kyra snatched up her Coke and gulped down the last of it. She put a trembling hand to her cheek, trying to cool it with the moisture from the Coke can. Then she dug in her sewing basket for a needle and black thread.

It took her three tries to poke the thread through the needle’s eye. Then she dropped needle and thread when she picked up the slacks and had to search on the floor to find it. She pricked her finger twice as she ran the needle along the seam, closing the tear with crooked, irregular stitches.

She just had her heartbeat under control when Randon rose from behind the stove again. Sweat sheened his chest, darkened his hair. The muscles in his arms rippled as he worked with a bundle of wires in his hands. He must have felt her watching him because he paused, looked up. Her heart rate exploded into a frenzy and she could hear her own breathing rasping in her ears.

He didn’t look away. She could feel his gaze pull her as surely as the needle pulled the thread through a fabric. The frank desire in his face pricked her as sharply as the needle had, plunged even more deeply. She felt seared by his heat, every inch of her excruciatingly sensitive.

Fight or flight, her mind urged, and she took the coward’s way out. Shoving back her chair so hard it banged against the wall, she scrambled to her feet. Grabbing up her sewing, Kyra fled from the room.


HEARTS REDEMPTION
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CHAPTER 5

 

 

Randon dragged in a breath, eyes still on the doorway through which Kyra had fled. The sudden rise in temperature in the kitchen had damned little to do with the summer heat and everything to do with how delectable Kyra looked in shorts and a sleeveless shirt. And if he thought having her leave the room would calm his libido, he didn’t reckon on the hyperactivity of his imagination.

He took another breath, his hand gripping a pair of needle nose pliers so tightly they cut across his palm. This had been a hell of a bad idea, offering his help, coming to her house and placing himself in temptation’s way. He knew better, but he’d been thinking with the part of his anatomy that had no business making suggestions.

Randon bent again into the cramped confines behind the stove. He had to finish this, complete his repairs and get the hell out. He tugged free the wire he’d identified as having the short and clipped it just below where the insulation had worn through. He spliced on a clean piece of wire from his toolbox and covered it with black electrical tape.

Damned lucky that short didn’t spark a fire. He shuddered at the thought of Kyra trapped by a conflagration, overcome by smoke, unable to escape. He would have felt a clutching feeling in his gut for anyone in that terrifying situation. It certainly wasn’t any stronger or any more horrifying just because it was Kyra.

Although the kitchen had cooled considerably with the deepening of night, sweat broke out on his brow at the thought of Kyra in such danger. Just to be certain, he examined the bundle of wires behind the stove one more time, searching for weaknesses. When he was satisfied that the electrical system of the stove was as safe as he could make it, he plugged the appliance in for a test.

Gathering up his tools, he squeezed out from behind the stove and flipped on the burners. All four coils warmed, then glowed bright red as they heated to the top setting. Turning off the burners, he switched on the oven and waited until it was hot. As a final precaution, he leaned over the back of the stove, sniffing for the telltale acrid scent of burning wiring.

Everything seemed fine. Which meant he was done. He could leave now, head back to his motel room. Or maybe go out somewhere for a beer and keep company with the local drunks for an hour or two.

Or he could stay. The teasing proposition settled in his brain, sapping his resolve. He could stay here a while with Kyra, relax with her on the sofa, watch a little television or listen to some music. He could tuck her body close to his, curve his arm around her shoulders. He could lean over, brush his lips in her silky hair, stroke along her slender throat with his fingertips.

When he turned off the oven, Randon wrenched the knob so hard it came off in his hand. His hand trembled slightly as he fit the knob onto its post, then manhandled the stove back into its corner. Snatching up his shirt, he tugged it on, then tossed the pliers, wire cutters, and screwdriver into his toolbox.

He slammed the lid on the toolbox just as if he were slamming the lid on his wayward thoughts. He didn’t need a complication like Kyra Aimes in his life. He knew that. And he damn well wasn’t staying here any longer with her, just as he wouldn’t be making any more offers of help.

Scooping back his hair with his fingers, he grabbed his hat and secured it on his head. He picked up the toolbox, then stepped out into the small formal dining room off the kitchen.

Where was Kyra? He couldn’t just leave without saying good-bye. But he sure didn’t want to blunder around the house in search of her, either.

He carried the toolbox over to the front door and set it down. Returning to the dining room, he poked his head into the hallway that he figured led to her bedroom. The house was small, all the public rooms opened to one another; if she’d gone anywhere but into her bedroom, he’d have known it.

“Kyra,” he called softly down the hallway. He listened for a response. “Kyra,” he said more loudly as he stepped fully into the hall. Just before he called again, the door at the end of the hall opened. Kyra stepped through the doorway, giving him a tantalizing glimpse of frills and soft pastels in her bedroom before she shut the door behind her. Her eyes were wide, watchful as she approached him.

The heat in those wary hazel eyes struck him dumb. He had a hazy impression of having something to say to her, something about being finished, that he had to leave. But the smooth curve of her cheek, the narrow vee where her shirt parted scrambled any sense in his brain. All he could comprehend was that she stood before him, a faint sheen of sweat on her brow dampening her hair, the slight trembling of her bare shoulders where the sleeveless shirt ended.

He had to touch her. The immediacy of that impulse closed in on him, cocooning them both in its urgency. If he simply touched her, everything would be right again, his world back in balance, restarted on its track. He lifted his hand. Every luscious inch of Kyra beckoned to him, clamoring to be first. Like a package that begged to be opened, her body called to him. His gaze fixed on hers, he reached for what seemed closest, most tempting—the soft line of her cheek. As he drew his fingertips along her satiny flesh, Kyra made a sound, half sigh, half moan. He followed the line of her cheekbone toward the shell of her ear, barely teasing that sensitive flesh before moving back across her face toward her parted lips.

He could touch her lips with his, press his mouth against hers, dive inside that welcoming warmth with his tongue. Would she fight him at first, refuse him entry, then sigh with surrender? Or would she give in to him easily, first her lush mouth, then the softness of her generous breasts. Without conscious thought, his hand had slipped along her throat, traced along the opening of her blouse, edged inside toward her breast. The warmth of her body shot straight through him, jolting him as if he’d gripped a live wire.

Everything screamed inside him to close his hand over her breast. A stiffening in her body transmitted itself dimly to his fogged brain. His gaze met hers, and he registered a dark anger battling with her own desire. He snatched his hand from her, backing away a step. “I’m sorry,” he muttered. “Damn, I’m sorry.”

He turned and headed for the living room to put some distance between them. He picked up his toolbox by the front door, then chanced a look back at her. “Stove’s fixed,” he said, settling his hat more squarely on his head.

She stood ramrod straight, as prim and proper as the Victorian lady that might have owned this house a hundred years ago. “Thank you.”

He considered throwing out another apology, but a certain mortification had taken hold of her face. He could see she’d just as soon have him gone.

“Good-bye,” he said instead, then let himself out the door.

He dumped the toolbox in the back of his pickup with a bang, the sound ringing along the quiet streets. He put all his pent-up frustration into starting the old Chevy, gunning its engine as he ripped away from the curb. At the stoplight at the bottom of the hill, he shoved his foot on the accelerator a few more times, taking a perverse pleasure in the engine’s roar as if it were his own.

When the light flicked green, he turned left on Highway 50 with a squeal of tires. He raced up the highway, quickly hitting the speed limit, barely holding onto the urge to exceed it. He passed the exit for his motel without a glance, then continued on up the hill toward Lake Tahoe. What the hell did he think he was doing, touching Kyra? He’d thought he had at least enough conscience not to involve himself with a woman like her. He was a drifter, a here-for-now, see-you-later kind of man. He wanted a good-timing woman, someone to enjoy the moment with, someone who wouldn’t be moaning and groaning when he left her behind.

But Kyra deserved a commitment. Kyra deserved tomorrows. Kyra deserved love. Everything he couldn’t give her. All the things he had no capacity for. No desire for. Never mind that empty place in his heart that nagged every once in a while. That burned right now at the thought of leaving Kyra behind.

What he needed right now had nothing to do with commitment. It had everything to do with scratching an itch, with finding momentary comfort in the arms of a passionate woman. A woman who wouldn’t mind saying good-bye. A woman like Melinda, the assistant director.

Randon saw the Camino exit up ahead, the turn that would take him to the shooting location. Melinda was staying there, in the trailer, to keep an eye on things. He could head on up to the location, knock on her door, and she’d be more than happy to share the night with him. He made the turn off of Highway 50, then headed down the narrow country road that led to the location. Ponderosa pines and gnarled oaks loomed on either side of him as the pickup’s headlights illuminated them. He slowed at the gravel driveway that led to the property the location manager had leased for the shoot.

He turned onto the driveway and the pickup jounced along the rutted track. A roil of emotions tumbled inside him as he slowed the truck. To quiet the jumble of feelings inside, he tried to picture Melinda, her willowy body tight against his, her long brown hair brushing his face. But the images faded before he could hold them in his mind, replaced by a curvier figure, lush and generous, short dark hair like silk against his palm. The ache started up again in his groin at the thought of that soft body pressed against his hardness, of Kyra’s sweet scent.

He slammed on the brakes and the truck slid to a stop in a spray of gravel. His heart thundering, Randon leaned his head on the Chevy’s wheel, eyes shut. That he could have even thought to pump his need into Melinda when he felt nothing for her disgusted him. She might not ask for commitment at the end of it, but he damn well had to respect her more than to use her as a surrogate.

Jerking the truck into reverse, Randon backed onto the shoulder and turned around. He retraced his path onto Highway 50 and guided the pickup back to the motel.

As he stood under the sluicing chill of a cold shower, he blanked his mind, shutting out Kyra, shutting out Rachelle, closing out the bitter misery of his own lonely heart.
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Laura gazed across the Ford at Johnny, drinking in his every feature. It had been easier today separated from him, guessing that by nightfall they would be together again. She’d found the Fairlane more easily this time, too, arriving here a few moments before him.

Johnny stared out the windshield of the car, his expression serious. Laura wanted his attention on her, to have him look at her during the few short hours they would be together.

“Johnny.” She waited for him to turn.

He smiled at her, brown eyes filled with love. “What, sweetheart?”

Laura enjoyed the warm glow his words brought. “Did you try to talk to the woman today?”

He shook his head. “I couldn’t even find her.”

“But did you try, Johnny?”

“Of course I did. She just wasn’t around.”

Worry gnawed inside Laura. Johnny had never believed as she did, that they had a way out of here. And each time they returned without finding answers, he lost a little more of his faith.

“I’ve been thinking.” Johnny’s expression turned serious. “About why you’ve made contact and I haven’t.”

“What?” Laura asked, Johnny’s ominous tone sending a skitter of dread up her back.

He fixed his gaze on her, his eyes intense. “That we came back this time just for you.”

Dread blossomed into fear. “What do you mean?”

“This time is meant just for you,” Johnny said. “The man will help set you free, help send you along to...to paradise or heaven or wherever it is sweet, loving girls go.”

Laura’s heart wrenched at the adoration, the grief in Johnny’s face. “God wouldn’t take me and leave you behind.”

Johnny’s face hardened. “There is no God.”

Laura’s eyes widened in alarm. “Don’t say that, Johnny. You know it isn’t true.”

“It is. At least for me there isn’t.”

He turned back to the windshield, stared out at the shadows beyond. When he turned toward her again, his cocky, crooked grin was back in place. He flicked a finger at the barrier that lay between them, sending sparks glittering against his face.

“Try to talk to the man again, Laura,” he said, as if the dark moment had never been. “I’ll look for the woman. Then, tomorrow night—”

But tomorrow had come before he could finish, a pearlescent dawn again pulling Laura from Johnny, from the car. She stood again in the warmth of the new day, longing for the sweet boy who loved her nearly more than she could bear.
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Randon drove to the movie location first thing the next morning, determined to get the production designer’s approval for the latest collection of photos. It was long past the time Randon should have finished this job and moved on. In fact, if the production designer didn’t approve this set of cars, Randon decided he’d suggest the task be turned over to the P.A., leaving Randon free to go.

Randon pulled up next to Melinda’s trailer and climbed from the truck. Melinda sat at one of the folding aluminum tables, studying the script. He felt a twitch of guilt remembering his intentions last night and squirmed when Melinda looked up at him and smiled.

“Where is he?” he asked her roughly, hoping to dampen the spark of interest in her eyes.

Melinda’s smile faded, replaced by tight-lipped irritation. “Back behind those oak trees,” she said, pointing. “The director’s already torn into me once today. I’d just as soon not get it from you, too.”

Guilt lanced a little deeper as he muttered a thank you and headed off toward the grove of black and live oak. Shade and sunlight dappled his back as he traversed the woods, cool and hot in turn. One lone robin chirped out a half-hearted note, the morning’s building heat even stifling the birds’ energy.

Randon found Evans and the director leaning against the trunk of a massive fallen oak. The director spoke into a cell phone, scrawling changes on the script, splayed open on the tree trunk. Evans looked over his shoulder.

Randon heard the crunch of leaves and pine needles behind him as someone followed him into the grove of oaks. He turned to see Aaron Cutter, the screenwriter, slapping aside saplings as he stomped up the path. A wet-behind-the-ears young black man when the production had started, Aaron had already seen the director slash-and-burn his creation several times.

“You can’t do this!” Aaron shouted at the director, his lanky body radiating rage.

The director glanced at the enraged young man and kept up his rapid patter into the phone. While the agitated screenwriter hopped from side to side like a boxer, spewing a string of curses that surprised even Randon, the director ignored him. Evans just smirked in his supercilious way.

Finally the director snapped the phone shut. “I’m the director. I can do anything.”

“But you’re adding all this...this...filth,” Aaron sputtered.

“Sex sells.” The director handed the script to Aaron. “I need these changes by this afternoon.”

The director headed off, beckoning Evans to follow. Aaron stood with the screenplay gripped tightly in his hand, his dark brown eyes a study in frustration. He stared down at the brad-bound stack of paper and Randon could see he wanted nothing more than to fling it into the woods.

Randon approached and laid a hand on Aaron’s shoulder. “Sometimes you gotta eat crap to get anywhere,” he said to the young man.

“The director is an ass,” Aaron growled.

Randon couldn’t argue with that. He thought the same of Evans. “Just do what you have to,” he said. “Maybe someday you’ll be telling him what to do.”

Aaron looked dubious, but he tucked the screenplay under his arm and headed back toward the trailer. Randon went after Evans, following the narrow deer trail the director and production designer had taken deeper into the woods. He found the two men by an old, half-collapsed lean-to. The director was chattering on and on about his “vision” for the next shot while Evans nodded in eager agreement.

“Here.” Randon held out the tablet to Evans, the photos he’d taken the day before uploaded onto the device. “There’s twenty cars. Should be ten good ones.”

Evans flipped through the images rapidly, barely glancing at each one. Then he zipped back through and pointed out two. “These will do. I still need eight more.”

Randon gaped at him, automatically taking the tablet from the production designer. “Two? You only found two you like?” He paged through the cast-offs, bringing up four. “What about these? They’re older cars. You wanted older cars.”

The director flicked a finger at the tablet display. “I just spoke to the producer. We’ve changed our concept for the film.”

Randon ground his teeth, feeling a keener sympathy for the screenwriter. “What is it you want this time?”

The director spread out his hands as if sketching his world view on the air. “We want to show how life sullies the pristine, how innocence withers.”

It sounded like the director’s justification for turning a simple horror film into a soft-porn flick. Randon swiped the side of his hand across his brow to keep from knocking the director’s and production designer’s heads together. “And just how does the choice of cars play into this?”

“They all need to be white,” Evans said, “like these two.” He poked a finger at the images of the acceptable cars.

Randon struggled to keep his tone even. “Any particular model year?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Evans said, then added, “for now. And I’ll need the first two on location by tomorrow morning.”

Planting a fist in the production designer’s face seemed even more appealing. Randon shook his head, annoyed that the temper he’d learned to control in his youth had come back to haunt him. Kyra’s face floated into his mind’s eye and he realized a good deal of his edginess sprang from the sharp, frustrated ache he felt for her. He swept the two images into a folder and deleted the rest, keeping his fingers closed around the tablet to keep his hands busy until Evans was out of his reach. Randon kept his head down and his teeth clenched until he’d reached the clearing by the trailer.

Aaron sat at the aluminum folding table, hunched over his laptop computer. Melinda stood behind him, rubbing his shoulders soothingly. Although she had several years on Aaron, the comfort she offered him was anything but big-sisterly. Aaron relaxed under her ministrations, his broad smile showing his pleasure at her attentions.

When she saw Randon approach, she looked up, her expression telling him, “This is what you turned down.” Randon supposed he should feel a twinge of jealousy, but he felt only relief that her amorous intentions were directed elsewhere.

As he headed west down Highway 50, he tried to tamp back the anticipation he felt at seeing Kyra again. Even if he continued his search at another wrecking yard, he had to arrange to tow the two cars Evans had approved up to Camino. Which meant he had to speak to Kyra at least once more.

As he descended into the valley, the sweltering heat closed in, reminding him of the searing moments last night in Kyra’s kitchen, then later outside her bedroom. Images crowded in, of the intensity of her gaze as she stood before him, the feel of her damp flesh as his fingers brushed against it, the catch in her breathing as he stroked her.

He cut off that line of thought as he took the Sunrise exit, realizing his own rampant imagination had added to the memories, made them even more powerful. If he had any hope of facing Kyra with any semblance of neutrality, he’d damn well better get his libido under control.

As he waited at a stoplight, he felt a different kind of burning in his belly and remembered he’d gone out to the location without eating breakfast. As the light changed to green, he spied a big family restaurant up ahead on the right. That was what he needed, some food in his stomach, something good and greasy. Food and a couple pots of coffee to counteract the restless night he’d spent thinking of Kyra.

The restaurant was big and noisy, busy even after the early morning rush. Randon downed an entire cup of jet-black coffee before the matronly, no-nonsense waitress returned to take his breakfast order. He leaned back in the booth as he waited for his food, eyes closed. Kyra’s face immediately intruded. Hell, why couldn’t he shake her? She was pretty enough, with her delicate features and tempting curves. Although he’d done his best not to stare at her bountiful chest, he’d sure noticed it. But he’d known other women just as well put together and hadn’t spent nearly every waking moment obsessing about them.

He’d known two kinds of women in his life—the no-strings and the strings-attached kind. Everything about Kyra spoke of strings and commitment and hearth and home, all the things he’d avoided in a woman since he left home.

Randon’s father had welcomed those ties that held him down, had linked him to Randon’s mother. His dad had said the strongest tie was the one between his heart and his wife’s, a tie he’d felt blessed to be snared by. But not Randon. When a woman looked at him with commitment in her eyes, he looked the other way. When he felt the entanglements of strings, he cut loose and made himself scarce. His restless feet always found a better place to be, and if he felt a little lonesome at times, there was always a no-strings woman around to ease him. Until now. Until Kyra.

When the waitress returned, he opened his eyes again. The woman set down a full pot of coffee, then slid his plate of bacon and three sunnyside-up eggs before him on the table. She followed with the toast, then refilled his cup before departing.

Randon dug into his breakfast, ravenously shoveling in eggs and hash browns. Minutes later he was cleaning the last of the egg yolk from his plate with a wedge of wheat toast. He sat back, satisfied.

When his coffee cup was nearly to his lips, a flash of blue caught his eye. He jerked his hand, startled at the blonde, ponytailed girl in a turquoise dress standing with her back to him. The girl turned and started for the cash register, swiveling her head briefly to look at him with disinterested brown eyes.

Randon’s heart resumed a regular rhythm. It wasn’t her, it wasn’t the girl from the wrecking yard. Carefully setting down his cup, he wiped the coffee from his hand with his napkin. Digging into his pocket for his wallet, he threw a tip down on the table. He rose slowly, keeping one eye on the ponytailed girl, half-expecting her to vanish. She did, in a more prosaic way, walking out the front door with her family. Nevertheless, Randon waited until she was gone before approaching the cash register to pay his check.


HEARTS REDEMPTION
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CHAPTER 6

 

 

Kyra hung up the phone and rubbed at the bridge of her nose. Hell, she thought, now what?

“We’re sorry, Ms. Aimes,” her bank’s loan officer had said, “but the appraisal came back low.”

It had been a long shot, but she’d had to try. The thought of refinancing the mortgage on her tiny Victorian and pulling enough out to pay off the Snake’s loans had terrified her. She could easily lose her house as well as her business if her finances continued their downward spiral. But she hadn’t seen another choice. And now even that grand sacrifice wasn’t enough. They’d barely managed to buy the house two years ago, right before the Snake died. He’d used a gambling windfall as a down payment, money that should have gone to pay off debts. In hindsight, Kyra was grateful; the house was perhaps the only thing she could thank her late husband for.

But she didn’t have nearly enough equity in her home to pull any money out. So short of selling, which would scarcely net her enough to pay broker’s fees, anyway, her house wouldn’t save her. Would anything? She thought of Randon, his broad, strong shoulders, the power in his hands when he turned a wrench or stroked her cheek. Something within her longed to turn all her troubles over to the tall cowboy, to let him fix her life just as he fixed her stove.

Of course, she couldn’t—wouldn’t—give herself over to a man that way. She’d done that with her husband, let him run the business, run her every waking moment when he couldn’t go even one day without getting himself into trouble. She’d been so hungry to fill the space left by the absence of her father, she’d allowed her husband to dictate her life in a vain hope of justifying the mistake that was her marriage. But she’d wised up. She learned soon after the Snake died that men didn’t fill the emptiness, they only made new holes to fill.

She shook away the image of Randon in her mind’s eye. She had more important things to think about than one oversexed cowboy. She shuddered, remembering his gray gaze on her, his fingertip brushing her heated flesh, the rasping of his breathing teasing her even more than his touch. Even as anger roiled within her at his straying fingers, she’d wanted to step closer, to draw his warm palm over her breast, feel him graze her nipple...

Agitated, she shoved back her chair and rose. Pacing the tiny office, she glanced up at the fly-specked clock on the wall. Eleven-fifteen. She’d told Jackson she’d relieve him at the service window at noon so he could do some shopping. He had a birthday present to buy for his youngest granddaughter. Might as well go out there now, give Jackson the extra half hour. It had to be tough for a sixty-year-old to find just the right gift for a six-year-old girl; he’d probably appreciate the extra time.

Kyra dug in her purse for her brush and a lipstick and came across a pair of hair combs nestled in the bottom. Running the brush through her hair, she swept it back with the combs and fixed them behind her ears. Her hands trembled. Not eagerness, she told herself. I’m just in a hurry. It wasn’t until she was squinting in the tiny mirror she’d also found in the bottom of her purse, swiping on lipstick, that she realized what she was doing. Primping. Not for Jackson, not for Trish, not, certainly, for herself. But for Randon, on the off chance that the tall cowboy would amble over to the service window in search of her.

She grabbed a tissue to swipe off the lipstick, stopped with the wadded paper nearly to her mouth, angry and indecisive. Why shouldn’t she make herself look halfway decent for once? There was nothing wrong with wanting to look like a woman, to feel feminine. It didn’t have to be for Randon. She dropped the tissue in the waste basket, then tossed brush, mirror, and lipstick into her purse. Tucking her raspberry shell top into her denim shorts, she headed out to the service area.

“Hey, Jackson, take off,” Kyra said as she entered the outer room. “Go find something good and frilly for your granddaughter.”

Jackson glanced at the clock, then quickly handed change to the customer on the other side of the window. “Thanks, Kyra.” He backed away to let her take his place. “Be back in an hour.”

“Take your time,” Kyra called out after him, trying to squelch the giddiness that seemed to have come over her. Jeez, a little lipstick and she was acting like a teenager.

Trish turned to her with a grin, gum snapping as she said, “Lookin’ good, boss.”

“Thank you.” Kyra willed herself not to blush. “Lose the gum, Trish.”

Trish spit the gum out and returned her attention to the next customer in one fluid move. Kyra chanced a sidelong glance at her, narrowing her gaze at the girl’s smug grin. Kyra bit back any further comment, knowing it would only make things worse.

Ignoring Trish, Kyra smiled pleasantly at the young man standing at her window. “Can I help you?”

He set down the locking mechanism for a glove box on the counter. “It’s from an ‘88 Olds Cutlass.”

Kyra nodded and turned to her ancient computer. She brought up the inventory window, the pricey business software grinding slowly on her stone-age processor. The young man huffed with impatience at the wait.

When the computer finally coughed up the results, Kyra read from the screen, “Twenty-three  eighty-nine.”

After the young man paid and ambled off, Kyra put up her “closed” sign. Last night she’d blocked out the IDs for the twenty cars Jackson had said he’d gotten from Randon. She wanted to check on their status. Not to check on Randon, of course, to see if he’d arrived in the yard yet this morning. But just to see whether that inventory was available or not. And she couldn’t ask Trish. Lord only knew what the teenager would make of such an innocent question.

A quick check told her that eighteen of the twenty cars had been released for sale. Something quivery passed through her as she realized Randon had indeed already been in this morning. Kyra set her teeth against the annoying pang of disappointment that he hadn’t sought her out, that he had perhaps already left again.

She burned to know if he was still here. As nonchalantly as she could, Kyra scanned the yard. She saw a tall, lanky figure striding between the cars, but the man disappeared behind a Plymouth Voyager before she could be sure.

“Hey, Kyra,” Trish said.

Kyra tensed, sure her profound interest in Randon’s whereabouts was plainly written on her face. She bent over the computer screen, as if the display was vitally important. “Yes?”

“What’s the equivalent for a ‘69 ‘Vette timing cover?” Trish asked.

Kyra forced her shoulders to relax. “Check the Hollander interchange.” The computerized index listed hundreds of interchangeable parts between one car model and another.

“Can’t. CD drive’s down,” Trish reminded her.

Kyra remembered now. The CD drive had crashed yesterday. And all the Hollander data was on compact disc. They didn’t have room on their minuscule hard drive to store it and the network card was wonky, so even accessing the data via the Internet was iffy, so that left the CD.

Kyra sighed. “Did you get hold of the computer tech?”

Trish smirked. Their “computer tech” was the smart-mouthed pre-teen daughter of one of their customers. The girl worked for peanuts, all Kyra could afford.

“Rashawna’s coming tomorrow morning,” Trish said. “Had to promise a batch of double chocolate brownies to get her here that soon.”

Damn. They wouldn’t be able to access the Hollander interchange until Rashawna replaced the drive. And she no more knew the equivalent for the ‘Vette’s timing cover than she knew the derivation of Einstein’s theory of relativity.

She glanced over at the customer waiting impatiently at Trish’s window and her heart fell. Ed Wilkens, an old buddy of the Snake’s. Ed was of the opinion that a woman didn’t belong in the wrecking business, a view the beefy blowhard loved to expound upon in her hearing. It didn’t help that she’d flatly rejected his many passes, several of them even before the Snake had died. He’d like nothing better than to watch her falter. The Snake, damn his eyes, would have known the answer to Trish’s question off the top of his head. His encyclopedic knowledge of cars had been his only asset in the business. That and his gender, by Ed Wilkens’s reckoning.

“A 1969 Corvette,” Kyra repeated, stalling, hoping her brain would miraculously kick in with the answer. She kept her gaze down, as much to appear thoughtful as to ignore Ed’s supercilious leer. “Timing cover for a ‘69 Vette.”
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