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I Choose You

She chose him once before. Dare she choose him again?

“I choose you.”

Maggie Corcoran had said it before, back when she was naïve and thought love could survive anything. But the sex, drugs and rock and roll of the seventies had taken their toll on her, and they’d combined to turn the dream she had of growing old with her husband, into her worst nightmare. She had to leave him, to escape it, and took their two daughters with her, but the past had snuck back around and Nicole, the youngest, was on a very familiar path. There might be only one way to save her, and Maggie was going to risk it no matter what it did to her heart.

Rick Corcoran’s dream had become a reality. As a founding member of Wild Horse, he had fans in the millions and had become an iconic Hall of Fame guitarist. He’d fueled his untamed ambition to be someone, by hooking up with a man who set out to destroy everything he held dear. In a drug induced haze, he lost the only people who truly mattered to him. When his life was hanging in the balance, he made a promise to get himself clean, and he’d done it, and was giving back the only way he knew how.

When Maggie shows up on the doorstep of Stone Canyon, her youngest daughter in tow, she can’t believe it’s come to this. For the first time in over a decade, she’s going to be facing the man who’d once been her everything. When she finds he’s very much like the younger man she’d once married, and their love has survived against all odds, will she have the courage to choose him again?


Praise for Suze Campbell writing as Faith O’Shea

Faith O’Shea is a contemporary women’s literature writer who loves writing about romance, magic, conviction, and loyalty, with strong women and the friendships they build. She has created many series of stories to make us laugh, cry and feel empowered and writes in a voice that speaks to women of all ages. Faith believed there were subjects and life that needed to be written about. ~ Loyce M.

I truly love the Everyday Goddess series. The strong, leading women characters, in this day and age, are inspiring to me and keep me coming back for more! The books are light, fun, extremely relatable and I can't put them down! ~ Kathryn B.

I just finished the Fire and Ice series. It had romance, strong friendships between the women characters and complex stories that were clearly very well researched. Loved all of them and looking forward to the goddess series next! ~ Gail N.

Oh wow! I just finished reading the Magic Bean Café and I must say that I was hooked from the first chapter and loved every page. The characters were full and believable. The child, Willow, had my heart with her wild imagination, gift of laughter, and the way she melted Aisin’s heart and helped him to realize that you can love a child that wasn’t yours. Thank you for gifting me this awesome read. ~ Your newest fan, Carol F. 💕[image: Two Hearts with solid fill]

Magic Bean Café is a fantastic book of compassion for others with realistic characters. Plus a generous millionaire to help fulfill dreams. ~ Belinda

Coming Home to You grabbed me from the start! The storyline was very different from other books and it captured my interest. And of course the dynamics in the Scalera family is always amusing. ☺ I laughed out loud but there were a few parts where my eyes teared up as well. Great story, definitely worth the read! ~ Robin

Good Bones is an illuminating story offering a heartfelt love of old homes and how two antagonists found common ground in the good bones of an old house. Intriguing elements of restoration. Jord and Noah make taking chances on love an exciting ride built on respect and finally trust. ~ Bunny
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To My Readers

This book had its start back in the nineties, when I first picked up a pen and got to work on my dream. Stories had been dancing in my head for most of my life and while I was sitting at an open house during my real estate years, I began to put them to paper. This was one of my first efforts. Twenty-five years later I picked it back up, determined to finish it. I wanted to introduce Maggie and Rick to the world, and they were right there prodding me to edit and publish their journey.

I know a little something about addiction, not firsthand, but through someone I’m close to. Recovery takes courage and grit, and I was witness to the ups and downs he faced on the road toward sobriety. He’s still on it, and I carry his twenty-nine year token on my key ring.

I’m a child of the fifties and was totally into the music of the sixties and seventies and still listen to those “oldies” on my favorite stations. I didn’t find out until later that most musicians were fueling their success with drugs. It shouldn’t have come as a big surprise. It was a time of excess and innovation, Laurel Canyon and Woodstock, The Troubadour, the Vietnam War, and although the music was exceptional, it came at a cost. We lost quite a few talented artists over the years from overdoses and they’ve been missed.

I grew up in Lowell, Massachusetts and attended several battle of the bands at the Lowell Auditorium, as well as dozens of concerts. I bought all my records at Record Lane on Central Street and attended a private school nearby.

As you can see, I’ve drawn from many personal aspects of my life to complete this work, and I hope you enjoy it as much as I enjoyed writing it.

Suze


CHAPTER ONE

May 1991

 

Maggie Corcoran paced in short spans, clenching, and unclenching her fingers, repeatedly checking the grandfather’s clock that no longer chimed. Straying to the window, she stared out onto an empty street. The sun was rising, the dark purple smudges she’d seen in the mirror this morning matching the shadowed horizon. With her hand against a pane, she whispered in a tortured voice, “Nikki, where are you?”

She squeezed her burning eyes shut and swallowed back the unshed tears. A surreal sense of d’éjà vu was washing over her, every minute over the last two days seeming like hours, and fear had become part of every breath. She’d been in this mind numbing place over a decade ago, worrying about someone else she’d loved, but there was no escaping this time. This was her daughter and she would never give up on her.

Stepping away from the window, she looked around the house, where her grandmother had offered her sanctuary when she had nowhere else to call home. The soft worn couch beckoned but she couldn’t sit still, her daughter’s two-day absence leading to a complete meltdown. The chair that she couldn’t bear to replace sat empty, the sound of knitting needles clacking, a cherished memory. She’d found a respite here once, and had been able to rebuild her life, but it had vanished over the last six months. The foundation she’d thought secure had begun to shake, and it was ready to topple. Leaving California and her husband’s drug induced lifestyle behind and moving to her home state on the East Coast had saved her sanity, but it was fourteen years later and her little family hadn’t found the peace she’d thought they would. May had survived with visible hiccups, but she was sure there were invisible scars hidden from view. Her older daughter, now a freshman in college, was always the serious one, willing to go along, and she avoided failure and conflict at all costs. Nicole, a couple of years younger, had never been an easy child, always restless and edgy, but it had gotten worse over the last year. Maggie had surrounded her with as much love as the child would accept, but she never allowed anyone but May to get close. It changed a bit when her grandmother died, but they were bound by duct tape and with May gone, it was fraying. She’d come close to calling her, wanting someone to share the angst with, to see if she knew where Nikki might have gone, but May had taken on more responsibility for her sister over the years than she should have and Maggie was going to leave her in the dark, as long as she could.

A spike of fear shot through her. She’d counted on therapy to help, but it had obviously been a waste of time. There’d been no improvement and juggling work and her role as warden had proved impossible. Being a principal meant working full-time, even during April vacation. Those few hours she’d gone in on Monday had left Nikki free to roam, not that she needed the official days off to do so. Her daughter had been skipping school periodically, and she’d been forced to take so many days off, over the last couple of months, that the superintendent had pulled her aside to ask what was going on. In order to prove her dedication, she’d gone to her office, but it had been a lapse in judgement. She should never have left Nikki alone and it wouldn’t happen again. Her biggest worry was losing her daughter, not her job.

The click of the door startled her. She spun around to see Nikki stagger in, her eyes slit, her hair tangled, her clothes muddy and torn. Her blood boiled at the sight, even as her heart broke at the wraith-like appearance. Before she could utter a word, Nikki stumbled, speaking gibberish, but the defensive antagonism was hard to miss. Rushing forward, she caught her before she collapsed, the body dead weight in her arms. After dragging her to the couch, she laid her down, the past slamming into her. Her thoughts scrambled as if reaching out for some kind of purchase. She’d been pushed to her limits before, but she’d proven she could withstand the worst life had to offer and survive. More than once. Those days coaxing her husband back from the dead had been a grueling ordeal, but once it was over, she’d been able to distance herself and leave it behind. Her daughter, her baby, was bringing back the panic and dread and she was struggling to breathe. She shuddered, knowing there might be only one recourse in sight.

She’d spent time while Nikki was missing, searching for the best rehab place to send her. As she scrolled through hundreds across the country, her emotions had become all tangled up when she found the listing and website for Stone Canyon, which was located in New Mexico. As her agitation at seeing his name lessened, her curiosity peaked, and she researched the facility from every angle. It had excellent credentials and had from its inception. The patients didn’t sit in lectures for eight hours a day, but worked in the community, joined others with similar passions, and participated in therapy to uncover core issues. The treatment center was up-to-date and modern, the staff knowledgeable, but more importantly, it was composed of educated professionals and the man who’d designed the program had the background to know what he was doing. She didn’t have to imagine what he looked like.

She knew all too well.

He’d been young back then, tall and rangy, with a beard and moustache, longish chestnut colored hair, eyes the color of onyx that could look into your soul. And from the picture posted on the website, he’d aged well, considering. Some of his peers were dead, a few having died within the last few months and she wondered again at his stubborn will to survive.

She was never sure he would.

She leaned down and tucked the matted strands of Nikki’s hair behind her ears, staring at the face so much like her husband’s. His had been ghostly pale and world-weary the last time she’d seen him, and he was still on the brink of self-destruction. The world might still look upon him as the best guitarist alive today, and his hits might have generated millions of dollars in sales, but fame and fortune hadn’t arrived without sacrifice. She was still reeling from the effects, and her daughters were as well.

After covering Nikki with the knitted blanket on the back of the couch, she drifted toward the bathroom, and peeled away the clothes she’d been wearing for two days. The hot water felt good and she soaped her body, trying to scrub away the tears and memories that had taken hold. Once she’d strategized how to overcome this latest assault on her emotions, she pulled herself together, and made a fresh pot of coffee. As she sipped from her mug, she made the call to the airlines, believing in her heart, it was the only way forward, yet knowing the ache in her bones was a mere sampling of what was to come. This could totally break her.


CHAPTER TWO

Three days later

 

“So, are you going to get out or are we going to sit here all day?” Nicky snarled.

The obstinate teen was riding shotgun, her arms folded against her chest.

Maggie glanced over at her daughter and confessed, “There are a lot of memories.”

Not in this place. This was the first time she’d been here, but memories of the man she would soon approach would bring back too many, not all bad, not all good. Ironically, some were her best.

“Well, this was your idea. I wanted to go someplace closer to home and I certainly didn’t want to see him.” Nikk looked out the passenger window, her scowl proving her point.

Rick had been the biggest bone of contention. Coming here had rattled her, too, but in the end, it hadn’t mattered. She’d do what she had to do for her daughter’s sake, even put her own heart on the line again.

She sighed. It might be time to finally put the past behind them. She’d considered filing for divorce too many times to count but could never go through with it. Even if she had moved forward, she wouldn’t have known where he was or how to serve him. But now she did. And she was here.

She sat and stared at the edifice, holding her elbows close to her side. The main structure of the converted church had diagonally placed wings that made it look like a plane resting on the tarmac. It was adobe, which wasn’t a surprise, as many in New Mexico were, but what she still couldn’t wrap her head around was what it housed. She would never have guessed it was an addiction center or who had opened it.

Tired of arguing, she said firmly, “You have no choice. Give it a chance, will you. For me.”

The appeal had no effect other than triggering another round of indignation.

“Why is it always about you and what you want?” She turned her onyx eyes on her and spit out, “How could you do this to me? Why did we have to come here?”

It wasn’t just the words that made Maggie cringe, but the facial expression as well. Nikki’s whole demeanor changed, transforming her into Medusa, a formidable foe, but she hadn’t been born that way. She’d been the child of her heart and Maggie massaged her forehead. The argument was getting old. “I’ve run out of options, Nikki. You’ve left me no choice.”

With uncensored teenage angst, Nikki said, “Mom, it’s no big deal. Everyone does it at least once. I’m fine. Why don’t you believe me?”

Rather than argue with her, and unwilling to cave, Maggie said, “You’ve given me no reason to believe you. And it is a big deal. At least to me.”

Huffy and haughty, Nikki growled, “You always think you know everything. Well, you don’t. This is ridiculous.”

At the end of her patience, she snapped, “I know about this, Nicole Mae Corcoran. I lived with this off and on for over twenty years.”

Nikki flicked her hair with her fingers, hefting her feet onto the dashboard, and uttered her famous, “Not even.” The earphones of her Walkman went back in, and she rested her head of chestnut hair on the back of the seat, closed her eyes, and disappeared behind her mask.

Maggie’s heart ached as she studied her daughter in profile. The girl hadn’t had it easy, she had to give her that, but she was sinking deeper into the quagmire of her DNA and Maggie could only pray she’d find a cure here.

Taking a deep breath, she shut the motor off, took the keys, and opened the door of the Hertz Oldsmobile Cutlass. The sun was warm but not oppressive, and although Nikki complained about the prospect of no air conditioning, she wasn’t taking any chances. Leaving the keys with her was a sure-fire way to lead her daughter into temptation. She had learned that lesson well.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

She was met with stony silence, but it was better than the alternative.

After taking another few minutes to gain her composure, Maggie began to cross the parking lot, where cars of all makes, years, and styles filled the slots, and headed toward the double doors that would give her access to what she sought. She pressed her palms down her jeans to dry them before stepping inside. The interior was cool, clean, and spacious, the colors of New Mexico on the walls, earthy and calming. Couches and chairs decorated part of the room, with small tables, lamps and even a bookcase completing the picture.

A petite woman sat at the desk under an alcove on the opposite side of the lobby, a tall man standing next to her, pointing, talking, as if giving her directions on a task needed to be completed. It was an eerie imitation of what she did with her staff at work. Not wanting to disturb them, she waited patiently for them to acknowledge her, doing her best to hide the trembling that had taken over all her extremities. She hadn’t seen the man she could still claim as husband in six years and the thought of coming face-to-face with him was beginning to unravel her.

The clean-cut thirty-year-old finally looked up and straightened, so different form the hard-rock musicians Rick had surrounded himself with back in the day, with their long hair and motley appearance, that she was momentarily stunned.

In a low voice that carried across the space, he asked, “May I help you?”

She had to clear her throat before answering. “Yes. I hope so. I’m interested in getting my daughter enrolled in your program.”

He moved closer, his gait slow and easy. It wasn’t until he reached her that he said, “I’m sorry. We don’t have any available beds right now. I can give you the name of another facility that’s got a good reputation if you’d like. Otherwise, you might have to wait months until we have one.”

“No…I can’t…I mean, thank you, but it has to be Stone Canyon.”

“Like I said—”

Here it was, the moment she’d been dreading.

“Could I talk to Rick, please.”

His eyes narrowed, as if questioning her familiar use of the director’s name.

“I’m sorry. He’s busy at the moment. Can I take your name and number and have him call you?”

“Can you please ask him if he’ll see me. It’s really important. The name is Maggie. Maggie Corcoran.”

The man’s eyes widened, and he stiffened. She closed her eyes for a brief second, trying to regain her composure. He knew who she was but she wasn’t sure it would work in her favor.

He extended his hand, and she shook it. “It’s good to meet you, Maggie. I’m Joel Short, facility manager.”

He was staring into her eyes, as if still assimilating the information, before saying, “Let me tell him you’re here. Why don’t you take a seat. I shouldn’t be long.”

She offered him a weak smile, the corners of her mouth feeling numb. “Thank you.”

He was walking backwards, as if unable to take his eyes off her before he turned on his heel and disappeared around a corner. When she looked over to the woman at the desk, the receptionist was peering at her from under her eyelashes, trying to be discrete but failing miserably. They had to know parts of the story or else her name would have meant nothing, even if the Corcoran would have given them pause.

Feeling extremely uncomfortable, her cheeks aflame, she moved to the bank of windows, taking in the mesa that sat high in the distant landscape.

She closed her eyes to the beauty, wondering what the hell she’d been thinking. Nikki had tried to talk her out of it, and she had to admit she’d waffled over the last twenty-four hours, but she was at her wits end and felt she had no other choice. She’d let it go too long with Rick, and she wasn’t making that mistake again. Years spent accepting, allowing, and enabling her husband to continue his downward spiral had drained her of all emotion and she’d lost the will to fight the fates. Her daughter had sparked her spirit to life and she was determined to get the best help available. She knew instinctively, somehow, that this was it. It didn’t matter who owned it, or so she tried telling herself. The explosive beat of her heart was telling a different story and she was going to have to calm it down if she wanted to convince Rick to take this on. There was a niggling concern that he might not care about them anymore. It had been years since she’d talked to him, longer since he’d listened. He could say no…

Her lips moved in silent prayer, hoping that didn’t prove true. If it did, he might never have cared as much as she thought he had, and that would make the bleeding start all over again. If Nikki had known how hard this was for her, with all the variables that could prove deadly, she might have succeeded in changing her mind.

Soon, she’d know if she should have let her.


CHAPTER THREE

Rick Corcoran’s head shot up at the staccato rap at the door.

He interrupted the person on the other end of the line. “Excuse me a moment, will you?”

After placing his hand over the phone receiver, he called out, “What is it?”

Joel stuck his head in, apologizing. “Sorry, but I…um...” He finally blurted out, “Maggie is out front.”

Rick shot to his feet, the receiver still clutched in his now trembling hand and he asked in a raw whisper, “My Maggie?”

Joel didn’t seem surprised by the possessive adjective he’d used.

“I assume… She said her name was Maggie Corcoran.”

“Give me five minutes, and then show her in.”

It would take longer than that to get the worms out of his gut, but that was all he was giving himself. He didn’t want to leave her hanging. He’d done that often enough in the past.

Joel gave him a look of contrition, and said, simply, “Will do.”

He stood stock still, his heart suddenly beating faster and harder than it had when he was younger, and he’d taken too much of a good thing.

Maggie was here in Placitas.

He hadn’t seen her in…thirteen years, maybe longer, although she’d come to him at a critical point in his life right before he’d gotten clean, pulling him back from a place he didn’t want to leave. He’d somehow known she was there, but he hadn’t been able to process it until the cobwebs had cleared. By then, it had been too late to make amends.

His mind splintered to another vein.

What was she doing here? How had she found him?

Finding it hard to stay still, the restlessness coming back in waves, his body instantly in need of something he didn’t do anymore, he felt the jerk of the phone cord. He quickly placed the receiver back to his ear. His voice had lost its usual resonance, a croak taking its place. “I’m very sorry, Mrs. Dean. There’s an emergency here that I have to take care of. I’ll have to call you back after I’ve handled it.”

“Of course, Rick. Now that I know Bobby’s doing better, I can relax a bit. I’ll wait for you to get back to me.”

“Thanks. Until then.”

His legs gave way and he dropped into his chair and stared into space.

Maggie was here.

She was part of the most painful phase of his life, and his one biggest regret. Even though he hadn’t reached out since she’d left him, he’d followed her life over the last five years, her successful rebound from their time together, and the improbable choice of careers. She’d been a wild child when he’d met her, and her camera had always been in her hand when they’d lived in the canyon. Creative and free, she encapsulated the essence of the era, and he couldn’t believe she’d gone for a more traditional route. But there’d always been a quiet strength about her and she’d proven it by rebuilding her life and living it well. She was still a beautiful woman, her hair long and blond, her eyes inquisitive, her mouth…

Shoving his hand through his thinning hair, he sat, stood, sat, bracing himself for a trip back to the past when she was everything to him. All he could have wanted in a woman. Until he’d driven her away. Success, and then drugs had become first and second in his life. Or maybe it had been the other way around. She’d refused to come in third.

Rick, if things don’t change, I’ll have to leave. I love you too much to watch you kill yourself.

Things hadn’t changed. In fact, the abuse had gotten worse, and in a purple haze, he had let her go. But he’d never stopped looking back.

Another rap came, and the sound of the door opening. He sprung up out of the seat, took a breath, and then like a mirage, she was standing there, Joel a step behind.

He still wasn’t ready, not when he looked up and took her in.

Her body was still lean, her jeans looking worn and comfortable, her blouse rolled up at the sleeves like his were, the blue of it bringing out the color of her eyes. The purple smudges, the paleness, the fidgeting fingers were hard to miss.

They just stood staring at each other for what seemed like forever before Joel asked, “Can I get either of you something to drink? Coffee, water, tea?”

Rick waited for Maggie’s response and at the quick shake of her head, Joel backed out of the room, closing the door.

His breath was still stuck in his lungs, but he managed to strangle some words out. “It’s good to see you. You haven’t aged a day.”

His eyes fluttered closed and then back open. It was such a lame thing to say after so much time, and it hung suspended in the air, but her small smile popped the feeling of inadequacy.

“Thanks. You look better than I’d thought you would.”

“Considering.”

“Considering.”

He nodded to the chair opposite him and said, “Sit, please.”

When she had, he sunk into his swivel chair, placed his arms on the desk to quell his trembling limbs, and leaned toward her. “There must be a reason you’re here.”

Her hands rested in her lap, but he noticed her fingers were clutched together, turning white from the pressure.

He steeled himself as he waited for her answer. He could only assume she wanted a divorce. It was a day he’d hoped would never come.

His whole being crumpled in relief when she said, “It’s about one of our daughters.” It was only when the words punctured his brain that his worry escalated, and he went rigid.

With tears in her eyes, she said, “She needs help.”

Paralysis hit immediately but he asked in stunned disbelief, “This kind?”

She nodded in the affirmative.

He pressed his fingers against his forehead, grasping what he’d been told, but not quite believing it. As if talking to himself, he said, “It can’t be May.”

Her mouth dropped open, and her eyes jerked up to meet his.

“Did you think I wouldn’t keep track of my family?”

There was a slight shake of her head.

“I know she’s at the University of Maine, and I’d bet my life she’s getting good grades.” That was a sure one. The other bets he’d taken against his life had almost killed him. “You’re the principal of an elementary school in Lowell. You won an award last year for innovation. I was proud, although I had no right to be.”

Massachusetts had the toughest standards in the country and she’d been selected as one of the best of the best.

There was a look of confusion on her face, and he understood it. He hadn’t given her a reason to think he still cared or that he’d never forgotten who his children were.

“May was always strong and steady like you. So it must be Nikki who inherited my propensity for nothing good.”

Leaning forward, her voice trembling, she explained, “It’s been going on for close to six months. It started with pot but quickly escalated to meth. I’ve had her in therapy, off and on, but it keeps getting worse. Not one place has done anything to help her. They keep telling me experimentation is normal. This is not normal. I know the kids she hangs around with, and they’re not bad kids, but…I should have…”

There was a tightening in his chest the second Maggie had mentioned meth, the band of fear rising up to fill him. His skin prickled, his heart squeezed in pain, his mind started racing. Meth could destroy the brain and was one of the most difficult drugs to kick. With Nikki’s predisposition to addiction, thanks to him, she had taken the lid of Pandora’s box with the weed, and now that she’d moved on to a more dangerous drug, it was going to be damn hard to get it closed.

Not wanting to alarm her further, he moderated his voice. “Maggie, your…our kids got stuck with defective DNA. It’s that plain and that simple.”

Her anger flared and she lashed out. “How dare you say it’s that plain and simple. It isn’t to me. But then, you’ve never been on the receiving end of this problem. I have. There’s layers of deceit, lies, stealing, staying out all night or disappearing for days at a time. Don’t you dare disregard the consequences that come out of it.” She gulped back a sob and added, “You’re still brushing it off…probably thinking it’s all my fault like you did….”

He quickly stood, ready to vault the desk, enfold her in a hug, let her know that it had never been her fault before realizing that would be too little, too late. He stepped to the window instead, leaned against the protruding ledge.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to downplay what you’re going through, or the nightmare that’s taking over your life again. What I mean is that we’re both born addicts. It was there waiting to be unleashed. The fact that it’s genetic is the plain and simple part. What comes from it, isn’t. And there’s hard work involved in getting clean. Even more to stay clean.”

Her eyes held his, her expression reflecting her sadness, but he didn’t know what to do about it.

“You can’t possibly know—”

“What you went through? You’re right, I can’t. I can only speculate from the stories I’ve heard, the parents and spouses of patients sharing their pain, the betrayal, and the worry.”

He’d sat in on so many group sessions that he had to believe he’d heard it all. It was what he did when he was too busy to attend an AA meeting, something strongly suggested for continued sobriety. He’d also gone through similar upheavals helping his friends through the process and no, it wasn’t pretty. So he knew the damage it caused. And now his daughter was reliving the pattern. Maggie didn’t deserve that.

He reclaimed his seat, his hands as if in prayer under his chin, needing to treat this like any other interview.

“You said it started about six months ago?”

She nodded and gripped the arms of the chair, becoming more agitated. “I got her right into a program after the first episode. They kept her for a month, but she was using again a week later. I changed programs and therapists but it didn’t help.”

He was going to tell her something she already knew if she’d done her research, which he had no doubt she had.

“Most therapists don’t know enough about addiction, so they misdiagnose. Sometimes they even prescribe anti-depressants, something you don’t usually give to an addictive personality.”

“I’ve tried to watch her around the clock, She seems fine for a while and then she’s gone again. When she finally comes back, she looks…like the living dead. I can’t do this alone anymore. She’s not the only one who needs help.”

He studied the top of her head. She seemed to have taken an interest in the carpet at her feet. “You trust me to help her?”

Shifting, still unable to look at him, she said, “I thought…she’s a lot like you. Looks, temperament, talent.”

It didn’t answer his question, but she was here.

“Our methods are—”

Her eyes flashed up to meet his. “I know what your methods are. Do you think I’d be here if I’d seen any hint that they didn’t work?”

“You always were thorough.”

Her expression changed, her eyes narrowed, and then her face almost crumbled. “I didn’t know where else to turn. I can’t lose her like I did…” Her voice faded away to nothing, and she sniffed back the tears that threatened.

He didn’t need her to finish the sentence. He knew exactly what she’d lost.

“You’re her father and she’s just like you. I figured you’d know what to do.”

Though he might be adding to her fears, he had to lay out the truth so she knew she understood she wouldn’t find a quick fix here. “An addict can only be reached if they want to be.”

She glared. “I know that better than you do.”

Before he could say anything more, there was a disturbance out in the hallway, but before he could get up to investigate, a young girl close to seventeen was standing on the threshold, after swinging open the door. Joel was right behind her, a look of apology on his face. He’d been unable to bar the way, and the girl barged right in.

“Hey, old man, this is, like, ridiculous. Do you think it’s as much of a fucking joke as I do?”

After rising from his chair, Rick stood staring.

He could see traces of the little girl he once knew. His gene pool had given generously. Her hair had darkened but was the same rusty red blond he’d been born with; her eyes were dark and defiant. There was the same jutting chin, the same attitude. He also couldn’t fail to notice the rail thin appearance.

Reining in the impulse to grab her and shake her before hugging her with a ferocity she wouldn’t understand, he simply stood there, and said, in a detached tone, “Nikki.”

“It’s Nicole. Only people who stick around get to call me that.”

He closed his eyes for the briefest of seconds as her words made another crack in his heart.

“Fair enough. Nicole.”

She huffed, “I don’t want to be here.”

Keeping his tone level, he said, “No one does at first.”

Her voice rose a decibel. “I don’t want to be here, with you.”

“Your mom thought I could help.”

“Yeah, like you did when I was a kid?”

He took the hit to his gut with the forbearance of someone mired in guilt and let the air whoosh out of him. After taking a moment to recuperate, he said, “No one regrets that more than I do. But that’s what drugs do. They destroy relationships. Is that what you want?”

Nicole grimaced, then glanced over to where her mother was seated, seeming to finally notice the forty-year-old face showing the wear and tear of the last few months and her expression softened.

“No. Not with Mom.”

He’d hit the target, and although it was a small triumph, he had to give her credit. She was smarter than he’d been. The woman in front of him was definitely worth whatever kind of withdrawal came with recovery. Unfortunately, he hadn’t seen it in time.

After tamping down the stark emotion, he shifted out of father mode and into director mode. He’d go for the facts and see where they led him.

“When was the last time you were high?”

She glared in answer.

Maggie interceded. “She went out sometime Monday and came back before dawn on Wednesday. She slept off and on for two days, and I got us on the first flight out today.”

She’d certainly worked quickly on getting her here.

Nikki rallied. “She says I’m like you, but I’m not. I’m not a junkie. I can stop whenever I want.”

“That’s what we all say. We not only lie to ourselves, but to others as well. It’s time you take a good look in the mirror.” His past flashed in vivid colors and shifting patterns. His voice was dangerously low when he added, “Sometimes it takes more than that.”

She brazenly demanded, “Yeah? What did it take for you?”

His gaze landed on Maggie, remembering the hand that held his.

“Almost dying.”

An awkward silence filled the room before Nikki said ruthlessly, “Too bad you didn’t.”

Maggie’s cheeks flushed crimson. “Nikki! That was uncalled for.”

“What good did he do any of us?”

“He gave me you and May. I’d say that was quite a gift.”

Nikki laughed but it verged on the edge of mania. “Yeah, like I’m some sort of treasure.”

Maggie reached out to grasp Nikki’s hand. “You are. You were the most beautiful little girl. All smiles, all that dark, reddish hair, big black eyes. You lit up my world. You still do.”

Rick’s heart constricted. She’d lit up his as well, but instead of treasuring it, he’d destroyed it. Nikki had been almost four when Maggie had taken her and May away from him, but the memories of her on his lap, fiddling with his beard, her hand in his mouth, calling him Daddy, were imprinted on his soul. So precious. So well-loved…until he spiraled out of control. And when that had happened, he’d lost the only people who ever mattered to him.


CHAPTER FOUR

Maggie still couldn’t believe what had happened to her youngest. “What did I do wrong? Did I work too many hours? Was I too lenient?”

Rick scraped a hand through his hair. “It’s nothing you did, trust me. It’s in the make-up.”

She had to disagree. There was always a reason. She’d done some soul-searching over the last week and was beginning to suspect she’d made the wrong choice along the way. And it hadn’t happened recently.

In sixteen-year old dramatic fashion, Nikki sniped, “There’s nothing wrong with me. I just like having a good time.”

“There are better ways to do that.”

“Like you effing did?”

Not for the first time in the last few months, Maggie wanted to slap her daughter silly. Of course, she wouldn’t. She’d never lifted a finger to discipline. It wasn’t her way. But the girl was out of control, and she had no idea how to counteract it. Lecturing didn’t help. Neither did curfews, punishments, or isolation. Thankfully, Rick seemed to be willing to take her aggression on, but in a more measured tone than she expected. She still sensed his edginess, and the ripples pulsating beneath the surface, but he was hiding it well. His nervous energy had powered his music, the riffs and pedal work mirroring what was inside. She used to love watching him write, playing chords no one had attempted before, fingering frets in a way musicians were still trying to duplicate. He lived in an age of danger and innovation, when technology had provided new toys to play with, and with Jimi Hendrix as his idol, he’d made rock, theater, and she was sure his timeless riffs sounded as fresh today as they had been when he was touring the country to sellout crowds. That talent had gotten him to the highest peaks of stardom, with fans in the millions, and she was sure it was still deep inside, but buried by his taste for sobriety. He’d had a passion for what he did that was indescribable, and as he calmly dealt with their daughter, she wondered how he’d been able to still the whump-whump pulse that beat within him.

“Why don’t you sit down,” his said, his voice determined.

Nikki glared at him and folded her arms tightly over her chest as if challenging him to make her.

He shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

Nikki looked exhausted and Maggie had a feeling that she was acting up, just to be contrary. It appeared that Rick was going to let her.

“Your mother’s told me what’s going on. The question I want to ask is, why. But I don’t think you know the answer.”

She turned the tables on him. “Why did you?”

His hand went to his pants pocket and she noticed him fiddle with something,

“There’s never a good reason to hijack yourself like that, only excuses. I could give you a few of those but they wouldn’t help you. We all have our own.”

“This is so lame. I don’t have a problem.”

“Have you looked in the mirror lately?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “I lost a little weight. So what?”

He leaned forward, his tone fierce. “And damaged your brain, weakened your liver, sucked yourself dry. It all comes out in the body Nicole. Look at me. This is what it does. Lines, wrinkles, loss of memory, loss of cognitive thinking. I don’t want that for you.”

Nikki’s cheeks were red, her eyes afire and a vein on her forehead pulsed. “Well, maybe you should have thought of that when I was three.”

Maggie couldn’t help but weigh in. “Stop. We need to ignore the past. It doesn’t help us. We’re here today because you have a problem.”

Nikki’s chin jutted out in defiance. “Yeah, I do. And he’s sitting in that chair.”

Rick was studying their daughter, his finger tapping the desk in rapid motion. “Can you give us a couple of minutes, please?”

Thin arms tightened over a shrunken chest. “No way.”

Maggie reprimanded her in a well-practiced teacher’s voice. “Nicole, this behavior is not okay.”

It was Rick who capitulated. “It’s all right. What I was going to say is there aren’t any available beds at the moment, but I’m going to work something out.” He met Nikki’s cold, glittering gaze. “I have every intention of fulfilling your mother’s request. There’s a staff breakroom that I’ll convert into another patient room. I’ll have to figure out where to put the staff, so it will take me a little time to put it in place. Until then you’ll stay at my house.”

Eyes that could have turned them all to stone, darkened. “No effing way.”

Maggie would have laughed if she hadn’t been so distraught. In profile, with dueling jutted chins, father and daughter were carbon copies of each other.

“Your mother is welcome to stay as well.”

Maggie’s eyes shot up to meet his. She silently mimicked Nikki’s no effing way. It was far too dangerous. She’d been petrified to see him again, afraid all those old feelings would come crashing back. And she’d been right to be scared. No one had come close to evoking the same range of emotions Rick had in her and with her heart shattered at his betrayal, she’d stayed away from relationships of any kind. But the second she walked through his office door all those feelings came rushing back, and given the right circumstances, she’d have to admit she was still desperately in love with him. Still, she was not here to rebuild bridges. She was here to get her daughter help.

“I’m registered at an Inn close by. I know family therapy is part of the program, so I plan to be here until…it’s finished. I’d prefer to stay there tonight.”

With a determined gleam in her eyes, Nikki added, “I’m staying with you.”

Maggie shook her head in exhaustion. “No. I’m not taking the risk that you’ll find a way to escape and find what you need.”

“I am not staying with him and you can’t make me.”

She was torn until Rick offered a solution. “I can sleep here tonight. Joel will get one of the counselors to stay with you both at my house. They’ll monitor Nicole’s movements.”

Maggie shook her head. “I’m not putting you out of your home.”

He laughed and it more than irritated her. She was dealing with a life and death situation, and he found it humorous. With more bite than she’d intended, she growled, “What’s so funny?”

“I left you to raise our daughters alone because of an addiction problem, but you have a moral conflict putting me out of my home for one night. Sorry. It’s just kind of ludicrous.”

Her teeth clenched. “It’s the way I was raised.”

He seemed to consider that for a moment. He knew her background if only from the outside looking in.

“How are your parents?”

A pang of remorse shot through her. That was another betrayal, but an expected one. It still shouldn’t hurt as much as it did.

“I wouldn’t know. I’ve only spoken to them once since I left…with you.”

His eyebrows arched. “What do you mean?”

“I got cut off, remember?”

“Sure, when you ran away with me. But when you got home, I thought…”

“They’d reverse their position? Didn’t happen. I’m still cut off.”

He jerked out of his chair, looking horrified.

“You’re kidding?”

“You thought they’d welcome me back in?”

“What kind of parents cut their children out of their lives?”

She tilted her head at him, wondering if he heard what he’d just said. When his shoulders slumped in defeat, she knew he had.

Wincing, he asked, “Who did you stay with when you got back to Lowell?”

“My grandmother.” She swallowed hard. “Look, that’s best left in the past.”

She could tell he wanted to talk about it but was relieved when he didn’t force the issue. He nodded slowly, then glanced over to Nikki. “So, is my plan workable? I won’t be anywhere in the vicinity.”

Nikki studied him, before nodding in agreement. “As long as Mom is with me.”

“Good. How about you, Maggie?”

“As long as it’s only for one night and there’s someone with us. I wouldn’t feel comfortable staying for any longer than that. And I can’t do this alone.”

It actually had nothing to do with putting him out. It came down to not wanting to be in his space for longer than she had to be. She didn’t know what kind of home he had, or what reminders from the past she might bump into.

“One night. I promise.”

In their last year together, he’d made a lot of promises he hadn’t kept. She could only hope with his sobriety, he meant what he was saying.

He moved toward the door and called for Joel, who must have been staying close by, because he was there within seconds.

“Yeah, boss.”

“See if Rachelle is willing to work an extra shift tonight. She’ll be staying at my house with my…Maggie and Nicole.”

Maggie inwardly recoiled when he’d used their names. Obviously, he wasn’t willing to use the term wife and daughter, and the grief hit deep. Their marriage might have been a sham over the last decade, but they were still legally bound together in the eyes of the law.

Joel nodded. “I can almost guarantee she’ll be willing.”

“I’ll get them settled in and come back to work out a solution. Please tell Jimbo I’ll need his help.”

Joel turned to leave but Rick called him back. “We need to keep this quiet. Nicole doesn’t need to deal with any questions right now.”

“Whatever you want, boss.” He looked skeptically between father and daughter. “You two look an awful lot alike. There may be speculation.”

“But nothing confirmed, okay?”

“Right.”

A few minutes later, they were leaving the facility. Rick strode over to his pick-up and before opening the door, he said, “Follow me.”

Nikki’s sullen silence made the drive over to Rick’s a peaceful one. It gave Maggie time to think, as well as take in the landscape. It was so lush and green it distracted her from the fear that was still too strong for her sanity. She was not only grappling with emotional chaos, but also the physical appeal of the man behind the wheel, leading the way. A man who’d once been her whole life. He was still good-looking in a weathered way. His eyes were more sunken, his skin less glowing than it had been when they were younger. His hair had thinned making it unnecessary to push the thick locks off his forehead, even as her fingers ached to feel the texture in the simple motion. The intensity of those eyes were the same though, the ones she used to drown in, the black depths infinite. She’d wanted to reach out and touch his beard to see if it was still warm under her fingers, see the smile that would appear with the gesture. Her insides were tingly, and her heart pinged in warning. She knew the past had no part of the present. He was no longer hers and hadn’t been for more years than they’d been together, but being with him still caused sparks to fly, urging the embers back to life.

When he pulled into the driveway, she peered out of her windshield to take in his home. It was stucco and sat low to the ground. A rod iron gate limited her view of the inner courtyard. She’d often wondered where he’d ended up after the overdose.

It had happened six years ago, after one of his concerts. She’d flown cross-country to be with him, not knowing whether he’d be alive or dead when she got there. When she’d arrived, she’d been horrified by his appearance, his pallor ghost-white, his face hollowed out, his arms scarred by needle tracks, and his body hooked to machines beeping in time to his heartbeat. He’d been in a coma, and all she’d been able to do was sit by his bedside, hold his hand, and coax him back to the living. A few days later, when she was told, he was going to survive, she left. She hadn’t wanted to hear the lies and excuses, hadn’t wanted to give him the chance to worm his way back into her heart. There’d been no follow-up call from him, or the friend who’d reached out to her to tell her about Rick. Nothing. Even though she tried to follow his movements in the aftermath, he’d all but disappeared. It had been Nikki’s problem that had literally led her to his doorstep.

As she got out of her car, she looked at the scenery and her breath caught in her throat. The Sandias sat majestically in the background, the kaleidoscope of purples and reds shifting in front of her. She wished she had a camera so she could capture the beauty and take it back home with her.

She felt Rick’s presence behind her. “Beautiful, isn’t it? It’s why I chose this place. There’s nowhere in the world that compares with it.”

He’d come too close for comfort, so she took a step away, and glanced at Nikki. Even she seemed spellbound by the surrounding spectacle, but it didn’t take long for her surly attitude to reassert itself.

“This is like…like…nowhere.”

Rick crossed his arms over his chest. “There’s not a soul around, Nicole. It won’t be easy to get a fix out here.”

“Isn’t that what my babysitter’s for.”

“You can call her what you want, but Rachelle will be your counselor. She’ll be here to make sure you stay put.”

“Gawd. I get a prison guard.” She waved her hands. “This is so ridiculous.”

“Just wait. There’s more to come.”

Maggie opened the trunk, and he dropped his arms and he followed, moving around her to heft out the two suitcases. Not wanting to give herself time to change her mind, she’d driven straight to Stone Canyon as soon as she’d picked up the car.  But as she watched Rick maneuver the bags out, she wished she’d stopped by the Inn first. Retrieving her clothes would have given her time to decide if moving into his house, even for a night, was a good decision or a rash impulse.

Thoughts of her reservation prompted her to say, “I’ll have to call the Inn, let them know I won’t be checking in until tomorrow. Unless you want to stay in our place.”

He led them down a stone pathway and through the gate. “Thanks for the offer. Let me think about it.”

There were riotous flowers everywhere and the scents and sights only added to the scene unfolding. He’d landed in a good place. If only…

He unlocked the door, then stepped back to let them enter. As she looked around, she couldn’t suppress a nervous smile, in spite of the feelings warring inside of her. Rick’s home was well-decorated, homey, and warm. In the entry, there were beamed ceilings that continued into the living room. The ashes in a wood burning fireplace showed evidence it was well-used. Skylights let in glorious amounts of sunshine and when she walked into the kitchen, the mountains in the distance called to her.

A breeze blew through her and she shivered. She rubbed her hands down her arms in an effort to warm the chill that had taken over. This was the kind of home she’d always envisioned for them. A yard for the kids to play in, a peaceful environment where they could be a family, a coffee pot on the counter instead of empty vodka bottles, roaches, and bongs. A peaceful easy feeling and love filling the space.

“Is it all right?”

So under the spell of another kind of life, she almost jumped at the question. His voice had thickened, and she wondered at that, as well. She nodded and when she met his eyes, she felt a jolt of sexual energy pulse between them. What would it feel like to live here with him? And what would he say if she asked him to stay tonight?

It had been so long since she’d felt his embrace, and the kisses that could make her forgive anything– had made her forgive him too often for her own good. But that was yesterday. Today, he was clean, and she was a young girl again, mesmerized by his energy and raw appeal. It was forcing her to admit there would always be something simmering beneath the surface, impervious to time and place. Divorce had always been on the table, but she could never seem to take the step. Her reaction to him was a tell-tale sign as to why.

Now all she had to do was finally figure out what to do about it.


CHAPTER FIVE

Rick watched Maggie make her way around the house, her body showing no signs that she’d aged the same way he had. Her hair was shiny, silver and gold glistening in the streaming rays of the sun. It still cascaded down her back, with the slight curl she used to complain about so vigorously. Her lips, fuller at the bottom than at the top, were in a straight line but the corners dimpled out and would blossom fully if told a joke or offered an endearment. Curious cornflower blue eyes took it all in, and they still had the ability to stop him in his tracks.

Tracks.

Funny word.

It could mean so many things.

He rubbed the inside of his arm. “Please make yourself at home. There’s food in the refrigerator, and water, juice, and soda, although I’m sorry to say no liquor, no wine.  Coffee, my habit of choice now, is over by the Mr. Coffee machine.”

He turned and headed down the hall, needing to distance himself. Having her here, in this house, had been a long running dream of his, but the situation had been a homecoming of sorts, a reunion that could wipe away the pain of the past. He should have provided her and their kids with a home like this instead of the one they’d lived in back in the seventies, but he’d botched that up, wanting fame and fortune. He’d sold his soul to the devil to get it and once the deal was struck, there was no turning back. Any illusions he had about winning his wife back were just that—illusions. And since her arrival, she hadn’t given him any hint that she was here for any other reason than Nicole’s recovery. It might hurt like hell, but that was the reality.

He heard their voices as they came closer, his thoughts still a jumble.

“You can stay in here, Maggie.”

Maggie walked in, and he watched as her eyes swept the room. The bed sat between two windows, giving another view of the mountains beyond. One of the nightstands was littered with a phone, an overflowing ashtray, a coffee mug, and a small book of inspirational thoughts he read daily. After noticing the mess, he dropped the bags and hurried over to remove the ashtray and coffee mug. “Sorry. If I had known you were going to be here, I would have cleaned up a bit.”

When she gasped, he tilted his head to see her finger the wildflowers he had in the clay vase they’d bought in the canyon after they’d first arrived in California. She’d always filled it with colorful petals they’d pick along their walks in the valley. She probably thought he’d never noticed, certainly not at the end.

He stuttered, “Uhm…yeah. You left it behind. I always liked it, and the flowers…those little touches made any house we lived in seem more like a home.”
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