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Chapter 1

 

"You okay?" Gregg asked as they walked down the hall crowded with students rushing toward their next class.

Gwen Nicholson-Nelson knew her friend's expression as well as he knew hers. He knew she was picking up on something, and he was already worried.

He's here. I can feel him. Or he's here, in one of these kid's minds, and I'm feeling him through them.

"Gwen?" Gregg said again, taking her elbow. 

She looked up at him sharply. Reality flooded back in, and she wanted to call herself foolish. Paranoid. She hadn't felt him for two years. Him--her nemesis, the psychic like her. Like her, but more powerful. Much, much more powerful.

"I'm all right," she said softly. "Kyle's probably waiting."

They picked up their pace through the emptying halls until they reached the small classroom set aside for their counseling. Gwen and Gregg worked for an outreach program that helped teenage boys who were in trouble. Wayward Angels for Boys had a sub-out policy that allowed them to counsel the boys in the local schools.

Kyle Meadowbrook had a multitude of problems. He'd come into the Wayward Angels shelter on his own several weeks before, after slamming down a bottle of whiskey and snorting enough crack to put him into a coma. When he'd come to, he didn't have the vaguest memory of cutting into his own flesh with a razor. At that time, Kyle's father and the Oak Creek Police Department had been called in for intervention. Kyle had been so shaken, he'd agreed to counseling. His workaholic father didn't seem to believe his son's condition warranted more than that. Mandatory twice a week sessions for the past three weeks had gotten them nowhere. Now that the immediate crisis was over, Kyle showed up late for each session and refused to communicate outside of insisting he was fine.

Fine didn't explain the black shadows around his eyes, nor the haunted expression that made Gwen believe a part of him no longer responded to reality.

"Monday was his last mandatory session," Gwen said softly, five minutes after the appointed time for the session to start, when Kyle hadn't yet joined him. "He won't show."

"He'll show," Gregg insisted.

"Let's have him called out of class."

"Let's wait a few minutes. We don't want to humiliate him in front of his friends. Give him time."

Gwen looked at Gregg, one of her oldest friends, before nodding. He could be right, even if it went against her instincts. Until a year ago, Gregg hadn't had any formal training as a counselor. Life experience had been his teacher. He'd been through what these boys went through. He knew exactly where they were, and he could draw them out the way few others were able to. The troubled boys--including Kyle--trusted him. And he had faith in them, even the hard cases, like this one.

The sick feeling in the pit of Gwen's stomach seemed to be growing stronger. He's close. He can't be, but I feel him coming closer.

Kyle appeared in the doorway.

Gwen gasped like she'd been struck forcefully head-on. Don't let this be, she thought desperately when Kyle came into the room and sat in front of them without looking at either of them. Why wouldn't I have felt his presence during the other sessions with Kyle? Or was he blocking me?

Forcing herself to breathe regularly, Gwen looked closely at Kyle. Before his drinking, drugging, and suicide attempts, he was probably good looking. Even the rings he wore in his ears, his nose, bottom lip and eyebrow didn't detract from that, yet his deathly pallor and the pronounced darkness around his eyes had stolen the life from him. He was obviously agitated as he sat facing their expressions of concern. He's afraid, Gwen realized.

"I don't wanna keep comin' to these," he said.

"You're not better," Gregg reminded him. The gentleness in his voice was also remarkably firm.

Gwen's stomach flipped, and she closed her eyes while Kyle insisted he was doing all right. 

Gregg asked him if something had happened. 

Blackness swept over Gwen, and she was standing in the tunnel where all of her visions began. Something pulled on her, but she tried to resist, forcing her eyes open. Reality refused to take her back. The vision was calling too strongly for her to function in her role as counselor today.

Get out of my head! Leave me alone. I don't want you here. Why are you here?

The voice sucked her forward through the tunnel until she emerged into the black and white world beyond the half-light. She saw Kyle on his bed. The pillows around him had been slashed and the feathery insides had burst out like entrails. Something forced her forward, closer to him. Blood. Blood red against the stark white of the pillows.

"Nothin's goin' on. I told you, I'm okay."

The voices of reality tugged at her again, and she blindly reached out toward Kyle, knowing he was nearby. If she touched him, she would know everything the boy didn't want to tell them.

Gregg understood, and prevented her reach in order to secure Kyle's right to privacy. Gregg's dark eyes looked at her with concern. Something in her tortured expression must have convinced him not to stop her a second time. Kyle's life depended on it.

"Kyle, take my hand."

His blue eyes narrowed, and he shook his head immediately.

"Please, take my hand. I can't help you if you don't." Just let me see.

His reluctance made him move in slow motion. Timidly, he offered her his hand, palm up at first, then turned it over at the last minute like that could stop her from sensing what was so close.

Gwen clasped her hands around his cold one, and then she was flying back through the tunnel to the half-light, the black and white with one splotch of color. Kyle's eyes suddenly flew open on the bed, he sat up, and Gwen followed his attention as he looked down at himself. The word 'Loser' had been carved into his chest with a razor. Bright red blood dripped from the fresh wounds. Screams burst from his throat. 

Gwen shook uncontrollably, fighting her own screams.

The laughter beneath the piercing screams was insidious. He's here. He's inside Kyle. He'll destroy another, and there's nothing I can do to stop him. He knows that. He relishes that--that's why he lets me in at the last minute.

He spoke to her the way he always did--as if she were a helpless creature under his power, the way the children he destroyed were helpless. Yes, I'm here. I've blocked you until this moment because Kyle won't be here for long. 'Mary, Mary, quite contrary, how does your garden grow? With silver bells and cockle shells, and pretty maids all in a row. Mary, Mary...'

The familiar chant washed out even Kyle's screams until Gwen cowered beneath it, shaking and trying to drive his voice out by begging Kyle not to give in to him.

Then she was torn out of the tunnel and thrust back into reality in a shower of icicles, a lurching stomach. She knew better than to eat before any of her sessions, but hot acid filled her throat. She was on the floor on her hands and knees before Kyle. When their eyes met, she whispered the bloody word she'd seen in her vision: "Loser."

Kyle shrank back from her immediately, horror in his eyes. When he tried to get out of his chair, get to his feet, Gregg was up, holding him back. Kyle struggled until Gregg's voice penetrated the fear pervading his mind. "Tell me, man. I can help you if you just tell me."

Gwen wrapped her arms around herself, trembling uncontrollably. "Show him," she urged when Kyle looked down at her with repulsed reluctance. The teenager swallowed, but then he stepped back, reached down and grasped the hem of his t-shirt under this jacket.

Streams of fresh blood dripped over his lower stomach when he revealed the cuts forming the word Loser on his chest.

"Oh, s*t," Gregg muttered under his breath.

"I don't remember," Kyle said, his voice breaking. "I don't remember doing it. I'm goin' crazy. I think I'm goin' crazy, Gregg. I don't remember."

Gregg put an arm around the boy, murmuring comfort to him in a weak voice. "We'll get you out of school. Get you to the shelter clinic."

Kyle nodded. 

Gwen felt no relief despite his compliance, especially when Gregg's eyes met hers in a silent promise that they'd talk later. He wanted to know exactly what had happened.

All she wanted to do was forget.
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Gwen sat at her desk at Wayward Angels, willing herself not to give in to the tears she so desperately wanted to release. Her professionalism as a counselor had only failed her three times previously, years before. At that time, her visions had debilitated her so completely she'd been unable to do anything, except react to the presence of the other.

It was happening again, and she was as helpless as she'd always been against him. Her stomach clenched at the reminder. I can't stop this. I can't prevent it. And I can't help Kyle. I don't have that power.

The door to her office opened. She raised her head, knowing it would be Gregg. 

He looked at her sympathetically for a long minute, then swore in a soft voice.

"How is he?" Gwen asked after he closed the door behind himself.

"He's checked in. I've set up a round-the-clock watch on him. He also agreed to let us talk to his old man again, when he gets back from a business trip next week. I asked him to tell his old man over the phone, but he says doesn't want to tell him anything specific until he's actually here. Kyle wants to be in the room when we tell his dad. I got the feeling the old man suspects what it's about."

Anger filed Gwen's head like a fire. "He won't even come home for this?"

"Since I agreed to Kyle's terms and his old man's not willing to leave the trip without specifics, there's nothing else to do. The kid will run if we don't agree. And you know as well as I do, he's not safe out there alone."

The tears Gwen had tried hard to fight rose up against her will and filled her eyes. She knew Kyle's father's type. She'd seen it far too many times. Maybe alcoholism was better than this problem. At least there was some treatment, some recourse. There was no treatment for workaholics like Kyle's father--nothing short of a complete lifestyle make-over. Gwen had learned that the hard way. 

She'd spent more than ten years of her life working herself into the ground, just to avoid life. To avoid feeling anything she didn't want to feel. She'd even ascribed the best of intentions for her actions. Her daughter would be well-provided for all her life. Ally would lack for nothing, except precious memories of quiet, unhurried time spent with her mother.

Gregg walked to her desk, pulled a chair around, and sat in front of her. He reached for her hands, careful to speak as he did so, so she would be grounded in reality instead of more visions. "What did you see?"

The blood in the black and white vision threatened to yank her back in, but she shook her head to clear her mind. "He was there. The one I've felt before."

"It's been two years," Gregg reminded her of what she knew only too well. "Are you sure it was the same one?"

"He spoke to me. He told me Kyle wouldn't be around much longer. He... 'Pretty maids.' Oh, Gregg, it was him. There's no way to mistake him." Contrary to what false psychics and those who eagerly followed after them believed, there were very few true psychics, precognitives, telepaths, or clairvoyants. As a supermodel for most of her life, Gwen had been all over the world. In fifteen years, she'd met only one other like her. Her power was limited compared to his. She could only see. He could influence or affect anyone or anything. He was the one with power. Power beyond anything Gwen had ever feared in herself or imagined could be possible in others.

Gregg nodded. "What did you see of Kyle?"

"I saw his room. His bed. His pillows had been slashed, and there was blood on the feathers spilling out. I saw him come awake, look down at his chest. And then he couldn't stop screaming."

"He did it himself?"

"Yes, but just like with the others, he didn't do it of his own free will. He's there, there in his mind, making Kyle do these things."

Gregg sensual mouth twisted slightly as he looked at her. "You didn't feel him all the other times with Kyle."

"I told you, Gregg, this other one has powers I don't have. He told me he's blocked me deliberately until now--and that makes it clear to me that it won't be long before he takes Kyle. He can more than suggest things. He can make those he gets inside do anything he wants them to do, even the things they fear the most." A sob rose into her throat until she had to forcefully push her words out: "He has all those powers, but I have none, outside of seeing. I can't help Kyle. I can't stop him this time any more than I did the last times, when he destroyed those kids."

"So the other one isn't hiding anymore. Wish he'd died, like we hoped."

The last time she'd felt him, a young girl had died by her own hand to escape the things she'd felt compelled to do, not of her own will. She'd died to escape the chant that wouldn't leave her, or Gwen's, head: Mary, Mary, quite contrary, how does your garden grow? With silver bells and cockle shells, and pretty maids all in a row.

Gwen hadn't been able to stop him. She'd reached out instinctively to the victim, but she'd been powerless to bring her back over the edge. How do you stop someone you can feel, but can't find? She didn't even know what he looked like. All she knew was the sound of his mocking voice in her mind.

Blood. Bold. The only color in a world of black and white. The screams...

The vision dissolved when Gregg eased her forward, murmuring comfort, as he pulled her to him. She'd broken her own dependency on him, but she couldn't deny his arms were still one of the few consolations she responded to.

"Don't let Kyle out of your sight," she said, quietly fierce.

"I won't, baby. I promise."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

"I understand, Chief," Gwen said, staring blankly out the large window of her office with her phone to her ear.

The police chief's tone scolded her gently when he said, "Now you know better than to call me that, Gwen. I'm here whenever you need me, and for any reason. You know that, don't you?"

Dennis Norcent hadn't believed in Gwen's visions at first, no more than any sane person would. He'd come to believe in them through repeated exposure to having them fulfilled in chilling detail. In some ways, involving a member of law enforcement was the only way she could help. Using her on some of his worst cases had been done, by mutual agreement, circumspectly. If her presence was questioned, the chief said she was there for counseling and support for the victim.

Initially Dennis had listened to her only because she was a supermodel--one he'd found highly attractive. Once her gift had been proven to him beyond a shadow of a doubt, and she'd been cleared personally of any wrongdoing in all cases, the romantic notions he'd pursued aggressively had dissipated into an understandable, instinctive revulsion. Nevertheless, he'd fought his own revulsion. He treated her more like a daughter with eerie, extraordinary powers now. The way he handled her with kid gloves kept her from feeling guilt about how she'd spurned his affections years before.

"I know that, Dennis."

"Good. I'll keep an eye out, but until this guy moves there's really nothing I can do from my end. I would like to be at the meeting with Kyle Meadowbrook's father next week."

"That would be good. Since you were there last time, Kyle should accept it. We'll warn him beforehand though, just in case."

"Good. Take care of yourself, Gwen."

"You, too."

Gwen hung up. She had to leave now if she was going to get home before the school bus dropped her daughter off. Gathering the case files on her desk from the three previous times she'd come in contact with the other, she got her purse and coat.

Gregg turned away from the other volunteer he was with when she stepped into the hall and closed her office door behind her. Ever since her husband died fourteen years ago, Tommie's best friend had been overly protective of her, stepping in to help her when she could barely function on her own. Pregnant and alone, she'd found it easier to put everything on his shoulders, instead of facing the tough times herself. Only after her daughter was born less than nine months after her father's death had Gwen realized she needed to stand on her own two feet, and to give Gregg the freedom to do his own grieving. Because he'd stifled his grief, Gregg had developed multiple addictions over the next ten and more years. Even though all his dreams had come true during that period, his fame a world famous top rock star had only added to his self-destructive spiral. 

A year ago, he'd walked away from his thriving career. He'd given up his many addictions and committed himself to the Christian life he'd spent years running from. Their friends, Wendy Randall and Kristina Thomas, had opened a Wayward Angels shelter in Milwaukee for pregnant and/or drug-addicted teenage girls. They'd wanted to open a similar shelter for troubled boys. Gregg had felt led to leave Los Angeles and take on the responsibility of setting the shelter up and then supervising it. Wayward Angels was one of the most talked about ventures in Milwaukee.

Gregg had found his calling, and their friendship had become more balanced. She never wanted him to feel responsible for her life again, and he'd insisted she not feel responsible for him, now that he was clean. Seeing the worry in his eyes now brought back the memories of how helpless she'd been after Tommie's death. She couldn't let herself be that vulnerable again.

"I'm fine," she insisted before he could say a word. She shrugged on her coat. "I just spoke to Chief Norcent. He wants to be at the meeting with Kyle's father. Will you talk to Kyle about that, just let him know ahead of time? I have to get home."

"No problem. I'll do it tonight."

"Thanks. Goodnight."

"Call me if you want to talk."

Gwen smiled back over her shoulder at him, determined not to do just that. Strength had to come from inside of herself.

In the parking lot, she slid into her car, setting the files and her purse on the passenger's seat. With careful deliberation, she started the car, trying to clear her mind. She put on the radio before pulling out.

She lived her life between reality and the visions that she'd been having ever since the car accident she'd been in when she was twelve. Though she couldn't say for sure what had triggered her precognition and clairvoyance, she believed it had something to do with the fact that she'd died shortly after the two-car accident. For a hundred and eighty-five seconds, her heart had stopped. What followed thereafter was more astounding than the doctors realized. Not only had she made a full recovery from the life-long paralysis they'd predicted, but she'd also been left with something supernatural. 

At first she hadn't believed what was happening. It was as if sometimes she became Alice and she could go tumbling through the looking glass. As if she could go into a world where she could hear the thoughts in other people's heads. She could see things that were hidden from other people. She could even see the future before it happened. It'd started out that simply. She'd considered it a gift she'd been given, and she'd called it looking into her magic mirror. She'd felt powerful. Mirror mirror on the wall, who knows the all in all? She could find anything lost. She could know exactly what other people were feeling, even when they didn't want to know themselves. She could be prepared for a pop quiz when everyone else was thrown by it.

But then her visions turned darker. She began to see tragedies. She began to see the dead. Those who would die and how they would die. Her visions were always in black and white, but where there was pain and life, there was always one splotch of color--blood red. No longer could she choose when to enter the dark mirror. No matter where she was and what she was doing, she could see the visions. The only thing that grounded her was focusing on some part of reality--touching it, listening to it.

For many years, she'd told herself she could use her so-called gift to help others, yet even then she'd been afraid to test her abilities. To push and to try to find out exactly what she could do. What if she hurt someone instead of helping them? The first time she'd reached out with her mind, it'd been in anger. Furious with Tommie, she'd entered his mind and planted the thought that he had to come home to her. Twenty minutes later, he was there and he believed he'd come of his own free will.

Her fear had kept her from trying it again until her anger drove her to it again. She'd quickly become terrified of what she was doing. If she could plant suggestions in anger, she could do much worse. Even when she'd told herself Tommie coming home during those times was coincidence, she'd been too afraid to reach out again. She'd buried the thought that her power might be greater than she assumed for years, until she'd felt the other.

The first time she'd felt him, it'd been through the mind of a troubled boy. Each time she'd talked to Jeremy, she'd encountered the other like her inside his mind, and knew this psychic was drawing the boy to him. Little by little, the monster had broken down the boy's mind until he could refuse nothing, not even an invitation to his own death. Though Gwen and the police had worked tirelessly for weeks to find Jeremy, she'd been blocked. She hadn't felt the other at all during that time. She knew this man had the power to keep her out. Yet he'd been the one to tell Gwen where they could find Jeremy's body when he'd absorbed every bit of life from him.

The powerful psychic was curious about her, but didn't believe her to be any threat to him at all. She was terrified of him. Had it not been for the children he preyed on, she would have moved as far from Wisconsin as she could get. She'd never felt him in any of the many other places she'd been in the world.

Not long after Jeremy's death, Gwen had been in a crowded area when she'd suddenly felt him somewhere nearby. He'd felt her, too. But then a dog had started barking, and the man had disappeared with the sound of something dragging behind him. She hadn't been able to feel him anymore. That had happened a few times over the years, when he'd been close, but she'd heard a dog growling, the dragging, and then the sense of his presence in reality and in her mind had faded abruptly.

On days when her mind felt battered brutally by the visions, her only release was to go to her peace--a filter she'd developed for the first time when she was twenty-one. It was a place in her mind where she could hide from both the visions and reality, a place that felt as real as either.

Today, all she wanted to do was go there, but her daughter would be home soon. We'll have a nice, relaxing evening, then as soon as Ally is in bed, I can go to my peace, she promised herself.
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She managed to beat the bus home and stopped to get the mail before pulling into the garage. From inside the house, she heard her Pomeranian barking madly--a bark of greeting instead of suspicion. Somehow Princess always seemed to know who was friend or foe before she'd ever seen them.

After disengaging the security system, Gwen walked into the house, crooning to the over-agitated dog. Her hands felt as though they were humming, like an electric current was going through them.

When she set everything on the counter, the hum immediately went away. Frowning, Gwen reached for the envelopes that had come in the mail. Princess jumped around her legs, trying to get her attention.

The hum returned more strongly when she touched the stack of mail. She understood as soon as she saw the logo in the upper left corner of one of the envelopes. The design was so familiar, no one would believe she'd thrown away each one she'd received instead of opening them. The shooting star next to the fancy script belonged to A Star is Born Biographies. 

How many of these have I gotten? Gwen wondered in annoyance at the hum that might well have been something alive in the envelope.

She dropped the envelope and knelt to greet her dog before Princess hurt herself begging for love.

Eleven. She'd received eleven letters from A Star is Born--a well-known publishing company in Milwaukee that did authorized biographies of famous people. A few years earlier, they'd begun offering a monthly magazine along with a weekly cable television documentary program to coincide with the biographies they published.

Distracted, Gwen rose, her gaze on the envelope again. For eleven years, she'd received one of these letters at the same time of year, in early April. The first one had come three years after Tommie died. 

Unlike the bloodhounds that had been on her doorstep from the day Tommie died, A Star is Born had been the one that continued to request his story, but they did it in a quiet, tenacious manner year after year, seeking only what she could provide them or nothing at all. They hadn't called once to demand a response of any kind to their yearly requests. Gwen had noticed they'd given her three years to mourn before they approached her the first time. Nevertheless, she'd given them nothing.

Each time she received the envelope with the request, the humming sensation had been there just before she dropped it in the trash without opening it. She didn't need to open the envelope to know what it said: "Dear Mrs. Nicholson-Nelson: We are a small publishing house located in Milwaukee. We publish authorized biographies of the most intriguing entertainers in our fair country. Your late husband, Tommie Nelson, beloved NASCAR circuit champion, is someone everyone wants to know more about--even fourteen years after his tragic death. Please understand that we have no wish to exploit a hero such as Tommie, nor to cause you more grief..."

After fourteen years, maybe the grief should have been long past. Yet each time Gwen received this letter, she had to face the raw emotions she kept tucked down deep inside her, in a place she'd tried not to deal with. They were always there, as though dissipation by time, resolve or defiance was impossible. She didn't want to feel those things, let alone sort them out or get past them--whatever that meant. Inadvertently, the publisher marked the anniversary of Tommie's death in this painful way.

The warm hum in her hand ended abruptly when she let the envelope fall into the garbage.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Rather than avoid Gregg, something she had no wish to do, Gwen decided to approach him on her own terms later that night. She called his cell phone, knowing he planned to spend the night at the shelter to watch over Kyle.

"How is he?" she asked.

"Scared. He won't admit it, but he doesn't want to be alone."

Gwen took a deep breath. "Can't blame him for that. We're up against pure evil. You're a good man, Gregg."

As expected, he didn't accept her words without argument, though he let it pass quickly and then they said their goodnights. 

Working at the shelter, Gregg had helped rebuild the lives of countless troubled boys, but he'd also rebuilt his own life. He'd also been the one to encourage, to beg, Gwen to use the degree in child psychology she'd gained for a private practice to help these teenagers. 

Gwen's former brother-in-law's wife, who was a drug counselor at Eisner University and also worked at Wayward Angels when she had time, had found herself with a full-time job, an endless stream of pro bono work, three older children who had come to her through marriage, and a new baby. She'd been happy to hand over her counseling hours at Wayward Angels to Gwen. 

Though Wayward Angels couldn't pay her, Gwen's fifteen-year career as a supermodel had given her more than enough to live on comfortably for the rest of her life. Her work at the shelter gave her the crucial benefit of being home when her fourteen-year-old daughter got out of school. More than anything, she wanted Ally to have the stability of a close family unit who did routine things like cooking, cleaning, and relaxing together, and she wanted Ally to experience the normalcy of going to school with her peers instead of being tutored.

She leaned over to hang up the phone and saw her daughter standing in the archway of the Great Room. Smiling, Gwen beckoned her in. "Finish your homework?" 

Ally grimaced before Gwen hugged her and kissed her forehead. "Yes, I finished. Can I ask you something, Mom?"

Gwen pulled back to look into her daughter's beautiful face. Allison had gotten the best of both her mother and father, but she didn't seem to have any idea how attractive she was. She was a complete tomboy. Her long, thick black hair was always pulled up into a messy ponytail and hidden beneath a ball cap which didn't detract from the perfection of her features. She wasn't interested in school. She was just like her father had been. Her life was all about sports and auto racing. She loved local races just as much as she did those on intermediate tracks and superspeedways.

Dreading that Ally might bring up going to the track this weekend, Gwen said cautiously, "Sure, sweetie. What do you want to talk about?"

Ally pulled out the envelope from A Star is Born Biographies. "You get one of these every year, don't you?"

Gwen swallowed with difficulty. She wasn't sure why it bothered her so much to know that Ally knew about the letters. Irrationally, she couldn't help feeling like she'd been trying to hide something Ally had known about from the very beginning.

"How come you never open them?"

"I know what it says," Gwen said softly.

Ally looked down at the envelope. "Can I open it?"

"You know what it is."

"I know. Can I open it and read it anyway?"

What could she say? Gwen nodded, then stood and went to the row of picture windows that lined the wall and looked out over the backyard and the lake beyond. As if she performed the tasks herself, Gwen heard and felt the tear as Ally ripped the envelope open, then pulled out the paper.

Ally read the note out loud:

 

Dear Mrs. Nicholson-Nelson:

We are a small publishing house located in Milwaukee. We publish authorized biographies of the most intriguing entertainers in our fair country. Your late husband, Tommie Nelson, beloved NASCAR circuit champion, is someone everyone wants to know more about--even fourteen years after his tragic death. Please understand that we have no wish to exploit a hero such as Tommie, nor to cause you more grief. We understand that you value your privacy and the sanctity of the love you and Tommie shared. We respect that more than you can ever know. It is why we are committed to doing biographies only if they are approved by the entertainer and/or their family.

Tommie's fans continue to request more information about him, as you, no doubt, more than anyone, have witnessed. Perhaps now is the time to satisfy those eager to learn more about this mysterious man? If you believe you are ready, please contact us at your convenience by any of the means listed on the business card attached. A writer will be assigned by A Star is Born Biographies as soon as details have been worked out to your satisfaction.

As always, please know that Tommie's story will be handled with the utmost discretion and respect. You'll be free at any time to edit or discontinue the project. Our contract includes an out-clause for you that's very clear, and your lawyer will be able to verify or suggest any changes. However, once you sign the final release form contract, the project will be published sans out-clause for the duration of that contract.

We look forward to hearing from you. Regardless of your decision, please accept our best wishes for you and your family.

Sincerely, 

Patrick Sapir, 

Owner and Chief Editor of A Star Is Born Publishing

 

The silence filling the room after Ally finished reading was as loud as a scream. Gwen felt the humming--not a sound, but a feeling of dread--in her chest now. Sensing her daughter's gaze on her, she turned. "What do you think?" she said, well aware of what Ally would say before she said it.

"I think it's time, Mom."

"Why them?" She already knew the answer to this, too.

"I don't know. They just feel right. I don't think they want to make money off this, like the others. They want to give Dad to the world, I think. We can't keep him to ourselves forever."

The light tone Ally used didn't cover the thread of tension Gwen knew her daughter felt. Gwen had given Ally as much of her father as she could since she was born, but she'd never given Tommie to anyone else. She'd asked everyone who knew Tommie to promise her they wouldn't give him away either.

"I don't know if I can, sweetie. I don't know if I'm ready for that."

Ally tossed the letter on the coffee table, then came to her, putting her arms around Gwen from the back. Gwen's instinctive fear of getting too close to her daughter, of seeing something of her in an unwanted vision, disappeared when Ally said, "It's been fourteen years, Mom. I wish you could let go. I wish you could heal."

Though she held it back, Gwen knew her daughter felt the laughter, so much like a sob, rise inside her fiercely. I can't tell you I don't want to let go, sweetie. I don't want to heal. I don't want to face myself.

"Don't you think Dad would want you to do that, Mom? He'd want you to let him go and move on, wouldn't he?"

Gwen didn't have to wonder about that answer. She knew Tommie wanted her to let him go. He'd come to her in visions relentlessly during the first year after his death. Each time, he'd left her saying the same thing: "Let me go, babe." By the time she possessed the strength to let Gregg go, she hadn't been able to bear hearing Tommie ask her to release him, too. She ran from him each time he came to her. He hadn't come to her in thirteen years. Neither had she let him go in all that time.

Turning, Gwen cradled Ally's face in her hands and looked into her whiskey brown eyes. Tommie's eyes. Eyes that never allowed her to hide from herself. "You have school tomorrow. Time to get ready for bed, sweetie."

Ally didn't look away from her in defeat. She met her gaze squarely and forced Gwen to do the same. "Call them, Mom. You know it's right."

Gwen hugged and kissed her daughter, sending her to bed without committing to anything. She couldn't take another single thing today. Her mind was beyond exhausted. All she wanted to do was close her eyes, steal away to her peace--the warm, gentle rain falling from a purple sky unlike anything in this world or the one beyond. The one place where terror couldn't reach her.
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She reached toward the mirror on her dressing table, looking into its dark depths, and allowing her breathing to slow. A pinpoint of light appeared deep inside. She mentally moved toward it, watching as the light grew and took on a purplish tint. Warmth filled her, even as peace beckoned invitingly. The meadow spread out before her until she could no longer see anything of what was behind her except a pinpoint of darkness.

Smiling, she turned her face up to the purple sky and waited for the gentle rain to fall around her in an embracing shroud. Instead, sunlight grew hot against her face until she blinked against it and turned away.

Her smile faded when she looked around. The bright sun created a haziness that made everything fuzzy around the edges. Where am I? she wondered, though the familiarity of this place remained despite the differences.

Instinctively, she touched her fingertips to her nightgown because it felt heavier than usual. Her fingers didn't meet thin silk. Looking down, she saw a heavy satin dress that reached her feet. Lace, pearl encrusted embroidery.

A wedding dress. But not the mermaid gown she'd worn for her marriage to Tommie. This one was more traditional, even down to the veil.

Her breath came harshly as she forced herself to turn, searching for anything that might be familiar. On the edge of the horizon, she saw a figure limned in the brilliance of the sun--unrecognizable and yet familiar.

"Tommie?" she whispered, afraid to speak any louder. She didn't allow herself to wonder if she was afraid it was him or wasn't. He'd never come to her here. Not when he was alive, and not after he'd died.

The figure came closer. Although she could identify the form of a man, she couldn't see him clearly. He was dressed in black. His hair was dark. In that moment, she knew him like he'd never left her, never promised her he'd be back soon and then disappeared from her life without a trace.

He's here. He's come back finally. A wedge of fear drove itself into her throat. After so many years, how could he be back? But her fear didn't stop tears of joy from filling her eyes.

"Gwen."

"I'm here. You're here."

"Forever."

He didn't stop before her. He just kept coming until she was in his arms once more, at long last, and she could look up into his hauntingly familiar eyes. Dark blue, so dark they looked black from far away. But she'd been close enough to see they were as blue as a velvet sky on a summer night. His name wouldn't come. All she knew was that he wasn't Tommie. And she'd loved him.

"This time I'll never let you go, darlin'."

A sob broke from her throat when he cradled her face in his hands. As he kissed her, tears streamed down her face and a warm shroud of rain fell down on them. I loved you. How could you leave me? No, I know why you left. How could you not come back? I waited. I waited for so long.

His name rose again in her throat, but she couldn't voice it. Afraid, she turned her head, pressing her cheek to his chest. Don't let me go. The rain will heal us, the way it did the first time. I'm afraid to trust this, but don't let me go again.

Gwen opened her eyes, and a sharp gasp flew from her mouth. Standing only a few feet away from them was Tommie. "Let go. It's time, babe. Long past time," he said softly.

She cried out as he turned and began to walk toward the horizon. Desperately, she tried to break free of the arms that held her, to stop Tommie from going, but the man continued to hold her. His face blurred in her vision. Only his eyes were clear. He wasn't Tommie, yet he was as familiar as Tommie. She'd slept in these arms, loved in them, known peace only here.

"Who are you?" she asked on a sob. "Did Tommie send you? What do you want?"

She should send him away. She should run away. She couldn't do either now. If she drove him away...

His hand cradled her face again. "The same thing I wanted that night and forever after. Your love. You gave me everything. I want it again, darlin'. But you have to call for me before we can be together again. You have to make the decision."

I can't let go of Tommie. I can't let go of the anger, the fear and distrust I've carried for so long. I can't.

She backed away. This time he let her go, watching her with his haunting blue eyes. Wordlessly she looked back at him as long as she could before he disappeared into the pinprick of light. Cold reality washed over her as the tunnel shunted her backwards. She collapsed on the floor beneath her dressing table.

Her peace was gone. The name of the man who'd helped her create the only place she could escape rose in her throat again. She groaned at her inability to remember it.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

Gwen! Don't leave me!

Dylan Mitchell came out of sleep with a violent start. "Gwen!"

He heard his own shout, heard his heartbeat all but jumping out of his chest, and realized he'd been dreaming. His breathing sounded unnaturally harsh in the silence of his bedroom. 

His dream lingered in memory. Gwen, afraid to reach out to him. Gwen, running from him.

Closing his eyes again, he whispered, "Gwen."

He rubbed his palm over his eyes, and encountered sweat. He was covered in it, almost as soaked as they had been in the dream rain.

Dylan swore softly. He'd known he'd dream about her. Ever since he'd personally sent the letter with his publisher's stamp on it, all he'd been able to think about was her. Would it be any different this time from all the times before? Why should it be? Yet he couldn't stop himself from wanting it so badly, he'd half let himself believe it could happen this year. This would be the year Gwen accepted their invitation.

Unable to stop himself, he sat up, his gaze on his laptop on the other side of the room. To hell with it. You got nothing to lose.

Without bothering with clothes, he stalked across to the desk, flipped on the small lamp, and opened his laptop. He eased into the chair only when he'd entered his password and connected to the internet. A few minutes later, he typed in the delivery confirmation number of the letter. The seconds it took to process the information had him holding his breath. Delivered at 2:51 p.m. Today.

Dylan took a deep, shaky breath, and scrubbed his hand over his face again. Gwen had the letter, if she hadn't tossed it immediately in the trash.

Swallowing, he glanced around his small bedroom, unable to collect his thoughts. In the light of the laptop screen, he saw his baseball trophies. MVP three years in a row. .449 batting average, twenty-seven RBI's, thirty runs scored, and eight home runs. He'd been the home run king of Oak Creek High. He could still hear the announcer's favorite prediction: "Dylan Mitchell at the plate, ladies and gentleman--gonna be a home run for sure."

What I wouldn't give for a home run with Gwen.

He almost laughed out loud until his Pollyanna-from-Hell pessimism rose. She wouldn't call. She hadn't called in eleven years. She probably wouldn't even open the letter. So why are you torturing yourself? It's been sixteen years, she forgot you long ago--guaranteed, ladies and gentleman. And I couldn't forget her if my life depended on it. I haven't forgotten a single detail.

After disconnecting and closing his laptop, he went back to bed and closed his eyes, picturing the rain. The rain could heal them this time, too.
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Sleep refused to come. Gwen roamed the house like a ghost seeking the keys to heaven. When she curved her hands reverently around the exquisite stone figure in the hall outside the Great Room, she felt Tommie beside her.

"You gave this to me the night you asked me to marry you," she said out loud.

For the hundredth time. And you said yes--for the first time. 

Gwen smiled against the lump in her throat. The figures were entwined like vines. Lovers, forever fused to each other.

"I missed your voice. Rough, silky, my fantasy."

You have to let go, babe.

Her hands stilled, disconnecting from the stone. Gwen closed her eyes to the words even as she stroked her wedding ring. "Let go of the man I saw in my peace?"

She wanted to turn to see him, but something compelled her not to. She couldn't fight the urge. Whether it was her own decision or Tommie's, she couldn't move. You know that's not what I meant. Let go of me.

"Who was the man in my peace?"

The one you're meant to be with. You know that, too.

"There's no one in my life."

Make the call. You'll know he's the one as soon as you hear his name, his voice. When you see him.

"I don't know what you're talking about." But the name was there, so close, and she couldn't grasp it. She knew exactly who he was. Her subconscious mind refused to let her face it. Her throat felt like it wanted to expel the name out of her mouth, but she refused to allow it to emerge into her conscious mind.

She wanted to turn, touch Tommie and remind him of why she couldn't let go of him, but she couldn't risk him disappearing. Whenever she tried to touch him, he disappeared. "You've been gone forever, Tommie."

You asked me to go, remember? The day you brought Ally home from the hospital after she was born. You let me see her, and then you told me not to come back.

"I didn't keep you away."

You want to control everything, but all you do is deceive yourself by not facing what's right in front of you.

She didn't quite know what his words meant. She didn't have the power to keep him away. But no, Tommie had never believed in her gift. He'd refused to, even when she'd proved it to him over and over again.

If you forbid me to come, I won't be able to, babe. But I knew the more I came, the less you'd be willing to let go. You were always stubborn. I broke you down once. I'll do it again. Let go. Stop making the same mistakes.

"What if I can't?" she whispered painfully. Had destiny already been decided? If it had, she couldn't change what would happen.

You have to. Make the call, Gwen. Let this happen just like you did before. Don't let your fear rob you of what you really want.

Whatever had been holding her immovable let her go suddenly, and all the strength left her legs. No. Don't ask me do that. Don't. Anything but that.

Her anger rose the way it always had with him. "How could you, Tommie? How could you go to her, knowing you'd destroy me?"

Only silence greeted her in the dark house. She was alone. When she opened her eyes and looked around, she saw it was true. Her wedding ring was half off her finger.

Let go. Tommie wanted her to let go. He claimed she'd kept him away all these years.

Panic filled her throat. Pushing the ring back into place felt wrong, but she did it anyway. 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

"Are you counseling at the school today?" Ally asked the next morning. She pulled her backpack over her shoulder.

"No. I'll be at the shelter all day. Have a good day. I love you." Gwen kissed the top of her daughter's head. She smiled at the careless ponytail Ally had pulled her long hair into that morning before shoving on a NASCAR cap.

"Love you, too, Mom. When I get home tonight, can we talk about me going to the track this weekend?"

Gwen's chest tightened as Ally deliberately forced her to face what she didn't want to. The more Ally hung around the track with Tommie's old crew, the greater chance she'd want the life her father had had. Gwen didn't want to face that any more than she did the crash she'd seen in her mind the few times her visions of her daughter's future had come to her.

"We'll talk later, sweetie. Bus is here."

Ally frowned, but ran out of the house with Princess barking her farewells.

From the oversized windows that overlooked the front yard, Gwen watched her daughter get on the bus.

Another thing she didn't want to face--the phone call. If she had to do it, she didn't want to think about it. She waited until the bus was completely out of sight before she went to turn down the radio in the kitchen.

"Just do it," she chanted under her breath, punching in the phone number listed on the letter. She waited at the recorded message, then entered Patrick Sapir's extension. She barely allowed him time to say a greeting before she started speaking, "Mr. Sapir, this is Gwen Nicholson-Nelson. You've sent me another letter, requesting my assistance on an authorized biography of my husband Tommie's life."

"Ms. Nicholson...Ms. Nelson...Ms. N--"

Gwen would have smiled if she'd had the presence of mind to focus on anything except getting this over with. "How is it that I get a letter every year?"

"Well..." he began, his voice little more than a squeak until he cleared his throat. "Each year in January, my staff of full-time writers submits a request for three people they'd like to do an authorized biography on. Each of those people gets a formal request letter from us. Tommie makes more than one list each year."

"So what happens if I agree to do this?"

"Once you agree, we work out a contract that satisfies you completely, then I assign the writer I feel is best suited to the project. Generally, it's who requested the subj--, uh, person."

Gwen took a deep breath. "I would like to know the names of the writers on your staff who requested Tommie this year."

"Well, as I said, generally three or four of my writers request him every year, Ms.--"

"Call me Gwen."

He sighed in audible relief. "Gwen, there were four who requested Tommie this year. Their names are--"

There was a shuffle of papers in the background as he apparently attempted to locate the names for her quickly.

"Sally was one I know. Brooks--"

Gwen closed her eyes, not realizing she'd stopped breathing once she stood in the tunnel, then walked toward the shuffling sounds in the half-light. At an office door, she saw a man at an untidy desk lifting stacks of files to locate the one he needed, saw his elbow collide with his full Styrofoam coffee cup.

"Uh, d*t. Excuse me."

Despite how she'd normally be amused by this man's nervousness, Gwen waited impatiently while he tried to clean up the mess he'd made. Then he opened the file. "All right, here we go. Sally McCullough. Horace Brooks. Douglas Roy. And, of course, Dylan Mitchell."

Dylan Mitchell. Dylan. The name crashed over her, and Gwen sagged under the emotions ricocheting around inside her. There seemed to be no strength in her legs at all. Dylan Mitchell. He's the one in my peace. She felt the truth with everything inside her.

"Why do you say 'of course'?" she asked faintly.

"Because he's requested Tommie every year since-- Well, he didn't want anyone to approach you right away, but..."

Gwen drew herself up sharply. She understood what Patrick Sapir was stumbling around, afraid to say. This writer, Dylan, had kept the other staff from approaching her so soon after Tommie's death. He'd wanted to give her time to mourn. Why?

"Mr. Sapir, I would appreciate it if you'd have Dylan Mitchell contact me today. I'll give you my cell phone number so we don't miss each other."

She saw him scrambling around his desk again, locating what he needed to take down the information. As soon as she gave the number to him, she punched the off button on the cordless phone.

Gwen looked away from her trembling hands. "There. Are you happy?" she said softly, without malice. Only silence responded by making her words loud in the empty house.

Damn you, Tommie.
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"Re-trace your steps," Dylan muttered under his breath in annoyance. The disk with the manuscript of his latest project had gone home with him last night for some final revisions. He'd put it in his briefcase with his project file for the biography. He grabbed his briefcase propped against the side of his desk and started going through it again.

He was a wreck today, not simply because he'd gotten so little sleep the night before. He knew Gwen wouldn't call, but he couldn't seem to shake his nervousness over wishing she would, that this time--after over ten years of silent rejections--would be different.

The door of his office opened.

Dylan glanced up to see his editor walk in. "You ever hear of knocking, Pat?" he asked, going back to his briefcase.

"Why should I knock on a door I own?"

"Oh, I don't know. Common courtesy."

Patrick laughed. "Well, you're about to get some major courtesy, old friend. Take a look at that." He let a yellow memo float down onto Dylan's desk.

Frowning slightly, wondering what his boss was up to this time, Dylan waited to pick up the note until it landed. Patrick dropped back into a chair with smug satisfaction written on every line of his deceptively boyish face.

"Gwen Nicholson-Nelson."

Dylan didn't see anything except that name.

"Eleven years of persistence has paid off at long last, my friend. She requested you personally."

"What?" Dylan said blankly, his chest as tight as a heart attack. Gwen, Gwen requested...

Patrick burst out laughing, but Dylan barely heard him.

"Come on, Dylan. Time's a wasting. This lady wants you to call her. This is her cell phone number. 'So you don't miss each other.' Her words."

Dylan had watched, along with the rest of the world, Gwen become Tommie Nelson's girlfriend, become a supermodel, become--for so short a time--Tommie's wife. Because Tommie had been in the spotlight of the world as a NASCAR legend in his own time, they'd lived their life in the spotlight. And that spotlight had picked her out for more than her commitment to Tommie. Her beauty was still renowned, though she'd dropped out of the modeling spotlight a few years ago to devote her life to the daughter she and Tommie had conceived just before his death.

"She wants to do the bio about Tommie?" Dylan choked out in shock. She'd ignored them for over a decade. He had himself completely convinced she'd do the same thing this time, yet he'd been nervous about it, like he'd somehow known this year would be different.

"She didn't say it in so many words," Patrick admitted a little uncomfortably, sitting up now in the chair. "That's for you to find out, I guess. I know you've got a month's worth of vacation coming to you as soon as you're done with last year's project, but if she's willing..." Patrick adjusted the few strands of hair draped over the top of his otherwise bald head. "We have to jump on it, Dylan. The world has waited to hear Tommie Nelson's authorized life story for too long. If you can't do it, I can put Sally or Horace or Doug on it--"

"You said she requested me?"

"Yeah. Made me tell her everyone who wanted to do it. She wanted you as soon as I said your name."

Dylan's teeth clenched at the words he'd never let himself fully accept, even after everything they'd shared. She wants you. "This is mine, Pat," he said hoarsely.

"What about your vacation?"

He'd been working for over eleven months, but his fatigue didn't matter. He couldn't turn this down, if Gwen was willing.

Patrick obviously saw his thoughts broadcasting over his expression loud and clear. He stood, saying, "Call her. Now. And let me know how it goes as soon as you hang up, capish?"

Dylan nodded, but waited until Patrick was out of the room before he picked up his phone. Did Gwen remember him? Why else would she request him personally? Before you get too comfortable with the idea it's got something to do with you and the past, tell yourself maybe she's read your other work and thinks you might do a halfway decent job with Tommie's story. That's a lot easier to believe, isn't it?

The thought deflated him anyway. If she knew the truth--that the only reason he had interest in any of this was because of the woman Tommie had loved--she wouldn't want him to do the book.

As Dylan dialed, he realized with a grimace that Randa wasn't going to be too happy about this turn of events. He usually spent as much of his month off as he could with his daughter.

He couldn't say no to this though. From a professional standpoint, it'd be the biography of the decade. From a personal standpoint, he'd waited for sixteen years for a good enough reason--one Gwen would accept--to return to her. If she was willing, he was her man.


 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

Every nerve ending in Gwen's body was poised for the ringing of the phone. She'd reached the parking lot of Wayward Angels, emerged from her car, and she was tied in knots by the time the trill of her cell phone came. You'll know he's the one as soon as you hear his name. Hear his voice.

Fumbling, her thumb finally found and pressed the receive button. She put the phone to her ear. "Hello," she murmured hoarsely.

"Gwen."

The word reverberated through her entire body the way holding the letter had, only stronger and more intense. The voice, it was the voice. He was the one. The uncertainty in his tone, the overwhelming sense she had that he somehow knew her personally, sent her into panic. The world spun around her in a sun-drenched haze. Eyes so dark, blue as a velvet night sky in the summer. "This time I'll never let you go, darlin'. But you have to call for me."

"Gwen?"

His voice steadied her, and she saw his office clearly in her mind-mirror, though he was a blur within it. Something's missing, misplaced, not where it should be, not where he remembers leaving it last. Ah, there it is.

Feeling more confident, Gwen said a little breathlessly, "Mr. Mitchell, I'd like to discuss doing an authorized biography of Tommie's life with you, but not over the phone. I'd like to get together with you in person. Would you be able to come by my house? Tonight? We can work out the details then."

She perceived his feeling of being caught off-guard at her suggestion. It wasn't usual for the writer to come to the subject's house, she heard in his pause. But she had to see him. His name had felt right. His voice was right. Now she needed to see him to confirm it.

"Yeah. Yeah, I can do that."

"You have my address."

She felt his grin, and her heart clenched with unexpected, unfathomable emotion. After eleven letters, he certainly did know her address. "Yeah."

"Seven-thirty then?"

"I'll look forward to it, darlin'."

Hairs rose all over her body in response to his endearment. Familiar.

"Mr. Mitchell?"

"Yeah?"

"It's in the pocket of your jacket."

"What?"

Gwen pushed the off button, and looked up to see Gregg leaning against his car. He'd obviously run out to get some coffee and breakfast after spending the night at the shelter. He moved toward her. "You all right?" 

Unable to hide how shaky she felt, she put on a smile. "I'm fine. How's Kyle? Did you tell him about Chief Norcent sitting in on the meeting with his father?"

Gregg nodded. "He'll go along."

"Good. That's something at least." Truthfully, she hadn't expected him to go along with it. He had to be more afraid than he was admitting even to himself.

"So what's happening? What was that call all about?"

He knew her too well, Gwen thought in annoyance. "Nothing. Nothing for you to burden yourself with. Just an appointment. Listen, Ally and I aren't doing anything this weekend. Why don't you and Kyle come over tonight? We'll get some movies and pizza." And I can put off telling Ally I don't want her at the track, this weekend or any other. A twinge of guilt bit at Gwen for the thought, but she told herself at least Ally would be happy she'd called A Star is Born Biographies.

"Yeah. We can do that."

"Nine o'clock?" That would leave plenty of time for the meeting with Dylan Mitchell, and more time for her to recover. Gregg would sense something in an instant if she didn't have sufficient time to pull herself together.

"Give me a call when you and Ally leave for the video rental place. We'll meet you there."

"Sounds good."

Gregg nodded, then fell into step beside her. They walked toward the shelter entrance. His hand at the back of her neck made her glance up at him. "You're not a burden to me," he told her firmly. "What you go through isn't a burden. Friends are never burdens, especially between us. You got that straight, baby?"

Gwen smiled sheepishly, returning the sideways hug he gave her. But the truth was, she'd always felt like a burden to him. Her problems weren't normal problems. They were about as abnormal as problems could get. She wouldn't have blamed him for running in the opposite direction all these years if he'd been given any choice in the matter.
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"Dad, what do you think of her? Do you think she's cute?"

Dylan didn't even bother to look at the woman Randa was angling her chin toward. His seventeen-year-old daughter seemed to love trying to fix him up with every halfway good-looking female in the vicinity. She knew he wasn't interested in pursuing relationships while in a mall, restaurant, nor this bookstore they'd ended up at after he'd picked her up. He and Randa had been in Phoenix, Arizona for the past ten months, where he'd compiled and completed the first draft of a biography. They'd only returned four days ago and had gone to his parents' house in Oak Creek, where they stayed when he returned from assignments. Normally he'd spend the next three weeks revising the final draft and compiling the photograph layout for the production department. If I get this assignment with Gwen, I'll have to finish three weeks' worth of work on a dime.

"Oh, you have to look at that one, Dad," Randa said in a whisper.

Who could compare to Gwen Nicholson-Nelson? Dylan didn't even bother to turn his head. He pulled out another book about supermodels, then tossed it into his basket. I've wondered why Gwen gave up a career where she was at the top and she's still in demand--how can I go about asking her that?

"What are those?"

He glanced at his daughter, whose gaze was on the books in his basket. He didn't want to tell Randa anything about this potential project. She would eventually guess he was looking at another assignment if he bought the supermodel books. If Gwen took A Star is Born Biographies up on their offer, he wouldn't have time for his usual vacation from mid-May to mid-June, when he and she would go anywhere and do anything together for a month. He'd miss that, but he couldn't turn this project down for anything.

Randa's forehead creased in confusion as he put the books on supermodels back on the shelf without a word before moving further down the aisle where the race-car books were. She didn't question him about these ones, and, once she turned her back on the opposite side of the shelves, he returned the supermodel books to his basket, beneath the race-car ones.

Despite Randa's attempts at matchmaking, he knew she didn't like the idea of him dating. She'd been insanely jealous the one time his mother set him up on a blind date he'd had no graceful way of avoiding. He'd told his mom in no uncertain terms that he wouldn't go on any more of her blind dates.

"What are we doing this summer? Can we go to the Caribbean?"

"That where you want to go?" There was no point assuming the project would work out with Gwen. No point disappointing Randa until he knew for sure what was going to happen. And no point getting my own hopes up either.

"Maybe."

He tossed a few more books in his basket, glancing at his watch. Two and a half more hours. He didn't know how he would keep himself from climbing the walls until then.

"You want to get some new clothes for school Monday?" he asked.

"Okay."

"Let's get out of here then."

They went to separate counters to pay, so she didn't see that the supermodel books had made their way back into his purchases.

Shopping took a half hour. A meal another hour.

Would Gwen remember him? Did he want her to? Would it affect her decision about going ahead with the book if she did remember him? Would it make her want to go ahead with the project more? Or make her say forget it?

And how should he dress? He'd never met a potential subject, or family of the subject, in their home before. They came to his office, or, most frequently, met him at an agreed-upon location in public.

"Dad? Dad, are you listening to me?"

Until she hit him on the arm, he barely heard Randa. "What? What, baby?"

"What's wrong with you? You seem really distracted."

He had to tell her something. She'd be suspicious if he left the house tonight without telling her where he was going. But what to reveal that wouldn't automatically make her wonder. "Look, Ran, I've got a meeting tonight."

Instantaneous wariness crept into her expression, making her look forbidding. Like her mom. Exactly like her mother. Dylan's jaw clenched. "It's no big deal. Just a meeting about...the book."

"Oh."

Surprised she'd let him off the hook so easily, Dylan told himself he wasn't actually lying, something he'd promised himself he'd never do with his daughter. To ease his guilt slightly, he vowed he'd tell her the truth just as soon as he knew for sure what was happening with this potential project.

When they got to the house, he went up to his room to get ready. He already knew Gwen lived barely ten minutes from his parents. He wanted to arrive no more than fifteen minutes early for the meeting. After a shower, he decided not to dress up, nor to dress down. This meeting would be casual. If Gwen had wanted it to be formal, she would have insisted on meeting him at his office. It wasn't until he stood in front of his mirror that he realized he was dressed almost exactly the way he'd been the night he and Gwen had met the first time. Jacket, jeans, shirt, and boots--head to toe black.

She pressed her mouth to the spot behind his ear, scraping her tongue against his skin, letting him feel her teeth. He swore gutturally. The hand he'd used to try to stop her went slack. He'd never wanted anyone or anything as badly as he wanted this woman he'd met only hours before. She touched him where he'd long since forgotten he could respond.

Suddenly, he didn't care how wrong this was. He didn't think about Miranda, let alone the road as he drove. He stopped breathing when she touched him. The memory of how he'd planned this night to end--escape, the only escape open to him--told him none of this mattered. He could die tonight, or he could live for the first time. With Gwen.

"My building," she gasped.

As if his mind followed only her direction, he parked on the street in front of the apartment building, slamming the gear into park, though he didn't turn off the ignition. When he looked at her, her beauty and the surprising love in her eyes made him helpless. "Ah, Gwen," he muttered through clenched teeth, knowing he had to refuse her obvious invitation. He couldn't do anything except shake his head. For all intents and purposes, he was married. He had a baby.

He wanted his life to end.

Gwen leaned forward and kissed him. Every ounce of his effort went into not grabbing her and taking her right there on the front seat of his car.

"Walk me up to my apartment, Dylan," she whispered with her lips against his. "This city is dangerous for a single girl."

"Especially this one," he muttered. He couldn't refuse her request, even knowing she wouldn't give up when he delivered her safely to her door.

Gwen laughed throatily, reaching over him to open the driver's door. He stumbled out of the car. She followed and suddenly a flood of rain fell down on them, soaking them instantly in a warm embrace.

They looked up at the night sky. "The rain is healing," she said softly. She laughed joyfully, and something broke free inside of him at the sound he barely remembered.

Nothing had ever felt more right than when she put herself in his arms, beneath his jacket, and wrapped her arms around his waist. It didn't matter that they'd just met. Nothing mattered tonight except she'd saved his life in more ways than one.

Dylan's alarm, the one he'd set to make sure he left when he was supposed to, went off. He let out a harsh breath as he groped to shut it off. Just like that night, tears filled his eyes. His chest felt tight as he considered that this night could decide his life again. He'd waited sixteen years for this opportunity. To see Gwen again. To tell her she'd saved him once. And to ask her if she'd save him again.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

When Ally returned home from school, Gwen was ready with a small plate of snacks. Her daughter was suspicious immediately. 

"Did something happen?" Ally said.

"I've never wanted anyone to enter the circle your father and I shared," she said softly, and Ally looked up from the cheese and cracker sandwich she was putting together. "I'm still not sure about this, but..." I have to. I know that. Destiny can't be denied.

Ally dropped the snack, jumping up to hug her. "This is so cool! I've always thought there should be an authorized biography of Dad. So many of those unauthorized ones are just stupid. They don't know anything about him or us. Why talk about something you don't know about?"

Despite the shakiness inside her stomach, Gwen smiled at her daughter's logic...and illogic. Ally had been born after her father died. Though Gwen had told her everything she possibly could so Ally would know Tommie through her memories, Ally had never really known him herself. Yet she wanted to follow in his footsteps. She wanted to be a race car driver--something Gwen didn't want to accept, let alone allow. Ally wanted the world to know Tommie Nelson lived on through her. She wanted the name Nelson to be synonymous with racing legends.
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