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        For Sid. I am so lucky to be on this adventure with you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tegan, come on!” Jamie’s voice rippled across the hollow like the creek he was traversing, his feet hopping from one stone to the next as the water flowed past. “I’ll hold your hand, you won’t fall in.”

      I eyed the bubbling creek with suspicion. Did it have the power to sweep me away? I’d spent eight years of my life in apartments in the city, and had never learned to swim. Neither had Jamie, but at thirteen, he might be tall enough to stand on the rocky bottom. Besides, Jamie was the strongest, toughest kid I knew. Jamie would never fall in.

      Hopping back to the stone closest to me, he scrubbed a grimy hand on his equally dirty cut-off jeans and held it out to me. “I promise you’ll be okay.”

      I leaned over the water and grabbed his outstretched palm without hesitation. There wasn’t much I could count on in this world except for my big brother’s word. If Jamie promised, I knew without a doubt he’d keep me safe. Just like he always had.

      I inched my toes toward the edge of the creek bank. “Ready?” Jamie asked, bracing himself on the narrow stone. “One… two… three…”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and jumped. When they popped open again, I found the sandstone sturdy beneath my feet, and Jamie’s proud smile warming me like the sun slanting through the sugar maple overhead. Hand in hand, we turned and leaped from stone to stone until we landed together on the opposite bank of the creek. From there, we scurried up the hill through the brush, crawling over fallen logs and pulling ourselves up on monkey vines when the incline grew too steep.

      Finally, we reached a clearing covered in knee-high grasses swaying in the breeze and dotted with wild daisy and black-eyed Susan. Jamie lifted the bottom strand of a barbed-wire fence for me to crawl under, and I hesitated again. What if there were cows in there? Before we’d come to West Virginia to stay with Grandma, I’d never seen such a huge animal in all my life. Back home in the city, the only animals we had to dodge were the pit bulls that strained on their chains to bark at us as we walked through back alleys.

      Jamie’s gentle nudge propelled me forward, and soon we were under the fence and running across the field toward an old, crumbling stone wall surrounding a stand of pine trees. Jamie sat on the wall, swinging his sneakered feet while he waited for me to catch up. For the first time, I noticed the soles of those old shoes were hanging on by a thread. As I sank down next to him, he waved a hand at the view.

      The West Virginia hills stretched out in all directions, a patchwork of colors like the quilt on Grandma’s bed. Beneath us, the trees shimmered in every color of green as the wind teased the leaves on their branches. Somewhere down in those woods wound the creek that fed into a pond, sparkling jewel-like in the valley. Beyond that, dusty brown roads criss-crossed through pastures spotted with cows so tiny they looked like they’d fit in my pocket.

      An old silver pick-up truck puttered along in miniature, and the dirt rose behind it into the air like steam from the kettle. “Maybe that’s Grandma on her way home,” I mused.

      She’d had a doctor’s appointment in town that morning. We’d only been staying with Grandma for a few months, but we could tell from her hushed late-night phone calls that these appointments were important. Jamie said Grandma was sick, and he was willing to bet we’d have to go back to living in the city with Daddy. Jamie was never wrong, but I hoped this would be the exception.

      “Look, Tegan.” Jamie grabbed my arm. “Over there. That’s the one.”

      My gaze swung out across the valley in the direction of Jamie’s pointed finger, to an expanse of green so pure it could have been plucked from my Crayola box. At the very top of the hill stood an old white farmhouse with its tin roof glinting in the sunshine. A wraparound porch encircled the home, and I thought I could make out flower boxes on the windows and a swing swaying in the breeze, or maybe my imagination simply conjured them up. To the left of the house, a tractor idled under two enormous oak trees, and a lane wound down the hill to a faded red barn.

      “Oh.” I breathed out the word like a sigh. “Oh, it’s perfect.”

      Jamie and I had studied every rambling little farm we’d encountered since we hopped on the Greyhound bus that had brought us to this strange and wonderful world away from the gritty Pittsburgh neighborhood where we’d lived with Daddy. If Jamie’s instincts about Grandma were right, we wouldn’t be there much longer. So, we were on the lookout for the perfect country house, the perfect small town where we could live far away from the danger, the pollution… the memories… of our life of shuffling from rundown apartment to rundown apartment in the city.

      When Jamie turned fifteen, he was going to get a job working construction. He’d save every penny, and I’d get a job too, as soon as I was old enough. We weren’t fancy, and we didn’t need much. Just a small house on a little bit of land with neighbors who’d stop by to say hello, and a sturdy wooden porch where I could sit and write my books.

      “We’re gonna find it, Tegan. You and me, we’ll find our place, and we’ll make it a real home.”

      A real home. I could hardly imagine it. “Do you really think we will, someday?”

      Jamie gave my hand a squeeze. “I promise.”

      And that’s when I knew. There wasn’t much I could count on in this world except my big brother’s word. If Jamie promised, he’d make it happen. Just like he always had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Tegan

        

      

    

    
      As the ballpoint of Tegan Walker’s pen stabbed the truck driver’s thigh with a meaty thunk, he let out a scream so piercing she expected the windshield to shatter. He reared back, clutching his leg. Tegan threw her shoulder against the door on her side, yanking the handle with one hand and grabbing her backpack with the other. The door flew open and she lurched out of the cab, falling into the dirt on the side of the road.

      Her left knee cracked on the ground and her right hand scraped across the pavement, but she couldn’t stop to wipe the blood from her leg or pull the gravel from her palm.

      “You bitch!”

      The desert dust billowed around as she crawled across the roadside berm to where her backpack had landed a few feet away. Ignoring her burning hand, she threw the strap over her shoulder and pushed herself to her feet. A short distance away, the truck driver’s door screeched open, and her heart rate doubled.

      She had to get away from this scumbag. But, where am I?

      Tegan stumbled into the road, her gaze following the broken white line down the center until it disappeared in a shimmering haze of dust over the horizon. She swung her head wildly to the left, and then right. There was nothing. Not a car, or building, or even a damn cactus for as far as she could see.

      Her backpack slapped against her arm as she whirled around, scanning the opposite horizon, but she shouldn’t have bothered. Reddish brown dirt stretched for miles, punctuated only by an occasional scrubby bush not even big enough to hide behind.

      Her heart played a staccato bass line against her ribcage.

      “Don’t panic, don’t panic, don’t panic,” she mumbled like a mantra.

      Somewhere behind her, a pair of sneakers slapped against the pavement. She swung back around and, less than twenty feet away, stood the truck driver, his face as red and angry as the blood seeping through the hole in the thigh of his faded jeans. Before she could stop to think about it, she twisted her arm through the other strap of her bag, yanked it onto her back, and took off down the embankment.

      Barreling across the dune, her feet churned up dust and sent a couple of prairie dogs scurrying out of her path. Her sneakers snagged on the twisty little bushes that managed to survive in the parched landscape, but she pushed on, silently willing her legs to move faster. She picked up the pace, gasping for air as she raced to the top of the ridge and back down the other side.

      She kept running, her desire to escape eclipsing the protests from her burning muscles. But, eventually, she staggered to a stop, bending at the waist and propping her hands on her thighs to suck more air into her lungs. She watched as rivulets of sweat and blood formed a Jackson Pollock painting as they trailed down her legs through patches of grime and dozens of tiny scratches.

      Something scraped in the dirt behind her, and she whirled around as an enormous red-tailed hawk took off into the sky with a field mouse in its claws.

      If that wasn’t a metaphor for her situation, she didn’t know what was.

      The road and the truck were nowhere in sight, and there was no way that pot-bellied trucker could have chased her across the desert, especially with a stab wound in his thigh. But a guy who thought it was okay to stick his hand up a woman’s shirt while she was sleeping was probably the kind of guy who’d be pissed off when she’d fought back. What if he’d radioed his trucker friends to come out there and help him find her?

      The sun blazed overhead, broiling her bare shoulders and her scalp where her hair parted. It would be about five minutes before the freckles multiplied on her nose, but that was the least of her problems. Still, she pulled a battered Pirates hat from the side pocket of her backpack and yanked it on her head as she made her way back down the hill. She veered slightly left, away from the direction she’d come, aiming for farther down the road from where the trucker had parked.

      And then… what?

      She’d have to hitchhike again, and hope someone would come along on that barren two-lane highway. Someone less likely to feel her up.

      Tegan used the back of her gritty arm to wipe the sweat dripping down her forehead. Damn it, she was twenty-five years old. Was she ever going to get her life together? She’d been so sure that it would be the start of a whole new life for her and Jamie when she’d packed up the car and headed out of Pittsburgh a month ago. The plan had always been for Jamie to come with her, but even with the good news about his health improving, a trip like this would have been too much.

      So, she’d set off alone to travel the country, find them a place to live, and write her novel. They’d made a list of states, spending hours poring through photos and articles together. Maybe Colorado, for the mountains. Or a little town along the coast in the Pacific Northwest—Jamie had always wanted to try fishing.

      But then, two weeks into her trip, her ancient station wagon had keeled over outside of Salinas and couldn’t be resuscitated. Without the mattress she’d tossed in the back to sleep on, her meager savings were rapidly dwindling on campsites and motel rooms, so traveling on trains or buses was outside the budget.

      For about a week, she’d hitched a ride with a grandfatherly old trucker who was carrying shipments for a grocery chain across California. He’d let her crash on the front seat of the truck while he took the sleeper cab in the back. But then he’d headed home to Santa Cruz, and she’d been on her own again.

      She’d then traveled to Nevada with a woman on the run from an abusive boyfriend, but it was a relief when they arrived at a ranch outside of Vegas. They’d been looking over their shoulder for 400 miles, and Tegan hoped the woman would finally be safe with her burly ranch-hand brother who’d looked pretty comfortable with a rifle.

      Next, at a coffee shop in town, she’d met a trucker carrying supplies to the oil rigs in southern Texas. She’d been eager to make it down near Austin, and he’d promised he’d be passing right through there. The trucker had a photo of a smiling red-headed woman and two ginger children in his wallet, and he’d chatted about playing for the church softball team while they ate their pancakes. Tegan didn’t even think twice about climbing into the cab with him.

      Somewhere past the Arizona border, she’d drifted off to sleep. When she woke, the trucker had parked on the side of the road, and his hand was under her shirt. She’d given him a hard shove and he’d lunged for her across the gear shift. In a panic, she’d grabbed the first weapon she could find, which had happened to be the pen sticking out of the pages of her journal.

      Damn it, as if this whole situation didn’t already completely suck, that had been her favorite pen.

      She heaved a huge sigh that did nothing to clear the dust from her lungs, and kept walking. A few minutes passed, and then a couple more, and a nagging sense of unease began to settle over her. Shouldn’t she have found the road by now? She hadn’t run for that long—had she?

      What if she was walking the wrong way? What if there was no road this way at all? Everything looked the same out here; it was possible she’d gotten turned around and hadn’t even realized it. She gazed up into the endless, boundless blue sky, broken only by the scorching sun directly overhead and, for the first time, it occurred to her that this might not be as bad as she thought.

      It might be so much worse.

      She could be lost out here, and nobody would know to look for her. Only one person in the world would even notice she was missing, and it could be days before that happened.

      Tegan picked up the pace, practically running now, stumbling and scraping her ankle against a rock as she scanned the horizon for signs of civilization. Just as despair began to overtake her, she heard an unmistakable wooooosh from somewhere ahead. She crested the next hill and almost sobbed with relief. The road stretched before her, gleaming in the unrelenting sun as a car appeared over the horizon.

      Tegan flinched and took a step back. Luckily, she was so dirty she pretty much blended in with her surroundings. But as soon as the car zipped by, dust wafting behind it like smoke from a campfire, she realized her mistake. Scurrying behind a rock like a lizard every time a car passed wasn’t going to free her from the scorching desert before the grabby trucker came looking for her. For all she knew, he was still parked over the next hill. That car might have been her only chance. If she were smart, she’d run after it and try to flag it down.

      She saw the car begin to slow—but not for her. Across the canyon, so far in the distance that her gaze almost skated right past it, squatted a small chrome and glass building.

      A diner.

      A little diner with a flickering neon sign and a giant plastic cactus planted in front. There were five or six cars parked in the lot, and no sign of the tractor trailer she’d fled.

      It was the most beautiful sight she’d ever seen.

      She slid down the embankment and when her feet hit the road, she took off, not even stopping to glance over her shoulder. She could get herself cleaned up, order some coffee, and maybe none of this would feel so desperate. Maybe there’d be a nice family who’d offer her a ride.

      She focused her gaze on that giant green cactus. God, she hoped it wasn’t a mirage.
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      Jack Townsend was willing to consider the possibility that he hadn’t been in his right mind when he’d planned this cross-country trip. Temporary insanity was the only explanation for why he’d let his sister convince him that enduring an endless week trapped in an enclosed space with nothing but his own thoughts was a good idea.

      Well, it was too late now. He’d left California in the rearview mirror, and he wasn’t about to turn around and go back. There was nothing there for him, anyway.

      An accident on the highway had diverted him to this side road, and having his carefully plotted trip go off the rails wasn’t helping his mood. He was behind schedule, which always made him a little anxious, and he might not make it to the hotel he’d booked in Albuquerque by dark.

      Jack pressed his foot on the gas, and the V8 engine of his Mercedes G-Class easily kicked the speed up another five miles per hour. But then, out of the blue, a rusty orange pick-up truck appeared in his mirrors, hovering only feet from his bumper. The driver revved the engine and swung left, gunning it past him and then swerving back into the right lane. In another moment, the pick-up’s broken tail lights disappeared over the crest of the next hill.

      Jack was going exactly the speed limit, which meant that guy had to be going at least ninety. Idiot was going to get himself killed. Jack eased off the gas. No reason to join him. He’d just have to make up the time with an extra-quick stop for lunch.

      And speaking of lunch—was that a diner ahead?

      He slowed even further, pressing the brake as a neon-pink Eat at Joe’s sign came into view. A couple of rusty vehicles populated the parking lot, and a ridiculous green plastic cactus sat by the entrance, holding a wholly unwelcoming sign that flickered on and off with the word, Welcome.

      Jack almost pressed the gas again, but at the last minute he reconsidered. His GPS said it would be another thirty miles on these dinky back roads, and it was possible that this was the only option for lunch between here and Route 40.

      He sighed and snapped on his turn signal. Might as well get this over with.
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        “How do you know if an addict is lying?”

        “How?”

        “His mouth is moving.”

        That was what the girl with the pigtails said when we had to go around the circle at the Al-Anon meeting and share whatever we felt like sharing. She said it like a joke, and I almost expected her to say “Ba-dum-ching!” at the end. But she didn’t; she just turned to me, because then it was my turn to share. I sat there frozen, with all those kids staring at me, trying to think of something to say. Finally, I whispered my name, and we moved on to the boy sitting next to me. After we went around the circle, we had to put on blindfolds and lead each other across the room so we’d learn how to trust people.

        On TV, it’s always the drunk guy who has to go to the meetings, after he’s crashed his car and his wife has left him and all there is to be grateful for is the bitter, burnt coffee in the church basement coffee pot. So, how did I end up there?

        Jamie had seen the flyer hanging on the church bulletin board one day on his walk home from school. A group for elementary school kids like me, for kids whose parents drank too much. “It will be good for you.”

        “Why do I have to go and you don’t?” I whined.

        Jamie ran a hand through his hair. He was only fourteen but, for a second, I swore he was older than Daddy his eyes looked so worn out and tired. “Because… I think you could use a little help accepting things.”

        He didn’t say it, but I knew what he was thinking. Jamie wasn’t the one who kept making excuses, kept trying to get Daddy to sober up and act like a normal dad, like the ones whose kids went to my school. The dads who showed up for concerts and school plays without making a scene. The dads who remembered to pay the electric bill and not just the tab at Kelly’s Korner Bar.

        “Jamie, I promise I’ll accept things if you don’t make me go to that meeting.”

        “I don’t think it works like that, T.”

        “It does! I swear!” I stood up straight to show him how grown up and accepting of things I could be. “Besides, I don’t even care if Daddy comes to parents’ night at school.” I gave Jamie a pointed look. “That’s what I have you for.”

        I don’t know how, but in that moment, Jamie’s eyes grew even more tired.
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      “What do you mean you don’t take credit cards?”

      Tegan’s head snapped up from her laptop.

      Damn it. Her hands were still shaking and her pulse still hammering from her run-in earlier. She’d spent the last twenty minutes trying to put her head down and work on her novel, and now she’d lost her focus thanks to some dude who didn’t know how to use his indoor voice.

      She glared at him from her booth in the corner, but he was busy waving his platinum American Express card at the extremely unimpressed waitress.

      “Everyone takes credit cards.” His voice carried all the way to the back of the diner, through the din of chatting customers and the clink of Corelle coffee cups on stained Formica tables.

      The waitress shook her head and pulled her hands toward her chest as if he was holding out a rat she didn’t want to touch. “Cash only.”

      He blew out an audible breath and Tegan rolled her eyes. What did he think, that the waitress was somehow going to stick a credit card in that ancient cash register? Did he not see the candy-colored buttons or the analog numbers that spun like a slot machine? Tegan’s gaze slid from the broken jukebox advertising songs by Elvis Presley, Chuck Berry, and a group called The Dixie Cups, to the seats that had been repaired so many times they were made more of duct tape than vinyl.

      What was a guy like that doing in a place like this anyway? In his pressed khaki pants and navy polo shirt, he had the air of a stodgy old senator, except he couldn’t have been more than thirty. He ran his hand through his dark blond hair and every lock fell right back into place.

      “Okay, well, look.” He shifted in his canvas Top-Siders. “I don’t have cash on me, but I probably have a check in the car.”

      The waitress sighed as she adjusted the apron covering her spearmint uniform. She tapped on a sign—CASH ONLY—scrawled in bright red Sharpie marker.

      A couple of road workers at the counter swiveled in their seats to focus on the conversation at the cash register. Credit Card guy looked down his nose at them and then turned back to the waitress. “Well, where is the nearest ATM?”

      The waitress shrugged.

      One of the road workers spoke up. “There’s an ATM over in Diablo.” He nudged his friend, a grin forming on his lips. “But we can’t have you dining and dashing on Ruby. You’ll have to leave your car keys for collateral.”

      Credit Card guy took a step back. “How far is Diablo?”

      The road worker took a gulp of coffee and plunked the mug on the counter. “’Bout five miles or so.”

      “Five miles?” Credit Card guy coughed as if the desert dust was already choking him. “You want me to walk ten miles round trip to pay for a six-dollar sandwich?”

      Tegan shook her head. Those boat shoes weren’t going to look so shiny after they’d hiked ten miles to Diablo and back. Her favorite pair of sneakers, now permanently smeared with cinnamon-colored dirt, were Exhibit A.

      The other road worker crossed his arms over his neon orange vest. “Maybe you shouldn’t have ordered that sandwich without being able to pay for it.”

      Credit Card guy dropped his arms by his sides. “I’m able to pay for it, if you would just…” He paused, sighing up at the ceiling as if he might find his lost patience somewhere in the red aluminum tiles.

      “Fine.” Ruby arched a painted-on eyebrow. “Leave your driver’s license, then at least we’ll have an address where the police can hunt you down if you don’t come back.”

      Credit Card guy shook his head slowly. “It’s illegal to drive without a driver’s license.”

      Tegan bit back an incredulous snort. Was this guy serious? The chances he’d get pulled over in the five miles between the diner and Diablo were next to none. An hour ago, she would’ve given her future first-born to see a cop car on the horizon, but it had literally been nothing but tumbleweed blowing by.

      As he negotiated with Ruby about what would be an acceptable object to leave behind—Ruby wasn’t budging on the car keys or driver’s license—Tegan sat up straight in the booth. A tractor trailer had pulled into the parking lot outside the window and come to a stop. Her heart dropped to her stomach when a burly trucker swung the door open, favoring his right side as he slowly climbed down to the pavement.

      Bright red blood bloomed on the leg of his pants.

      Heart pounding, Tegan looked wildly around the room for a place to hide as the trucker made his way to the diner door. Could she make it to the kitchen and out back in time? Tegan frantically packed up her backpack, throwing in her laptop and stuffing her sweatshirt on top as the door swung open and the trucker stepped inside. To her relief, his gaze swung past her to the hallway leading to the bathrooms. As he turned and slowly limped in that direction, Tegan dived under the table so he couldn’t see her face if he happened to glance in her direction.

      As soon as the bathroom door swung shut behind him, Tegan sat back up and dug in her pockets for some cash to pay her bill. But then what? She’d be out in the desert again, five miles from Diablo, apparently. She’d hoped to find a family willing to give her a ride, but the only people in the diner were the road workers and a group of older ladies who’d glared at the dirt on her clothes when she walked in.

      And then there was Credit Card guy.

      Tegan eyed him arguing with the waitress, and an idea slowly formed. There was no way that guy was from around here. He had to be traveling somewhere and, at the moment, it really didn’t matter where. He was so strait-laced, he probably never even took a bottle of shampoo from a hotel room. And maybe that was a good thing if she didn’t want to end up shoving a pen into another guy’s thigh.

      At that moment, the road workers slid off their stools and approached Credit Card guy from behind. “Hey, Ruby, you want us to teach this guy not to talk to you like that?” one of them asked. He nudged the other, and they bit back chuckles.

      Credit Card guy spun around to face them and both their smiles disappeared, replaced by narrowed eyes.

      Credit Card guy hadn’t caught their teasing grins, and he went on alert, sucking in a breath and standing up to his full height. He was tall—at least a couple of inches over six feet—but leaner than the broad, burly road workers. If they were actually serious, he’d be no match for two of them. He assumed a stance probably meant to project confidence, with his feet set slightly apart, elbows bent, and hands curled into fists. But his eyes darted back and forth between them and then flickered past them to the door, giving away his fear.

      Tegan made her decision. Approaching the counter, she held out a handful of bills to Ruby. “Will this cover his meal, too?”

      Ruby flipped through the money. “Sure will, honey. Let me just get you some change.”

      Tegan shook her head. “Keep it.” She made a break for the exit, pushing the door open with a jingle and stepping outside into the dry desert air. Slinging her backpack over her shoulder, she scanned the parking lot, her gaze skimming across two pick-up trucks, an old Dodge sedan, and a motorcycle.

      Nope, nope, and nope.

      And then she found it. A sleek, black Mercedes SUV parked up against the building under the blinking diner sign. In the land of Ford trucks towing livestock trailers, that car stood out like… well… a drunk in a church choir.

      She glanced at the door to the diner and then took a casual walk around the car, trying to get a feel for the owner. California license plate. She pressed her nose to the window, cupping her hand around her face to block out the glare. A pile of suitcases and moving boxes sat in orderly stacks in the back, like a large, anal-retentive game of Tetris. The diner door jingled, and Tegan backed away from the car and leaned against the wall.

      “Hey.” Credit Card guy stepped into her line of vision. “Do you have Venmo or Paypal so I can send you some money?” His voice was flat and cold, as if this whole thing were an inconvenience that was somehow her fault.

      Tegan blinked, momentarily taken aback. She’d expected him to say thank you, not bark at her in that brusque tone. “No, sorry.”

      He blinked. “Okay, well, what about a check?”

      “No, thanks. I’m not from around here.” She shrugged. “I won’t have anywhere to deposit a check.”

      Now it was his turn to look surprised. A rich guy like him probably didn’t turn down money, or he never would have gotten rich in the first place. “Well, you can deposit it later, just take it and hold on to it.” He held up his pointer finger. “Wait a minute.” He unlocked the car and slid into the front seat, leaning over to dig in the glove compartment.

      Tegan peered into the SUV. “I’m not very good at holding on to things.”

      He ignored her, rummaging around until he found a leather checkbook and a fat silver pen. She walked around to the passenger side and pulled the door open. He froze with the pen poised over a check. Their eyes met and, for a second, she felt a strange pull in her chest.

      She looked away, past him into the dark leather interior of the car. “I can’t use a check,” she said, more firmly.

      “Okay, well, give me your home address and I’ll mail it later.”

      Was she not being clear that she didn’t want his check, or was it that he wasn’t really listening? “I don’t have an address. I don’t want your check.”

      His face flashed with annoyance, and she had a feeling that people usually did whatever he wanted without argument. “Well, how am I supposed to pay you back?”

      The front door of the diner jingled, and her body tensed. Ruby, the waitress, stepped outside and lit up a cigarette, and Tegan blew out the breath she was holding. She really needed to get out of there.

      “Actually, I could use a ride.”

      Credit Card guy started to say something and then stopped before he managed to sputter, “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Why not? You want to pay me back and I need a ride. It’s perfect.”

      But—” He shook his head. “You don’t even know where I’m going.”

      She bent over, propping a hand on the passenger seat so she could see him better. “Where are you going?”

      He hesitated and, in that moment, an unexpected sadness flashed in his eyes. Before Tegan could spend too much time wondering about that, it was gone. A moment later, the hard, irritated look was back. “New York.”

      “City?”

      “Yes.”

      A tiny cavern of longing cracked open somewhere behind her ribcage. He was going east. It was pretty much impossible to get to New York City without at least edging through Pennsylvania. At that moment, she would’ve given anything to see Jamie.

      Tegan shook her head, shaking off the yearning. She was doing this for her and Jamie. He’d be devastated if she crawled back to Pittsburgh now. But she couldn’t stay in Nowhere, Arizona, either, and she didn’t have a lot of other options. So, she’d ride along for a few days, see where they ended up. Maybe he’d take a northern route through Colorado, or south through Tennessee and Kentucky. Both were perfect places to explore small-town America.

      “Great,” she said. “That’s exactly the direction I’m going.”

      “Whoa! Wait a minute!” He held out his hand to stop her from sliding into the seat. “You can’t ride with me all the way to New York City.”

      She didn’t intend to go to New York City, but she didn’t need to tell him that. “Why not? You said you wanted to pay me back, right?” She gave him a wide-eyed stare.

      “Yes, but… how much did you give that waitress for my lunch? Nine, ten dollars?” He raised an eyebrow. “A ride from Arizona to New York is hardly the equivalent of ten dollars.”

      “Yeah, okay.” She drummed her fingers on the door. “But it wasn’t just ten dollars. I saved your ass back there. Is a ride from Arizona to New York the equivalent of your ass?”

      For a second, his mouth quirked into an almost-smile, showing off his square jaw and bringing a tiny glint to his deep blue eyes. Maybe… maybe he wasn’t so bad after all. Maybe riding with him would be more pleasant than she thought. But then his eyes met hers and the smile was gone. His gaze raked her up and down, and she could almost feel her skin burn under his scrutiny. She’d done her best to clean up in the diner bathroom, but without a first aid kit and a proper shower, there was only so much she could do about the scratches on her legs, or her wild, frizzing hair. She’d changed into a clean tank top at least, but her grubby backpack had already left smears of red dirt across it.

      He shook his head, expelling a breath as heavy as cement.

      A slow flush crept up Tegan’s neck to her cheeks. Yeah, well, she didn’t relish the idea of a couple of days in a car together any more than he did. If it were up to her, she’d go her own way instead of relying on rides from strangers. She was sick of relying on other people. But what options did she have? She’d worked double shifts to scrape together the money for this trip. Left Jamie behind and taken this enormous leap of faith, all because this was her shot to finally change their lives.

      With her out of the way, Jamie could stay with friends for a while. Derek and Rebecca didn’t have room in their tiny apartment for both of them. If she went home now, where would she and Jamie end up? Living in a rundown apartment infested with asbestos and mold, and cobbling together her two-dollar tips to pay the rent? With all the grime and pollution and neighbors yelling in the apartment next door, it was hard for her to write in the city. It wasn’t good for Jamie’s health, either.

      Tegan squared her shoulders. She was not crawling back to her old life to tell Jamie she’d failed. Maybe she’d hit a little snag on this trip, but she had to look at the big picture. Her book was coming along now that she finally had time to focus on it. Out here in the sunshine and wide-open spaces, her creativity thrived like never before. And if she rode with this guy for a while, there would be plenty of opportunities to see more of the country.

      Tegan’s gaze swept across the SUV, from the shiny leather seats and pristine floor mats to the scowl on the face of the driver. She’d be taking a risk getting in a car with another man she didn’t know. But the fact that he was glaring at her from his eighty-thousand-dollar vehicle with his face pinched like a squirrel was strangely comforting. If he found her repugnant, it was unlikely that he’d try to grope her, right?

      As she stood there contemplating what to do, the door jingled again, and the grabby trucker limped out, squinting in the sunlight. Before Credit Card guy could stop her, Tegan tossed her backpack on the floor of his car and climbed in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four
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      Jack stared at the stranger in his passenger seat and watched his peaceful, solitary road trip go up in smoke. Okay, it wasn’t like he’d been having the time of his life before she came along. But just because he was sick of his own company didn’t mean he wanted anyone else’s company. Especially if that person was a hippie with wild blue eyes, a ratty backpack, and scrapes on her knees. Somehow, she’d managed to climb into his car before he could stop her, and he couldn’t exactly shove her back out onto the road.

      This wasn’t happening. He didn’t pick up hitchhikers.

      Jack watched as she settled into the seat and rooted around in her backpack. Who was she, anyway, and how did she end up in that diner in the middle of nowhere without a ride?

      By the confident way she spoke, he would have guessed that she was close to his age—almost thirty—but those freckles scattered across her sunburned face gave her a more youthful appearance. Her long, unruly blond hair spilled out from underneath a baseball hat that was so worn she should have tossed it in the Goodwill bin years ago. Coppery-brown grime coated every inch of her, from her tank top and denim shorts down to her grubby sneakers. Grime that was rubbing off all over his car.

      “Look,” he said. “I don’t even know you. I don’t see how this is going to work out, traveling together.”

      How could he explain to her that he couldn’t possibly spend day after day in a car with her—in a car with anybody? This was already the longest conversation he’d had with someone who wasn’t in his family in close to a year. Even at work, he usually holed up in his office and let his partner handle most of the client interactions. He wasn’t up for this, and maybe he never would be again.

      “You won’t even know I’m here.” She nudged her backpack out of the way with one of her beat-up sneakers, and the sleeping bag secured to the top with a piece of twine bumped his cell phone mount. His iPhone fell to the floor with a clatter. “Oops. Sorry about that.”

      Jack sighed, fishing his phone out from under the gas pedal and re-attaching it to the dash. He rubbed his temples, shaking his head.

      “Honestly, I promise I won’t be any trouble.” Her gaze darted past him out the car window and then back to meet his. “Please?”

      Something about the urgency in her tone and the pleading look in her eyes had him hesitating. They were miles from civilization, and after his experience with the guys in the diner, he couldn’t very well leave her there. Plus, she looked like she’d recently had a run-in with someone, or something.

      His thoughts drifted to Charlotte, the way they always did lately. What if it were Charlotte stranded out there, in need of his help? He’d give anything to make sure she was safe. He hadn’t been there for Charlotte, and he’d spend the rest of his life regretting it. But maybe this woman had been thrown into his path for a reason. Maybe he could help her, and atone for all the ways he’d failed Charlotte.

      He planned to stop for the night in Albuquerque, and there’d be all kinds of transportation in the city. He could drop her off at the bus station—she wouldn’t be stranded.

      The woman flopped back against the seat, and a cloud of dust rose from her. His gaze skated from her scraped-up legs to a splatter of dried blood slashed across her elbow. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.” She shrugged.

      “What happened to you? Why are you so dirty and covered in blood?”

      She rubbed her palms on her shorts, as if that was going to help, and then ran her hands down her scratched-up legs. “I’m not covered in blood.”

      He gestured at her elbow. She twisted her arm to get a better look, and her face scrunched up in horror. “Oh. Ew. That must be from the truck driver.” She reached for her bag and dug around in one of the pockets.

      Jack pulled a wad of tissues from the center console, wet them with his water bottle, and handed them to her. “Excuse me? From the truck driver?”

      “Yeah…” She took the tissues and swiped at the blood on her arm. “I must not have noticed that it smeared on me when I—” She abruptly stopped talking.

      Jack had a bad feeling about this. “When you what?” he demanded.

      She cringed, wrinkling her freckled nose. “Um. Well… when I stabbed him in the leg.” She mumbled it under her breath, so low he could barely hear.

      His mouth dropped open. “You stabbed someone in the leg? Today?” Jesus. Who had he just let into his car? Maybe it wasn’t too late to shove her out.

      “Yeah, like an hour ago.”

      “Why?”

      Her cheeks flushed bright pink. “I fell asleep and he tried to grope me, okay? He wasn’t exactly a gentleman when I wasn’t interested, so I had to… you know.” She raised her arm and made a stabbing motion.

      Jack swore under his breath. If she were his sister, or Charlotte, he’d want to hunt down the asshole who’d assaulted her and rip his head off. But then his anger turned toward the woman in the seat next to him. She’d had an experience like that, and then she hopped into a car with the next guy who came along? She had no way of knowing what kind of person he was. What the hell was the matter with her?

      “So, you just happened to have a knife in your bag?” Did she still have that knife in her bag? How did he get himself into this?

      “No, I used my pen.”

      Jack’s gaze snapped to the silver pen still sitting next to his checkbook on the dash. He grabbed it and stuffed it into the side pocket on his door.

      She actually had the nerve to roll her eyes, as if he was overreacting. “I’m not going to stab you. Unless you plan to grope me.”

      “No, thank you.” Jack’s shoulders slumped. Damn it. How did the most irresponsible woman on the planet suddenly become his problem? If he didn’t give her a ride to all the way to New York, would she take a bus in Albuquerque? Or would she hop into the next car that came along? Who knew what kind of creeps were out there?

      “Look, you can ride with me as long as you’re quiet, all right? I’m not here to make friends,” he muttered.

      She straightened in her seat. “I’ll be as quiet as a mouse.”

      He seriously doubted that.

      She crossed her legs and her backpack shifted and bumped his control panel.

      “Why don’t you put that thing in the back? I’d hate for you to get it dirty on the floor there.” He gave it a shove. “Especially with that nice duct tape all over it.”

      She rolled her eyes, but picked up the backpack and swung it between their seats. It landed with a loud thump on one of the boxes stacked in the backseat. Jack winced. Hopefully, it wasn’t the one holding his Baccarat etched glass bar set.

      She swung back around and clicked her seatbelt together as he started the car and eased it onto the road.

      They made it an entire quarter of a mile before she started talking.

      “So, do you have a name?” she asked.

      “Jack,” he muttered, in a tight voice. He stared straight ahead, but could sense her watching him.

      The silence stretched between them and, finally, she let out a small laugh. “I’m Tegan. Thanks so much for asking.”

      Okay, so he was being rude. But he didn’t want to spend the next 2,500 miles chit-chatting. He had too much he should be thinking about before he had to face the rest of his life.

      But she just kept talking.

      “So…” She drew out the word into two syllables. “Are you moving or something? That’s a lot of boxes back there.”

      He grunted something non-committal, but she took it as encouragement to keep blathering.

      “To New York City? From where?”

      He sighed. “San Francisco.”

      Ten dollars. If he’d only had ten dollars in cash, he wouldn’t be stuck with this woman. He should have fled from the diner and driven off without stopping. Or peeled out when she suggested this ridiculous plan of traveling together. It wasn’t like he would’ve seen her again.

      But he wasn’t that kind of guy, as much as right now he wished he was. Townsends paid their debts, gave to charity, and compensated their employees generously. She’d paid for his meal, and he owed her.

      Plus, now that he knew a truck driver had assaulted her, he couldn’t wish her out there hitchhiking with random strangers. He had a duty to make sure she made it safely to wherever she was going.

      “Oh, I love San Francisco!” She was still talking. Tegan. What kind of name was Tegan?

      “Me, too,” Jack muttered.

      “Then why are you leaving?”

      He’d walked right into that one, hadn’t he? “I’m transferring to my firm’s branch in New York.”

      “What kind of firm?”

      “I’m an attorney. Corporate law.”

      “Oh, that sounds… interesting.” She said it like he’d just told her he spent every day counting a giant bucket of beans. “Why’d you go into law?”

      Why did he? It used to be that he enjoyed the challenge. Reading a contract and spotting the loopholes. Researching past cases to compose a compelling argument. Negotiating the best deal for a client. But all that was a long time ago. Back when he still had everything in the world and his whole future ahead of him.

      Now? He didn’t enjoy anything about anything. So, he gave her the first answer he could think of.

      “The law firm has been in my family for generations. It’s always been my legacy. It’s exciting to be a part of that.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      His gaze flickered over to her. If she raised her eyebrows any higher, they’d hit the roof of the car. “What?”

      She shrugged. “Nothing.”

      “No, really. What’s that look about?” Why was he even engaging with her? He should just shut this conversation down, but something about her tone annoyed him.

      “Nothing. It’s just—well, why did you go into law?” she asked.

      “I just told you.”

      “No. You told me why your family expected you to be a lawyer. You didn’t say anything about what you like about it.”

      Was she kidding? Now this woman he’d picked up in the desert was going to interrogate him about his life choices? “I’m sorry, what do you do?” he snapped back.

      “I’m a writer.”

      Of course she was. He was willing to bet his Tag watch that she was traveling the country thinking she was going to write the next On the Road knock-off. Like people cared about her nomad lifestyle or her musings on the meaning of life or whatever it was.

      “A writer?” He snorted.

      “Yeah.” Her voice had a defensive edge, which perversely encouraged him to keep talking.

      “Are you a journalist? Blogger? Short stories? Technical manuals, maybe?” He could hear the sarcasm dripping from his voice, but couldn’t help himself. There was a pause where the only sound was the car tires spinning on the dusty road. He glanced over. She was looking at him sideways.

      “Well, which is it?”

      Another pause.

      “I’m working on a novel.” She spoke slowly, drawing out each word.

      “Let me guess. Is it about traveling across the country? Finding the meaning of life in truck stops and run-down diners?”

      Another glance in her direction. She stared back with narrowed eyes.

      He knew it. And for some reason, it disappointed him that he was right. A little part of him was hoping she’d say she was a science writer for the New York Times, or working on a biography of Abraham Lincoln. Or… anything that wasn’t such a damn cliché. It was irrational, but it made him even more annoyed that he was stuck with her all the way to New York. That she was infringing on his trip to write some half-baked novel. “Everyone thinks they can write a book these days,” he muttered.

      Tegan jerked forward in her seat, her face darkening. “For your information, I’m not just some wannabe. I’ve had stories published in literary journals and magazines.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “An editor at a major publishing house reached out and suggested I turn one of my short stories into a book.”

      Jack considered asking where the story was published—Cosmo? But he didn’t actually want to know the answer. Unless it was the New Yorker, he was unlikely to be impressed.

      They didn’t speak for a while, which turned out to be a little unnerving, despite the fact that he’d been wishing for silence not five minutes earlier. It was impossible to relax when she was sighing and shuffling around next to him; when he was breathing her dusty, second-hand air.

      She let out a little cough. He hadn’t spotted a water bottle attached to her backpack, which was surprising, considering they were in the middle of the desert. When he’d packed for the trip three days earlier, he’d made sure to stock the car with water, snacks, and a first aid kit, just in case he broke down.

      He stretched his arm around her seat to grab a bottle of water from the case on the floor. As his hand swung past her shoulder, she ducked away from him. He picked up the water and held it out to her.

      “Oh,” he heard her mutter under her breath. She took the bottle, but didn’t open it.

      “You can relax. I have no interest in making a move on you.”

      “I know. Of course.” She peeled at a corner of the paper wrapped around the bottle. “You can’t be too careful.”

      “That’s ironic coming from a woman who just hopped into a car with a strange man. How do you know I’m not a serial killer?” And then he gave his head a tiny shake. Why did I say that? Bringing up serial killers to a woman who’d been groped by her last ride was pretty insensitive. But he’d only been in the car with Tegan for about five minutes, and her habit of blurting out whatever came to mind already seemed to be rubbing off on him.

      “Are you a serial killer?” She crossed her arms over her chest in a silent challenge.

      Her bold tone made him smirk. “Maybe.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      He reached back to grab another bottle, and this time she didn’t flinch. “How do you know?”

      “Serial killers are usually charming.”

      He twisted the top off the bottle and took a gulp of water to swallow down his inexplicable urge to laugh.
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