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CHAPTER 1



      

      

      One ticket to Last Chance,” the agent said as he took Jane’s money. “The bus leaves in five minutes.”

      


      

      Jane picked up the flimsy slip of paper and hurried through the Atlanta, Georgia, Greyhound terminal. She found the gate,

         climbed aboard the motor coach, and sank into one of the plush seats.

      


      

      She tried to think positive thoughts.


      

      It was hard. She had five dollars left in her pocketbook, a zero balance in her checking account, and bad guys in her recent

         past. Her dreams of making it big in Nashville had just taken a dive over the cliff called reality.

      


      

      Thank you, Woody West, you peanut-brained weasel.

      


      

      The diesel engines roared to life, and the bus glided out of the parking lot heading toward South Carolina, which was not

         where Jane really wanted to go.

      


      

      She took three deep breaths and tried to visualize her future the way Dr. Goodbody advised in his self-help recordings. If

         she could just unleash her inner consciousness through positive thinking, the Universe would give her a road map for success.

      


      

      That seemed like a good plan. She needed a road map to a better future in the worst way. And where better to seek a new start

         than a place called Last Chance? She had never been to Last Chance, but the name sounded hopeful.

      


      

      She sank back into her seat and tried to see the place in her mind’s eye. She imagined it like Pleasantville, where the streets

         were picturesque, the people friendly, and the job opportunities plentiful.

      


      

      Eight hours later, reality intruded.


      

      The Greyhound left her standing on a deserted sidewalk right in front of a place called Bill’s Grease Pit. Fortunately, this

         establishment was not a fast-food joint but an auto-repair service that doubled as a bus terminal. Both the garage and the

         terminal were closed for the night.

      


      

      She looked down the street and knew herself for a fool. Last Chance had exactly one traffic light. The only sign of life was

         the glow of neon shining like a beacon from a building two blocks down the main drag.

      


      

      Okay, so Last Chance wasn’t Bedford Falls, from the movie It’s a Wonderful Life. She could deal.

      


      

      She told herself that where there was Budweiser and neon there was hope of finding some dinner. Although how she was going

         to pay for it remained a mystery. She fought against the panic that gripped her insides. She hugged herself as she walked

         up the street, running through her usual list of positive affirmations.

      


      

      She would get herself out of this mess. She had done it before. And the truth was, she should have read the warning signs when Woody walked into the Shrimp Shack six months ago. If she had read those signs, she wouldn’t be standing

         here today. Well, every mistake was an opportunity to learn, according to Dr. Goodbody.

      


      

      The bar bore the name Dot’s Spot in bright blue neon. It sported a dark wood exterior and small windows festooned with half

         a dozen beer signs. Jane stood in the garish light cast by the signs, thinking it would be truly awesome if she could walk

         through that doorway and find Sir Galahad waiting for her. But wishing for Sir Galahad was not positive thinking. Heroes didn’t

         magically appear in southern honky-tonks on a Wednesday night.

      


      

      Besides, this particular fantasy of a knightly rescue had gotten her into trouble every time she allowed herself to believe

         it. So she pushed it out of her mind. She needed to focus on manifesting a hot meal and a place to spend the night. Period.

         She fixed that positive plan of action in her mind and pushed through the front door.

      


      

      Hoo boy, the place was like something right out of a bad country-and-western tune. Smoke hung over the place and a five-piece

         country band occupied a raised stage at one end of the barroom. They played a twangy Garth Brooks tune in waltz time. No one

         was dancing.

      


      

      The men in the band were, by and large, a bunch of middle-aged geezers, with beer bellies and wedding rings and receding hairlines.


      

      Except for the fiddler.


      

      Jane stared at him for a moment, recognition washing through her. No question about it—there stood another peanut-brained

         weasel in the flesh. She could tell this because he was a big, powerfully built man with a ponytail and facial hair. He also

         wore a black Stetson, and a black shirt, and black jeans that hugged his butt and thighs, and a gem that sparkled from his earlobe like a black diamond.

      


      

      What was that thing? A sapphire?


      

      He was the real-deal, bad-for-any-females-who-came-within-range package. Someone should hang a big yellow warning sign on

         his neck that said “danger.”

      


      

      Guys like him didn’t rescue girls. They rode around on Harleys, and were mean and tough and bad, and got into lots of trouble

         with the local law. They also had really big shoulders that a girl could lean on, and in a moment of confusion, a girl could

         confuse one of these bad boys with Sir Galahad, only on a motorcycle.

      


      

      Good thing Jane planned on rescuing herself, because this guy was like some walking embodiment of Murphy’s Law. The spit dried

         up in her mouth, and her heart rate kicked up. The Universe had just thrown her another curveball.

      


      

      So she looked away, sweeping the room with her gaze. The rest of the pickings were slim and ran to old men and floozies, and

         a few obviously married guys in John Deere hats. She might be about to do some serious flirting in order to get a drink and

         some food, but she would not hit on any married men. That ran counter to her moral code.

      


      

      She scanned the bar. Bingo. Two prospects, twelve o’clock.


      

      Prospect One wore a dirty Houston Astros hat, his chin propped up on his left fist as he watched the World Series game on

         the big-screen television. He was devilishly handsome, but the words “hard drinking” scrolled through her mind.

      


      

      Jane turned her attention to prospect Number Two. He turned on the stool, and she got a good look at him. He was a smaller-than-average guy, with sandy hair, a widow’s peak,

         and regular features. He wore a blue work shirt with his name—Ray—embroidered above the right pocket. Unlike the other two

         hunks in the room, this guy wore work boots. He wasn’t a cowboy, and he didn’t look dangerous at all.

      


      

      He looked up from his drink.


      

      Okay, he would do. Kindness shone from his eyes. She concentrated on holding his gaze… counted to three… then dazzled him

         with a smile.

      


      

      He blinked two or three times like a deer caught in a hunter’s sight. But she wasn’t a hunter, not really. She was vulnerable,

         and scared, and hunted herself. And that explained why she was about to do something not very nice—something she would most

         likely regret in the morning.

      


      

      The bodacious brunette hit Dot’s Spot like the hurricane expected to arrive tomorrow. She wore high-heel boots and a little

         tank top that barely constrained her assets. Clay Rhodes had never seen her before, which had to mean she’d just gotten off

         the nine-thirty bus from Atlanta.

      


      

      She waltzed her butt through the door and captured the attention of every male in the place, except maybe Dash Randall, who

         was concentrating on the World Series. She stopped just inside the door and gave the place a once-over.

      


      

      It took all of three seconds for her to look Clay’s way, and about fifteen for her to catalog him and move on. But that was

         all it took for Clay Rhodes to feel the unmistakable pull of lust centering right behind his belly button. Yeah, he could go for some of that, if it wasn’t for the

         fact that he was a responsible, almost middle-aged grown-up, and she looked like trouble on high heels.

      


      

      He pulled the fiddle down and tried to put some feeling into his harmony line on “Night Rider’s Lament,” but since he had

         played this song about five thousand times, it was hard to do.

      


      

      The little gal distracted him as she scanned the room. It didn’t surprise him one bit when her sharp gaze lingered on Dash.

         The ex-jock was unaware of it, though. He sat at the end of the bar wallowing in self-pity and doing battle with God-only-knew-how-many

         demons as he watched the baseball game.

      


      

      The girl was interested, of course. Dash was a fine-looking man, but a woman would have to be nuts to tangle with a guy like

         that. Clay gave her points when her gaze shifted and moved on.

      


      

      He pulled the fiddle up to his chin and played the bridge, while Kyle tried his hardest to sound like Garth Brooks. Kyle failed,

         like he did every night, which was no surprise to anyone.

      


      

      What happened next, though, surprised the heck out of just about everyone in Dot’s Spot.


      

      That girl aimed her laser-beam look at the back of Ray’s head and darned if the boy didn’t jump like he was some kind of marionette

         with a nervous puppeteer. He jerked his head around, and disaster struck about twelve hours earlier than expected.

      


      

      The woman aimed a smile at Ray that had all the subtlety of a Stinger missile, and poor Ray didn’t have any defenses for something

         like that.

      


      

      Uh-oh.

      


      

      The song ended, and Clay turned toward Kyle. “Let’s cut it short and go to break,” he said.


      

      “But—”


      

      Clay jerked his head toward Ray and rolled his eyes.


      

      “Not again,” Kyle said under his breath, as he took in the unfolding scene.


      

      “Looks like.”


      

      Kyle leaned into the mic and told the crowd they’d be back in ten, while Clay put his fiddle into the hard-shell case that

         sat atop the upright piano. Then Clay stepped down from the stage and headed toward the bar.

      


      

      “Clay,” Ray said as he approached. “Look, it’s April. What do you figure the odds are on that? A million to one?” Ray rocked

         a little on the bar stool and gave Clay his goofy smile. Eighteen years ago, that grin, combined with Ray’s uncanny ability

         to do math, had made the boy semipopular with the girls at Davis High who wanted to adopt him, or befriend him, or otherwise

         allow him to do their homework. But that had changed three weeks before graduation.

      


      

      Clay came to a halt and turned toward the little gal in the white tank top. Man-oh-man, she was something else. Tawny skin

         and dark eyes with a pair of killer cheekbones and pouty lips that said kiss me quick. She was pure sex on three-inch stiletto

         heels.

      


      

      A man didn’t get within five feet of this and not lose his perspective on things. Even a half-dead man like himself. The little

         tingle in his private parts was kind of reassuring, though. It confirmed that he was still alive. Sometimes living in Last

         Chance, South Carolina, it was hard to tell.

      


      

      Her pink nail polish was chipped, the neck of her tank top sported a little stain, and the cuffs of her jean jacket were frayed.

         Her gaze seemed a little guileless, which surprised the heck out of him. He had taken her for trash, but up close she didn’t

         look trashy at all—just a little rumpled and forlorn.

      


      

      And utterly irresistible.


      

      “So your name’s April?” he asked, knowing darn well her name wasn’t April. She did look like April, though, which made her

         hotter than a chili pepper. Hot and forlorn. A deadly combination if there ever was one.

      


      

      She shook her head. “No… uh… my name’s… um… Mary.”


      

      Clay went on guard. She was lying. “How old are you, Mary?” he asked.


      

      Her square chin inched up. “Why? Do I look like jailbait?”


      

      Yeah. But he didn’t say it out loud. He studied her for a long moment, trying to ignore the sexual rush. She had incredible skin.

         It looked silky soft, firm and warm. He wanted to touch it.

      


      

      He forced himself to look into her wide brown eyes. No, she wasn’t a teenager. But she was still trouble. He needed to rescue

         Ray from this woman. Ray could get himself into a heap of trouble if someone didn’t do something quick.

      


      

      Clay turned away. “Hey, Ray, you got a minute?”


      

      Ray ducked his head in that funny little tic that had been there ever since the accident senior year. “Sure. Whatever you

         want.”

      


      

      Clay jerked his head. “In private.”


      

      Ray turned toward the little gal. “You stay right here, April. I’ll be back. Don’t go anywhere, okay?”


      

      The girl nodded, and Clay got the feeling that she was happy to be rescued. Like she had maybe figured out Ray was playing

         a few cards short of a full deck.

      


      

      Clay pulled Ray down to the end of the bar and put his arm around his shoulder. “Listen, Ray, I’m your oldest friend, right?”


      

      Ray nodded.


      

      “Got you fixed up with my uncle Pete at the hardware store, didn’t I?”


      

      “Yeah, Clay.”


      

      “Bailed you out with my brother Stony that time when you busted up the place?”


      

      Ray kept on nodding.


      

      “Helped you out with Mr. Polk down at the bank when your momma got sick.”


      

      “Yeah, Clay, I know all that.”


      

      “So you know I wouldn’t lie to you.”


      

      “No, Clay, you wouldn’t ever lie to me.”


      

      “Look, Ray, that little gal isn’t April.”


      

      Ray rolled away, then turned and squared up his body. “She is, too. Look at her.”


      

      “April is a photograph of a girl. This isn’t her. This is a girl named Mary, who’s new to town. I’ll bet she came on the nine-thirty

         bus from Atlanta.”

      


      

      Ray wet his lips. His fists curled up. “Don’t you say that, Clay. She’s April. Look at her.”

      


      

      Clay shook his head. The last person in the world he wanted to fight was Ray Betts. He hated fighting in general, since it

         messed up his hands. But fighting Ray would be like fighting with one of his brothers.

      


      

      “Look—” Clay started to say.


      

      “Hey, Ray,” Dash called from his place by the bar.


      

      Ray turned and relaxed his hands a fraction. “Yeah?”

      


      

      “You wanna go down to the high school and shag some balls?”


      

      “Really?” A slow smile filled Ray’s face, and Clay breathed a sigh of relief.


      

      In Ray’s injured brain, this invitation from Dash Randall was like being asked if he wanted to go hang out with God. Ray loved

         baseball, and since Dash had once played it professionally, Dash had become one of Ray’s personal heroes.

      


      

      Dash gave Clay a meaningful and surprisingly sober glance. Maybe the rumors were true, and Dash was on the wagon these days.

         Although why a man on the wagon would spend time in a bar was kind of a mystery. Well, even if it wasn’t true, he owed Dash

         a favor for this.

      


      

      Dash leaned over and collected an aluminum cane. He stood up, favoring his bad leg. “Yeah, Ray, I mean it. But you’ll have

         to do all the running since my knee isn’t up to it, yet. C’mon, I’ll even put the top down, and we can cruise over to the

         Tastee Freeze afterward.”

      


      

      “Gee, Dash, that sounds like fun,” Ray said.


      

      Dash winked at Clay as he led Ray out of the bar. Disaster had been averted.


      

      But when Clay turned back toward the little gal, his gut tightened up like a warning. Was she desperate or just looking for

         some action? He had a feeling it might be a little of both.

      


      

      And he’d just sent his competition packing.


      

      Two hours later, Jane picked up the little slip of paper and read her bar tab: Six dollars for three Cokes. It might as well

         have been a hundred dollars. She didn’t have the cash to pay it—unless she dug deep in her purse and found a dollar in change and added it to the five-dollar bill in her wallet.

         Then she would be officially broke.

      


      

      She should have nursed a single Coke all night. She should have taken steps to get a credit card, years ago. But she hadn’t

         done either of these things. The first because it had been years since she had been this poor. The second because getting

         a credit card was risky, given her background.

      


      

      She swallowed the lump in her throat and told herself she wasn’t going to cry. Her attempt to find someone seminice to buy

         her dinner had flopped. There was just the fiddler who had run all the seminice guys off like some kind of reverse bouncer.

      


      

      That man had spent the last two hours boring a hole in her back with his silver-eyed stare. About an hour ago, she had given

         up trying not to look back.

      


      

      Jane could parlay this into something, if she wanted to. But she had to remember that he was not going to rescue her from

         her current situation. She needed to fix her own life. And, right now, staying away from a bad boy seemed like a good first

         step.

      


      

      But then all her other choices were worse. She couldn’t sleep in the public park tonight—assuming, of course, that Last Chance

         had a public park. But even if it did have one, the weather report on the television above the bar said a hurricane was bearing

         down on the South Carolina coast. It wasn’t a big hurricane by Katrina standards, but even so, everyone in the bar was talking

         about torrential rains starting sometime after two in the morning.

      


      

      Jane had hoped they might have a hurricane shelter open where she could blend right in, like a refugee or something. But there wasn’t any kind of evacuation going on—no doubt because the hurricane was making landfall a hundred miles

         away near Hilton Head Island. She didn’t have many other options in a small town like Last Chance.

      


      

      Jane stole a glance up at the fiddler, and heat sizzled through her. The Cosmos and her own hormones were against her. She

         shouldn’t do this. This was a mistake.

      


      

      She turned away and stared down at her bar tab. Behind her, the lead singer signed off for the night. Someone punched up a

         bunch of songs on the jukebox.

      


      

      Well, first things first. She needed to pay the bill. She dug deep into her purse, drawing out a handful of pennies and nickels,

         and started counting. In the background, the jukebox played Tumbleweed’s new country single…

      


      

      

         

         Feel the rush of my breath


         

         Feel the heat of my hand…


         

      


      

      Heat crawled up her backside as the words of the song suddenly made themselves manifest. The fiddler had snuck up on her.

         He put one of his ginormous hands on the bar, leaned his big body in, and slapped a ten-dollar bill down on top of her tab

         like he’d been counting the number of Cokes she’d drunk.

      


      

      He turned toward her, his unreadable wolf eyes shaded by the brim of his Stetson. “You want to take this somewhere else?”

         he asked in a blurred drawl. Her insides clutched and burned.

      


      

      She was close enough to see a network of lines at the corner of his eyes, and little threads of silver in his goatee. He wasn’t

         young. That scared her a little. He was more man than she was used to handling—older and bigger and more dangerous than anyone else in her past.

      


      

      “Maybe I was mistaken,” he drawled in response to her slight hesitation. “I got the idea you might be interested.”


      

      Jane looked up into his eyes. A hot, blue flame flickered there. An answering heat resonated deep down inside her. Was this

         wishful thinking, desperation, or real desire made manifest by her own weakness for guys like this? It was kind of hard to

         tell.

      


      

      Her head screamed that going with this guy would be like repeating the mistakes of the past. Getting soaked on a park bench

         would be better than this. But her body wasn’t listening. Instead she gave the fiddler a smile and said, “Cowboy, take me

         away.”

      


      

      “You drive a minivan?” The girl—Mary, he reminded himself—stood beyond the service entrance to Dot’s Spot with her hands fisted

         on her hips and a semisurprised look on her face.

      


      

      “Yeah, well, it’s practical for hauling around sound equipment and guitars. Disappointed?” Clay said, as he opened the side-panel

         door of his ancient Windstar and hoisted his fiddle, mandolin, and guitar cases into the cargo space.

      


      

      The question was rhetorical. She was disappointed. Women had a habit of mistaking him for someone else—usually some bad-boy jerk with a Harley who would do them

         wrong sooner or later. Ironically, most women wasted no time in doing him wrong, as if he were the punching bag for their collective disappointments with males in general and bad boys in particular.

      


      

      He turned around and faced the girl. She had the wrong idea about him. And he wasn’t going to disabuse her of it. He was going

         to take her to the Peach Blossom Motor Court and become that bad boy she was looking for. He wasn’t going to apologize to

         anyone for it either.

      


      

      He was tired of being a good man.


      

      He was tired of living his life along the straight and narrow.


      

      But most of all, he was weary of being alone.


      

      The girl stepped forward, her body swaying in the lamplight, the gusty wind lifting her hair and whipping it across her face.

         She tucked the hair behind her ear and gave him a simple smile that curled up the dimples in her cheek. Desire, sweet and

         warm, flooded through him.

      


      

      He opened the van’s door for her, and she stepped close enough for him to catch the blended scents of cigarette smoke and

         something spicy like sandalwood or jasmine. Awareness jolted him to full arousal. He felt like a sixteen-year-old with a killer

         hard-on—the kind that blinded a boy and made him do stupid things. He had to admit he liked that mindless feeling.

      


      

      She turned in the corner of the door and glanced up at him. She stopped moving, her lips quirking in a clear show of interest.

         He leaned in, slanting his mouth over hers, pulling her lower lip into his mouth. He tasted cinnamon and the hopefulness of

         youth.

      


      

      He fell hard into that kiss and knew he was a goner the minute she responded to him. He put his hand on the flare of her hip

         and pulled her hard against him.

      


      

      He was headed straight to hell, with only a short layover at a no-tell motel before the Devil took him.


      

         •     •     •


      

      The sign said “Peach Blossom Motor Court” in flaming pink neon. Jane had hit rock bottom in her life. The fiddler had checked

         them in, and she watched through the windshield of his van as he returned with the key in his hand.

      


      

      He was something, all right. A big man striding across the parking lot on a pair of the pointiest cowboy boots she had ever

         seen. Yessir, she would probably forget about this low-rent scenario the minute he put his mouth on hers again.

      


      

      He opened the van door for her and looked up at her out of a pair of eyes that were as pale as a winter day on Meadow Mountain.

         The fire in those icy eyes burned so hot she felt the flame in the middle of her chest.

      


      

      He gave her his hand, and she laid her fingers on him. His hand was huge, and warm, and rough, and male.


      

      He helped her down and then shut the door behind her. He leaned his big-boned body against her, pushing her up against the

         van, his hand sliding down her rib cage and coming to rest on her hip. He was sturdy and hard, and so large that his body

         shielded her and made her feel safe in some inappropriate way.

      


      

      How could she feel safe with a man intent on taking her without even giving her his name or asking for hers? But there it

         was. She knew the fiddler wasn’t going to hurt her. The Universe kind of whispered in her ear and told her this would be okay.

      


      

      She found herself inside the shadow of his Stetson, caught up in the heat of his mouth. He lost his hat, then she lost her

         mind.

      


      

   











      

      
CHAPTER 2



      

      

      Jane startled awake, panic folding over her as she struggled to place herself in space and time. Then she heard the soft, even

         breathing of a slumbering man.

      


      

      And remembered.


      

      The memories of her frantic trip from Atlanta brought unwanted tears. She squeezed her eyes shut, even before she remembered

         the fiddler. She had thought her days of running were over.

      


      

      She needed to get out of here before the fiddler woke up. He was a bad boy, like the bad boys in her past. She had made a

         huge mistake last night. She had known it was a mistake even before he’d slapped that ten-dollar bill down on the bar.

      


      

      When would she learn?


      

      Jane pushed herself up on the hard motel mattress and looked over at the digital clock on the nightstand. It was almost eight

         in the morning.

      


      

      She rolled out of bed, collected her clothes and purse, and tiptoed into the bathroom. She gave the shower a longing look, but she didn’t have time. She ran enough water in the sink to dampen a washcloth for a sponge bath. She brushed

         her teeth with the toothbrush she kept in her purse for emergencies and pulled her hair back in a long ponytail.

      


      

      She looked at her reflection in the mirror and almost cried out loud when she saw the mark at the base of her throat.


      

      A little strawberry bruise—tender to the touch—marred the skin right above and to the left of her clavicle. She blinked at

         it for almost a minute, feeling something hot and cold run through her system.

      


      

      Last night had been, without question, the most amazing sex she had ever had in her life. And looking at that bruise reminded

         her that, for a little while at least, the fiddler had managed to make her forget just about everything, including her moral

         code and her self-respect and even Woody West.

      


      

      Hoo boy, she needed to get out of here. She was not a slut, but standing there looking at that bruise made her feel like one.

         How on earth had she let herself do this? Desperation was not an excuse, although it was an explanation.

      


      

      Jane put on her less-than-clean clothes, squared her shoulders, and opened the bathroom door. She paused a moment, hearing

         the slow, steady sound of his snores.

      


      

      She stole into the room, trying not to look at him as she tiptoed toward the door. She got to the corner of the bed and lost

         the battle.

      


      

      The feeble light from an overcast day edged the window and gave the room a monochromatic feel. She looked down at him, and

         in the colorless light, he seemed almost like a fantasy. He was handsome, and male, and big, and strong, and silent save for the deep susurration of his breathing.

      


      

      She reluctantly turned away and took one step toward the door before tripping up on his blue jeans. They lay crumpled in a

         heap by the bed, his wallet peeking from the back pocket. She could have his name, at least. All she had to do was look in

         his wallet.

      


      

      She knelt on the carpet and took the wallet from the jeans. She flipped it open and stared down at a Tennessee driver’s license

         with a photo of a much younger and more hopeful-looking man than the one curled up on the bed.

      


      

      Clayton P. Rhodes.


      

      His name was Clayton.


      

      Something tugged at her chest, and she could have kicked herself for succumbing to her curiosity. It would have been better

         if this encounter had been anonymous.

      


      

      She clamped her back teeth together and told herself to move on. She was wasting time.


      

      She turned the wallet over, and peeked into the billfold. He had about eighty dollars on him. She could almost feel the Universe

         tempting her. With that much cash, she could get a bus ticket to a bigger city—Charlotte maybe—where she could find a job

         waiting tables or working in a beauty shop. She could take care of herself.

      


      

      It might be easier to find work in Charlotte. She allowed herself to think about it.


      

      Then she rejected the idea. She had stooped to something low last night. She didn’t need to add stealing to the list.


      

      She was about to return the wallet to his jeans when Clayton P. Rhodes captured her wrist in his powerful fingers and bent it backward far enough for it to hurt.

      


      

      Panic crashed through her. “Lemme go.” She tried to twist herself out of his grasp, but the man had leverage and strength

         on his side.

      


      

      “No, ma’am,” he said in a drawl as broad as a double-wide trailer. He pulled her up onto the bed and then turned on the bedside

         lamp. They squinted at each other in the sudden light. He had the advantage there, since his eyes were silver and hard to

         read. Her heart fluttered inside her chest, and she started thinking about routes of escape.

      


      

      “I’ll take that,” he said, plucking the wallet out of her fingers.


      

      “Please let me go.” She hated herself for begging like that. Guys who got physical scared her.


      

      The pressure of his fingers lessened a fraction. “Honey, didn’t anyone ever teach you wrong from right?”


      

      “I wasn’t trying to steal from you.” Her voice came out as a choked whisper.


      

      “Uh-huh. Then why did you have my wallet in your hands?”


      

      “I just wanted… you know… to know your name.” She tugged against his hold, but he wasn’t letting go.


      

      “Yeah, well, you could have asked me, and I would have told you my name.”


      

      She pulled a little harder, and he released her wrist. But before she could put distance between them, he leaned forward and

         pulled her purse off her shoulder.

      


      

      “Hey,” she shouted. “Give that back.”


      

      He shook his head, then loosened the bag’s drawstrings and dumped her possessions onto the thin cotton blanket. The flotsam and jetsam and loose change of her life spilled out with a jingle and a jangle. How humiliating.

      


      

      “What are you doing?”


      

      He started pawing through her things. “Same thing you were doing a minute ago.”


      

      “Well, stop it.”


      

      He ignored her command and picked up one of her self-help cassette tapes. He frowned down at it and read the title aloud:

         “Manifesting a Better Reality by Dr. Franklin Goodbody?”

      


      

      He looked up at her with one of those male stares that confirmed that men were from Mars. “Little gal, I’d say you need to

         get your money back for this. You don’t believe this crap, do you?”

      


      

      “You shouldn’t laugh at things you don’t understand,” Jane rejoined, folding her arms across her chest.


      

      “I wasn’t laughing. I was pointing out the obvious. What is ‘manifesting’ anyway?”


      

      “Thinking positively about the things you want so you make them manifest in your life.”


      

      “Uh-huh. Sort of like Norman Vincent Peale and the power of positive thinking only without bothering with prayer, huh?”


      

      “What?”


      

      “You have no idea who Norman Vincent Peale is, do you?”


      

      She shook her head. She had obviously failed some kind of test.


      

      He gave his head a weary shake and put the cassette tape back in her purse. He picked up the player and fiddled with it for

         a moment. “This thing is an antique. And your battery is dead.”

      


      

      She responded by hugging herself and refraining from any explanations about how she couldn’t afford an iPod, had bought the

         tapes secondhand, and had burned up the batteries on the long bus ride from Atlanta as she practiced her manifesting techniques.

         Somehow all that positive thinking had not turned Last Chance into Camelot, or Clayton P. Rhodes into Sir Galahad.

      


      

      Dr. Goodbody said that to manifest a better reality, you needed to know what you wanted and the reasons why. Jane had a feeling

         that manifesting Clayton P. Rhodes was the result of seriously muddled thinking on her part.

      


      

      “You know,” he said, as if they were having a conversation. “I find it interesting that most women will nag a man to death

         about tracking in dirt and messing up the house, but not a one of you can keep your pocketbooks organized.”

      


      

      “Are you trying to be funny?” she asked, avoiding eye contact and trying to keep the waver out of her voice. “Because it’s

         not working.”

      


      

      “No, I think I was aiming for irony.”


      

      She turned her head. He was smiling at her. He had a winning smile, and she wondered why he didn’t use it more often. “Irony?”

         she asked.

      


      

      He looked back down at her things, reaching this time for her wallet. He hefted it in his large hands as he inspected the

         green leather with the pink flower embossed on one side.

      


      

      “Kind of girlish, isn’t it?”


      

      She said nothing. It was kind of girlish. She had owned it for a long, long time. And even though it was worn out, she had been unable to part with

         it. It was the last remaining vestige of the life she had left behind in West Virginia seven years ago.

      


      

      He unsnapped it, flipped it open, and stared down at the ID she had been using for the last seven years. “Mary Smith?” He

         aimed another disbelieving look in her direction. “Gimme a break. It says here you’re twenty-eight. How old are you really?”

      


      

      She shrugged.


      

      He squeezed his eyes shut. “I swear, if you’re jailbait, I’m going to shoot myself right here.”


      

      “I’m not jailbait. I told you that last night.”


      

      “Maybe so, but you’re not twenty-eight and your name is not Mary Smith.”

      


      

      “Are you only thirty-four?” she countered, thinking he looked older than the birth date listed on his license.


      

      “Yes, ma’am. I am. And if you’re eighteen that makes me almost old enough to be your daddy, which is a thought I find disturbing.”


      

      “I’m not eighteen.”


      

      “Right. Why am I starting not to believe anything that comes out of your mouth?”


      

      Because you are tapped into the negative energy of the Universe. She wanted to throw it in his face, but she had a feeling he would laugh at her.

      


      

      He continued to work his way through her wallet, inspecting her Fort Myers Library card and Florida State Cosmetology license.

         Both bore the name Mary Smith—the name she had been using since she ran away from home. She had been doing okay in rebuilding

         her life, when Woody came striding into the Shrimp Shack six months ago.

      


      

      She was such a fool.


      

      Clayton P. opened up the little change purse on the side of the wallet. “What’s this?” he asked aloud as he held up her expired

         West Virginia license. “This is interesting. How many girls carry two driver’s licenses? This one says Wanda Jane Coblentz,

         and it’s seven years out of date. Wanda Jane?”

      


      

      “Yeah, well, your name is Clayton Rhodes, and I’ll bet everyone calls you Clay, so don’t get so high and mighty, okay?”


      

      He laughed. It sounded like his singing voice. He had a positive-sounding laugh, she would give him that.


      

      “Look,” she said. “I would appreciate it if you could forget you saw that license, okay?”


      

      He stopped laughing and shook his head. “Not okay.” He glanced down at her photo ID and then back at her. “Doesn’t look like

         you.”

      


      

      “Thanks.”


      

      “So you’re twenty-four?”


      

      She nodded. “Not jailbait.”


      

      He put the license back into the change purse and peeked into the billfold section. “Five bucks, huh? And I don’t see any

         credit cards.”

      


      

      “Okay. You’ve humiliated me enough now. Can I take my five bucks and leave?”


      

      “And go where?”


      

      “Anywhere that isn’t with you.”


      

      “That bad, huh?” he said with a little glint in his eye.


      

      “Yeah, well…” She shrugged. What was she supposed to say? She didn’t think telling him that he was incredible between the

         sheets was a good idea under the circumstances.

      


      

      He dropped her wallet back into her purse, then looked up at her out of his pale gray eyes. “Look, I’m sorry about last night. I should have asked you if you needed a place to stay

         instead of…” His voice faded out, and he looked away.

      


      

      His ears got red. The big, tough guy was blushing. He looked down at her things, picked up her makeup case, and put it back

         into her purse without rifling through it. Jane scored that as one small victory.

      


      

      “You know,” he said, eyeing the mass of coins that remained, “you probably have close to ten dollars in silver here. You might

         want to lighten your load.”

      


      

      “Such as it is.”


      

      He looked up. “Had to leave Fort Myers in a hurry, huh?”


      

      She didn’t answer. It disturbed her to think he’d already figured out half of her secrets. She looked away and heard the sound

         of change jangling as he pawed through her things.

      


      

      “Hey, what’s this?” he asked a moment later.


      

      She turned, and he was holding up the little necklace that Woody had given her the day before yesterday. A rush of pure hatred

         ran right through her. “You can have it,” she said.

      


      

      He chuckled at that. “Honey, you should always hang on to your jewelry. No matter what. That’s what my momma always says.”

         He squinted down at the little green charm on the gold chain. “What is that, a camel?”

      


      

      “Yeah. It’s a stupid dollar store jade camel, okay? It’s not worth anything. I’ll bet the chain isn’t even gold.”


      

      “Uh-huh. He did you wrong, didn’t he?” One of his eyebrows arched in question.


      

      “I don’t wish to discuss this. I thought this was going to be, you know, kind of quick and anonymous.”

      


      

      “Me, too. But then you decided to steal from me.”


      

      “Look, I wasn’t stealing. I was just…” Her voice faded out as it occurred to her that if she had wanted something quick and

         anonymous she would never have looked through his wallet.

      


      

      “Uh-huh. Like I said.”


      

      “Why don’t you give me my purse, and I’ll leave, okay?”


      

      He didn’t respond. Instead, he reached into her bag and pulled out her wallet. Then he placed the little necklace into the

         change section. He snapped the snap on the change purse and then dropped her wallet back into her handbag. She watched as

         his big, capable hands scooped up pennies and nickels and dimes and dropped them back into the bottom of her bag. He had almost

         completed the task when he stopped.

      


      

      “Well lookit here, isn’t that lucky?” He picked up a tarnished coin and angled it toward the light.


      

      “You know the only luck in the Universe is the luck we make for ourselves,” Jane said. If only she had believed that before

         she had come with this guy to a no-tell motel.

      


      

      “Is that so?”


      

      “Yeah.”


      

      “So you don’t believe in rabbits’ feet?”


      

      She shook her head. A girl with her unlucky track record couldn’t afford to believe in charms and such.


      

      “Too bad, because this is a lucky penny,” he said.


      

      “What’s lucky about it?” she asked.


      

      “It’s a wheat penny.”


      

      “A what?”

      


      

      He handed the penny to her. “Look on the back. It doesn’t have the Lincoln Memorial on it.”


      

      She turned the penny over, and sure enough, it had an unusual back with the words “One Cent” spelled out and encircled by

         a crossed sheaf of wheat.

      


      

      She turned it over in her hand and read the date—1943. “So what’s lucky about it?”


      

      He continued to scoop up change and return it to her purse. “Well, nothing, really. It’s just old. They haven’t made wheat

         pennies since the 1950s.”

      


      

      “Is it valuable?”


      

      He chuckled. “Yeah, it’s probably worth one hundred times its face value.”


      

      Happiness swelled up inside her until she did the math in her head. “Right. A dollar.”


      

      He shrugged. “That’s valuable for a penny.”


      

      “Yeah, well, it won’t buy me a Coke at Dot’s Spot.”


      

      “You know, the value of things can’t always be measured in their price.”


      

      She blinked up at him. Was he trying to send a message? After all, if she wanted to be negative about things, he had purchased

         her for the sum of ten dollars plus the cost of this hotel room. The thought made her heart ache.

      


      

      “By that look, you don’t agree with me.”


      

      She shrugged and tried not to feel cheap and dirty. “I’m just blown away that a negative person such as yourself would even

         consider the possibility of luck as a force in the Universe,” she said in a breezy tone.

      


      

      “Yeah, well, I guess you got that right. So it’s not a lucky penny. It’s just an old one. Don’t you think it’s cool that something sixty years old was hiding out in the bottom of your purse waiting to be found?”

      


      

      Temptation tugged at her insides. Clayton P. Rhodes was a piece of work. But she was not about to let herself fall for his

         line—even if it was a good line. Maybe one of the best lines she had heard in her life.

      


      

      “Look,” Jane said. “As a gesture of regret for having rifled through your wallet, I’ll let you have the penny if you think

         it’s so cool.”

      


      

      “Uh, no thanks, you keep it, since you believe in luck.”


      

      Well, that was predictable. “Right,” she said, as she slipped the penny into the pocket of her jeans. “So are you going to

         let me go, now that you’ve finished humiliating me?”

      


      

      “I probably should turn you in to the police for attempted robbery.”


      

      Fear settled into her belly. “Look, I wasn’t trying to steal from you, okay?”


      

      “But then again, explaining stuff to the police might prove a little embarrassing.”


      

      She stopped and thought about things for a moment. It would be embarrassing—for both of them—since she was new to town and they had spent the night with each other before exchanging

         names.

      


      

      “So I’m not going to turn you in. I think I’m going to reform you instead,” Clayton P. continued.


      

      “Reform me?” Her voice cracked.


      

      “Not interested in following the straight and narrow, huh?”


      

      She drew herself up and squared her shoulders. “I don’t need reforming. Maybe you’re the one who needs reforming.”


      

      This earned her a little half smile. “You’re right on that score. So I guess I’ll buy you breakfast instead. And after that,

         we’ll talk about where you go next.”

      


      

      Just who the hell did he think he was, anyway? “What is it, Clayton P., you want to run me out of town like I’m some kind

         of undesirable? Well, let me tell you one thing, buster, I—”

      


      

      “Is that what you think?”


      

      “Look, I don’t need you to reform me. I may have ended up in this shabby room with you, but that doesn’t make me a—”


      

      “I wasn’t talking about what happened last night, girl. That was just runaway lust. And I’m sorry I got caught up in it. I

         was talking about you stealing my money.”

      


      

      “I told you, I wasn’t going to steal your money. Why won’t you believe me?”


      

      “Because I make it a habit not to believe girls with only five bucks in their pockets who are carrying two forms of identification,

         each bearing a different name.”

      


      

      He threw his legs over the side of the bed and stood up, naked as the day he was born. The runaway lust made a second appearance.


      

      He was big, and he was built. In every possible way a man could be big and built.


      

      Oh, well, it didn’t matter, because Clayton P. Rhodes was not the man the Universe had made for her, even if he was a dead

         ringer for Michelangelo’s David from the neck down. Come to think of it, he was pretty good looking from the neck up, too.

      


      

      He headed toward the bathroom, her purse still clasped in his hands. “I’m taking a shower. Don’t try to leave.”


      

      Well, of course she couldn’t leave. He had taken all of her belongings hostage.

      


      

      “I mean it,” he said, stopping at the door. “There’s a category-one hurricane blowing outside that door. You’ll be soaked

         to the bone inside of a minute.”

      


      

      She cocked her head and heard the sound of rain beating at the windows.


      

      Good grief. The Cosmos really was against her.

      


      

      Clay wiped the condensation off the mirror and gave himself a hard look. He didn’t much like the reflection.


      

      That little gal—Wanda Jane—needed something last night, and he’d pretty much failed her. It didn’t take a rocket scientist

         to know she didn’t do illicit no-tell-motel sex on a regular basis. She had not been faking it.

      


      

      And she was way too young.


      

      God help him. He’d treated her like some kind of two-bit tramp last night, when it was obvious the girl was in some kind of

         trouble and on the run. She had only five dollars in her purse.

      


      

      Instead of helping her out, he’d put her in the place where stealing had seemed justified.


      

      He’d taken something from her last night. He had consumed her like a starving man, and he hadn’t given her anything in return,

         except maybe a momentary thrill. He’d needed the sexual release last night. He’d needed it to find the trigger point for the

         stuff he’d been holding inside for way too long.

      


      

      God, how embarrassing. He surely did hope she hadn’t heard him when he’d gotten up in the middle of the night. He’d come into

         the bathroom, taken one look at himself in the mirror, and broken down into tears. He’d cried for Uncle Pete, who was probably dying, and for Ray, whose life he had screwed up so long ago, and for the career in Nashville

         that lay in ruins. He’d turned on the shower and tried real hard not to make too much noise while he’d cried himself out like

         some kind of sissy.

      


      

      He studied his puffy eyes. He surely did owe Jane a whole lot more than the eighty bucks she’d tried to steal from him. In

         a way, she’d been a kind of therapy.

      


      

      Well, he’d make it as right as he could. He’d feed her breakfast and give her enough money to send her on her way once the

         storm blew itself out.

      


      

      Then he needed to concentrate on making a change in his life. This encounter was a warning sign, pure and simple. He needed

         to put the past behind him and start making plans for the future.

      


      

      He hung his head. He wanted a wife, not a one-night stand. He wanted commitment from a mature woman, not some stupid midlife

         tryst with a younger woman, even if she was hotter than a chili pepper. He needed to grow up. He needed to settle down. He

         needed meaning in his life.

      


      

      He needed to refocus his music career, too, but maybe that was too much to ask. Right now, he just wanted an end to that hollow

         place in the middle of his chest.

      


      

      “Today is the first day of the rest of your life,” he murmured, looking back up. “Today, you’re going to get serious about

         finding a sane, stable, mature woman to be your wife. You are going to start moving toward the future, instead of wallowing

         in the past.”

      


      

      He gave himself a hard stare. “You hear me, boy. Needy women are a weakness.”


      

   











      

      
CHAPTER 3



      

      

      The waitress at the Kountry Kitchen Dinette wore a salmon pink uniform with a white apron and a little plastic pin that identified

         her as Betty. She filled up Clayton P. Rhodes’s coffee cup and looked down at him with a sweet, unfocused gaze. He missed

         the look entirely.

      


      

      Betty didn’t give Jane anything like an adoring look. In fact, Betty inspected her the way a narrow-minded, small-town waitress

         would inspect anyone new—with a look that was one part curiosity and three parts get out of town. Jane recognized this look.

         Small-town people were not as friendly as the Hallmark Channel or Garrison Keillor made them out to be.

      


      

      “Meet Wanda Jane Coblentz,” Clay said as Betty poured coffee.


      

      “That’s Jane for short,” she said. The fiddler had insisted on calling her by both her given names, instead of the name she

         had been using for the last seven years.

      


      

      Jane had retaliated by calling him Clayton P. This annoyed him. And annoying the man was too much fun, especially since he had humiliated her this morning and proven himself

         to be a mule-headed weasel with a pessimistic streak.

      


      

      Although he was resourceful, sort of like a Boy Scout, which was a troubling thought. He’d managed to find her a bright orange plastic poncho

         in his minivan. Clayton P. apparently took the Boy Scout motto, “Be Prepared,” very seriously, since he had a veritable warehouse

         of stuff in his van, from safety flares to fishing rods. Not the kind of collection of useful items she would expect from

         a guy who looked like he was bad to the bone.

      


      

      “Howdy, Wanda Jane,” Betty said. “New in town?”


      

      Well, duh. There were no more than a couple thousand souls living in Last Chance. What were the odds that a stranger walking

         into the Kountry Kitchen for the first time was actually new to town? Probably a dead certainty.

      


      

      “Yes, I am.” She gave Betty a sweet, down-home smile, which the waitress didn’t exactly return. “I’m looking for work,” Jane

         added. “You wouldn’t happen to have a need for an experienced waitress?”

      


      

      Clayton P. Rhodes put his coffee cup down hard enough to slosh the contents. The fiddler had already made it clear that he

         intended to run her out of town as soon as the storm ended. But Jane had other ideas.

      


      

      “Sorry, we don’t have any job openings,” Betty said. “But, you know, Dottie is always looking for help.”


      

      “Dottie? As in the proprietor of Dot’s Spot?”


      

      “Yes, ma’am.” Betty did smile then, but it was phony enough to be featured on a piece of forged artwork.


      

      “You’re not working for Dottie,” Clayton P. announced as if he had a say in the matter, which he did not. Jane had decided to stay in Last Chance for a little while, because it

         looked like the kind of small town where Woody and the thugs after him would never dream of looking for her.

      


      

      “What can I get you, sugar?” Betty asked.


      

      “I’ll have the two-egg breakfast,” she said, snapping closed the menu. It cost only four dollars. Her mouth watered in anticipation,

         which was fitting because when she paid the bill she would be officially flat broke.

      


      

      No, check that, she would be officially in debt because she intended to pay Clayton P. back for the Cokes she drank last night

         and half of the motel, too. That way she could say she hadn’t sold her body for food and shelter. She wrapped her hands around

         her coffee mug and tried not to look up at him.

      


      

      “I told you,” Clayton P. said in a low voice, once Betty had departed, “I’ll give you enough money to get you wherever you

         want to go.”

      


      

      Well, of course, he didn’t mean that. She doubted if he would pay her passage on a cruise to Bermuda, although she was tempted

         to ask, just to prove her point.

      


      

      “I want to stay here,” she said.


      

      “For goodness’ sake, why? This is a dying town.”


      

      Jane looked up at him as he frowned down at her. The fluorescent lights gleamed on his dark chestnut hair. He had nice hair,

         even when he wore it slicked back into a ponytail. But last night, with it falling down around his shoulders, he had looked

         hotter than Hades. She pushed the vision of him naked out of her head.

      


      

      “If it’s so bad, why don’t you take your negatory attitude and leave?” she asked.

      


      

      “Negatory attitude?” His brow lowered, and he looked sour. “What in the Sam Hill does that mean?”

      


      

      “Dr. Goodbody says pessimism can become a habit, blinding you to the bright side of even the worst disaster. You might try

         to focus on the positive things about Last Chance instead of the negative ones. And you didn’t answer my question. If it’s

         such a terrible place, why do you stay?”

      


      

      “You didn’t answer mine.” He didn’t stop frowning.


      

      “I’m staying because I have to. It’s pretty simple. And I aim to make the best of this disaster, just like Dr. Goodbody says.”


      

      “Little gal, you don’t—”


      

      “I’m not little, and I’m not a girl, so would you please call me Jane?”


      

      He gritted his teeth. She could tell by the way the muscles jumped in his oh-so-square jaw. “You don’t have to stay here,

         Jane. I’ll—”

      


      

      “Forget it. I’m not taking your money, okay?”


      

      He blinked at her for a couple of moments. “Look, if this is about what happened last night, I—”


      

      “Well, of course it’s about what happened last night. And I think it would be best, all the way around, if we put all that

         behind us,” she said. “It was enjoyable so far as it went. But we both know it was a big mistake and dwelling on it will unleash

         lots of negative psychic energy. And at the moment, I’m trying to be positive about the future.”

      


      

      “Good. I’m glad to hear that. So when the storm blows over, I’ll stake you to some cash so you can leave Last Chance behind.

         Trust me, this is not a positive place.”

      


      

      “I’m not taking your money. I told you that already. Taking your money would make what happened last night even worse than it already is.”

      


      

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake, you tried to roll me this morning.” He leaned back in the booth, a miserable look on his face.


      

      “No, I didn’t. And it seems the only way to make that point clear is to get a job and pay you back for your expenses. That

         way I won’t have anything heavy weighing down my karma, you know?”

      


      

      “Karma?”


      

      “You know, like a spiritual scorecard. Last night, I slipped, and I—”


      

      “Honey, I owe you something for last night. And I’m sorry about this morning.” He sat there looking unhappy. She pitied him,

         but not enough to take his money. Taking his money would be a big mistake. He would get the idea he owned her or something,

         and she most definitely didn’t want him thinking that. She was independent. She could fend for herself.

      


      

      Jane reached out and touched his hand where it rested on the Formica tabletop. His skin was warm and a little rough. Touching

         him reminded her of the way he’d touched her last night, and her stomach clutched.

      


      

      She withdrew her hand. “Look, I heard you in the bathroom, and it’s okay. Whatever got to you last night, I promise I won’t

         tell anyone.”

      


      

      “You heard me?” His voice cracked in alarm.


      

      She shrugged. “I tried not to listen. Honest. But you weren’t exactly quiet about it. So anyway, the point is, you don’t owe

         me anything for last night, and you shouldn’t feel guilty about your feelings either. Like you said, it was just a case of

         runaway lust.”

      


      

      His ears got red. It was kind of sexy the way he blushed like that. Clayton P. was kind of sweet for a negative person with

         lots of emotional baggage. He must have something heavy weighing him down, since he’d gone into the bathroom and cried.

      


      

      Despite the zinging of her hormones, she could resist him. That was the important thing right now.


      

      He lifted his coffee mug and took a sip, his gaze drifting away from her. They sat in awkward silence for a few minutes while

         Jane studied her surroundings. The Kountry Kitchen looked like something out of a 1950s family TV show set in some quaint

         little town where everyone was nice to everyone else. It had polished chrome everywhere, booths and stools covered in red

         vinyl, a linoleum checkerboard floor, and a gray Formica lunch counter. On this dark and windy Thursday morning, the place

         was empty, except for a table of old geezers wearing overalls and Country Pride Chicken hats.

      


      

      That changed a moment later as the front door opened to the sound of an old-fashioned tinkling bell. A big man wearing a plastic-covered

         Stetson and a full-length, shiny black raincoat stepped across the threshold and shook himself. Rainwater poured off his shoulders

         and splattered in a big puddle on the floor.

      


      

      He took off his hat, exposing close-cropped dark hair, graying at the temples. His face had fine, almost perfect features.


      

      The guy took off his raincoat, and Jane realized he was a cop—a big cop, wearing a bulletproof vest and carrying about fifty

         pounds of weaponry and communications on his utility belt. Barney Fife this guy was not.

      


      

      The cop hung his coat and hat on a peg by the door and headed down the line of booths with the coiled grace of a big predator. The radio on his belt made a crackling noise,

         and his shoes, which looked shiny bright despite the rain outside, had a little squeak to them. He headed right for them.

      


      

      Fear blew through Jane. What if the thugs had killed Woody and his body had turned up someplace bearing incriminating evidence?

         What if Woody was into something illegal and not just a gambler with a bunch of sharks on his tail? Negative thoughts of being

         interrogated about her stupid liaison with Woody West danced right through her mind.

      


      

      She looked up at the cop and told herself to think happy thoughts, but there was something kind of dead in his green eyes

         that made all the positive energy inside her condense into a big knot right in her stomach.

      


      

      “Hey, Stony,” Betty said, as she arrived with Jane’s two-egg breakfast and the fiddler’s biscuits. Betty gave the policeman

         the same adoring look she had given Clayton P. earlier. The cop was just as immune.

      


      

      “Hey, Betty,” he said in a voice so deep it sounded like it came right out of the center of the earth.


      

      “The usual?” the waitress asked.


      

      “Nope. Just coffee, I’ve only got a minute. Route 70 is washed out down over to Sweden, and the county needs backup to set

         up a roadblock. Make it to go, would you, darlin’?”

      


      

      Betty bustled back to the kitchen, and the cop turned toward Jane. He put his hands on his utility belt and studied her for

         almost ten seconds without blinking.

      


      

      Ten seconds is a long time to endure a stare like that. She couldn’t look away, so she forced herself to look up into his granite face while she recited the mantra she used every night right before she dropped off to sleep. The mantra

         was supposed to clear her mind and make it possible for her to manifest self-confidence and positive energy in her life.

      


      

      “Hey, didn’t Momma ever tell you it’s not polite to stare,” Clayton P. said as he scooted his butt toward the wall, making

         room on the bench beside him. “Take a load off, bro.”

      


      

      Bro?


      

      The big cop dropped down onto the seat beside Clayton P., and that’s when Jane saw the shiny nameplate above his right breast

         pocket. It said S. Rhodes.

      


      

      Hoo boy. Unless she’d missed something, the term of endearment coupled with that surname on the cop’s chest meant he was Clayton

         P. Rhodes’s brother.

      


      

      This was not a positive sign.


      

      Clayton P. wasn’t nearly the bad boy she had, at first, taken him for. He had a relationship with the local law, which meant

         he wasn’t in trouble with it. More to the point, Clayton P. could turn her in for attempted robbery and get the local law’s

         full attention without too many questions asked.

      


      

      “Meet Wanda Jane Coblentz,” Clayton P. said. “She’s originally from West Virginia, and she’s just passing through.” He gave

         her a knowing smile, and his silver eyes sparkled with what looked like real amusement.

      


      

      Oh great, Clayton P. had just handed the cop her entire life story. She hadn’t been Wanda Jane Coblentz from West Virginia

         in more than seven years. And with good reason, too.

      


      

      She smiled at the cop. He didn’t react.


      

      “Stony is my brother. He’s the chief of police,” Clayton P. said.

      


      

      Stony Rhodes? Wow, the world had gotten wacky in the last twenty-four hours. She could not be dealing with a couple of guys

         whose names were Stony and Clay, could she? They probably had another brother stashed somewhere named Dusty.

      


      

      “Saw your van down at the Peach Blossom last night,” Stony Rhodes drawled. “And if I saw it, you can bet your bottom dollar

         Lillian Bray saw it, which means Momma will know about it before the morning is finished.”

      


      

      Clayton P.’s ears got red again, but he said not one word. Instead, he dove into a biscuit.


      

      The cop looked back up at her. “How old are you, darlin’?” he asked.


      

      Clayton P. nearly jumped out of his seat. “Old enough,” he said under his breath.


      

      “Uh-huh,” the cop said, and that little grunt conveyed a world of censure. Compared to his older brother, Clayton P. didn’t

         look like a Boy Scout at all. It kind of added to his allure, somehow, which was a development Jane found disturbing.

      


      

      Betty came back with a large Styrofoam cup of coffee. “It’s on the house,” she said, handing it off to Stony.


      

      Stony nodded as he stood. He turned to look down at his brother. “I was out to the golf course a little while ago. I’m a little

         worried about Jesus.”

      


      

      “Daddy and I tied him down yesterday. He should be okay.”


      

      Jane almost choked on her bacon. “You tied down Jesus?” she asked, looking from one to the other of them. “Pardon me, but what, pray tell, was He doing on a golf course? And please do not tell me some old joke about how He was golfing

         with God.”

      


      

      Stony chuckled, and something changed in his eyes. For a fleeting instant, she could have sworn the chief of police was made

         of flesh and blood.

      


      

      He turned toward Clayton P., who was not laughing. “This one’s got a sense of humor, doesn’t she?” he said as if she weren’t

         sitting there.

      


      

      Clayton looked up from his biscuits. “It’s a statue of Jesus—twenty feet tall.”


      

      “On a golf course?”


      

      Clayton P. squeezed his eyes shut and started to massage his temples with his index fingers, like this entire conversation

         had given him an Excedrin headache.

      


      

      “It’s a minigolf course,” Stony said.


      

      Clay dropped his hands to the tabletop. “You know what?” he said in a hoarse voice that conveyed pain, anger, and something

         else Jane couldn’t quite figure out. “I hope it rains so hard today that the ark floats away, Moses drowns, and the whale

         and Jonah find their way back to the sea.”

      


      

      Jane picked up another slice of bacon and crunched. “There’s an ark, too?” she said around the food.


      

      “Life-sized,” Stony said. “Golfing for God is our one-and-only tourist attraction.”


      

      “Golfing for God?” she asked, looking from one to the other of them.

      


      

      “As opposed to golfing with Him,” Clayton P. said. “And it’s not a tourist attraction. It’s the local embarrassment. Unfortunately, our daddy is the

         proprietor.”

      


      

      The chief gave a little snort. “Amen to that.”


      

      “So you have to go, huh?” Clayton asked, changing the subject.

      


      

      “There’s a washout on Route 70. There’ll be more before the day’s out.”


      

      “Let me know if y’all need help. I’ll be down at the store,” Clayton P. said.


      

      “Probably do a brisk business in batteries and generators once the wind dies down. Will you keep an eye on Momma and the kids?”


      

      Clayton P. nodded. The cop turned and looked down at her. “Wanda Jane, huh?”


      

      “Jane for short.”


      

      “You come in last night on the nine-thirty bus from Atlanta?”


      

      She nodded. How did he know that?


      

      He nodded soberly. “Hope you don’t intend on doing any damage before you leave.”


      

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      

      He shrugged. “I reckon when a woman with the same name as a hurricane blows into town and maneuvers Clay to the Peach Blossom

         Motor Court within hours of her arrival, it’s a sure sign of trouble.” He leaned in. “And I don’t like trouble in my town.”

      


      

      With that, he turned on his heel and headed toward the door.


      

      Once he’d left, Jane turned toward Clayton P. “So that was your idea of reforming me, huh?”


      

      “Reckon so.”


      

      “Is the hurricane really named Jane?”


      

      “Where have you been the last couple of days?”


      

      “On a bus from Georgia. For the record, though, I think Jane is a stupid name for a hurricane.”


      

      “Why’s that?”

      


      

      She shrugged. “A hurricane should be named something exotic like Chantal or Jezebel. Jane is plain. No one takes a Jane seriously.

         And not taking a hurricane seriously is probably a big mistake.”

      


      

      He looked up from his coffee mug, a strange light in his eyes. Unlike his brother’s, Clayton’s eyes were not dead. In fact,

         now that she studied them in the light of day, she could see they weren’t gray at all, but the palest shade of green with

         opalescent flecks in them. Iridescent fire burned in those flecks. That spark of fire had lured her into his arms last night.

      


      

      Her gaze dropped down to his mouth and got stuck there. She flashed on the memory of his kisses, and she wished for an Alzheimer’s

         moment. Unfortunately, her memory was good and deadly accurate.

      


      

      “I don’t know,” he said in his blurred drawl. “I wouldn’t exactly call you plain.”

      


      

      She dropped her gaze to her half-eaten breakfast. She had been a plain Jane once. She had run away from that awkward and confused

         girl. In many ways, she was still running.

      


      

      Clayton P. chuckled, and she glanced up. “Maybe the storm being named Jane is a sign,” he said.


      

      “You think?”


      

      His eyes darkened a little, and he looked down at his plate, filled now with crumbs. “You certainly blew into Dottie’s last

         night like a force of nature. I’ll give you that.” He pressed his index finger onto one of the crumbs and conveyed it to his

         mouth. Jane watched as his tongue darted out to take the crumb off his finger. Heat flashed through her.

      


      

      “So,” she said on a little puff of air. “Does this burg have a newspaper?”

      


      

      “Uh, no. Most folks read the Times and Democrat. It’s Orangeburg’s paper. Why?”

      


      

      “I need to check the help-wanted ads.” She smiled up at him as sweetly as she could, which was a good thing, because he suddenly

         looked like he was about to blow his stack.

      


      

      “Look, girl, will you wake up? We’re sitting on a flat piece of land that’s a few feet above sea level. Hurricane Jane may

         be a hundred miles away, but it’s supposed to drop something like fifteen inches of rain on us today. Before the day is out,

         we’ll lose power, half the roads will get washed out, and there will be trees down all over town. No one”—he leaned in—“is

         going to be conducting job interviews today.”

      


      

      She swallowed hard in the face of these dire projections. “You really are a glass-is-half-empty kind of person, aren’t you?”


      

      He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and let it out. “Well,” he said, opening his eyes again and speaking as if she were

         mentally slow or something. “I realize you like to think positively, but…” His voice rose in pitch. “A hurricane is a frigging

         natural disaster.”

      


      

      “My ma used to say there wasn’t any ill wind that didn’t blow some kind of good,” she rejoined. “Look on the bright side;

         maybe the hurricane will take out Golfing for God, although I’m having trouble understanding why you want that to happen.

         It sounds like Golfing for God is like a national treasure or an eighth wonder or something like that.”

      


      

      A muscle twitched in his cheek. “Golfing for God is a running joke in this town. It’s the kind of place that makes people laugh at me and my kin. And that’s something they’ve been

         doing for generations.”

      


      

      “Generations?”


      

      “Yeah. My forebears once owned all the land around these parts. The land was part of a big plantation. My great-great-something

         granddaddy came back from the Civil War and proceeded to lose the farm in a poker game. The story is he left a suicide note

         penned to the Lord, asking for forgiveness and making a special request that the angels watch over his family, who he left

         destitute, I might add.

      


      

      “Anyway, my forebears have been eccentric ever since. My granddaddy built Golfing for God, and my own daddy runs it and claims

         to regularly converse with angels. Daddy would be heartbroke if Hurricane Jane took out Golfing for God, especially when Hurricane

         Hugo didn’t lay a glove on it.”

      


      

      “Your father talks to angels? Really? That’s kind of cool.”


      

      “No, it’s not. Thanks to Chancellor Rhodes’s ill-advised suicide note that invoked the heavenly host, there has always been

         at least one Rhodes in every generation who has gone off the deep end and talked with angels. It’s like a family curse. And

         me and my two brothers and sister are not going to end up like that if we can help it.”

      


      

      “You really believe this? I would have thought that a negative person such as yourself might—”


      

      “Yeah, I believe there is a strain of serious mental illness that runs in my family. I’m going to rise above it.”


      

      “Well, I suppose that’s a positive approach. But really, have you ever considered that Golfing for God was spared by Hurricane Hugo as a sign that the Universe approves of it? I think

         it’s pretty positive to have a pipeline to angels.”

      


      

      “Do you believe in angels? Really?”


      

      She shrugged. “I think metaphorically, being in touch with the forces of the Universe is way cool.”


      

      “You are insane. And so is my daddy. I am not going there.” He glanced down at her breakfast. “Are you done with that?” he

         said, clearly changing the subject.

      


      

      She looked down at her plate. She’d managed to pack away most of the meal, but not all of it. “Yeah. But I wonder if I could

         get a box. I have a feeling it might be a while before my next meal.”

      


      

      “Don’t worry. I’ll feed you until the buses are running again. C’mon, let’s go.”


      

      “Uh, no.”


      

      “No?”


      

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but this is where we part company.”


      

      Clayton P. blinked down at her. “You do realize this storm’s going to get worse before it gets better? You can’t stay here.”


      

      “Why not? It’s a free country.”


      

      He leaned in. “Because you have no money, no clothes, and no place to stay. Now, get up.”


      

      “I’m not budging. You can’t make me.”


      

      He grabbed Jane by the arm and hauled her to her feet with one powerful yank. His use of force sent fear radiating right through

         her. She tried to pull away, and he put his face right in hers. “You’re a brat, you know that? Someone needs to tan your backside.”

      


      

      “Lemme go,” she gasped. She didn’t need anyone tanning her backside. Pa had done enough of that when she was young. Every

         instinct in her body screamed that she needed to run—and run fast.

      


      

      She pulled against his grip, and he released her. She whirled away, racing for the door like a coon with a bloodhound on her

         tail. She didn’t think about the storm, or the poncho, or anything except getting away from him. A girl on her own needed

         to run when her instincts told her it was time. She hit the door and pushed through it. A wall of wind and water hit her with

         the force of… well… a hurricane.

      


      

      Her namesake smacked her upside the head with a fury designed, no doubt, to beat some sense into her addled brains. Hurricane

         Jane might have blown her all the way to Kingdom Come, too, if it hadn’t been for Clayton P., who materialized out of the

         wall of rain and wind and folded her up in a pair of strong and gentle arms.

      


      

      He was so enormous that he blocked the wind with his big body and seemed utterly immovable despite the forces buffeting him.

         “Are you all right?” The concerned look on his rain-drenched face chased away the sudden panic. It also did something to her

         insides—as if she had just taken a deep draught of something at least one hundred proof. Heat flowed from her belly to every

         one of her extremities. How could a really big guy who’d just scared her silly make that kind of heat inside her? It was not

         a hopeful sign. It was scary.

      


      

      But she nodded anyway, momentarily struck dumb by the strong and benign feel of his hands on her shoulders.


      

      “I’m sorry I scared you,” he said above the roar of wind and rain. The look of contrition on his face seemed genuine. He turned and pulled her with him up the street. As she

         walked beside him, clinging to his impressive arm, it occurred to her that either Clay Rhodes and the hurricane were in league

         and out to mess up her life, or the big man was just too darned stubborn to let tropical-storm-strength winds knock him around.

      


      

      Either way, she had gotten the message: The Universe and Hurricane Jane meant for her to go with him.


      

   











      

      
CHAPTER 4



      

      

      Haley Rhodes sat in her small pink rocking chair in the corner of Granny’s kitchen. It was her favorite chair in the whole

         world. Granddaddy had painted it pink like she’d asked him to, and it was the only chair in the house that fit her just right.

      


      

      Most times, Granny kept Haley’s rocking chair out on the porch, but today it was raining hard on account of the hurricane,

         so Granny brought the chair into the kitchen. Priscilla, Granny’s kitty, had curled up on Haley’s lap while Haley listened

         to Granny talking on the telephone.

      


      

      “I am certain Clay didn’t take a floozy to the Peach Blossom Motor Court, Lillian. I raised my boy to be better than that,”

         Granny said. Granny’s voice sounded kind of flat—the way it got when Granny got mad about something. Miz Lillian Bray, who

         was on the other end of the line, taught Lizzy’s Sunday school class.

      


      

      Haley wasn’t sure why, but she knew that spending the night at the Peach Blossom Motor Court was wicked. She had heard Miz Bray talking about folks who had done it. Miz Bray said a good girl never wanted to see the insides of a place

         like that. Haley wasn’t sure what a floozy was, but that didn’t sound too good either.

      


      

      Prissy purred softly. Being a cat, Prissy didn’t care what Uncle Clay might have done, but the angel in the corner by the

         broom closet must have cared something fierce, ’cause she had stopped crying.

      


      

      Most times, the angel wasn’t happy. Instead of being up in Heaven and having wings, like the angels in Haley’s Sunday school

         book, this angel cried—sometimes real loud at night. Haley had named it the Sorrowful Angel. The Sorrowful Angel’s crying

         never woke up Daddy or Haley’s big sister, Lizzy, ’cause neither of them could hear her or see her.

      


      

      Once, Lizzy caught Haley trying to talk to the angel. Lizzy laughed at Haley so bad that Haley had cried as hard as the angel.

         Then Daddy got mad at Haley and made her go to bed without dessert.

      


      

      Anyways, ever since then, Haley was careful not ever to try to talk to the angel when grown-ups or Lizzy were around. The

         angel was Haley’s secret.

      


      

      “Lillian,” Granny said into the telephone, “you know good and well that Ike’s rheumatism is so bad he can’t play organ anymore.

         I doubt he wants to come out of retirement. I doubt that the members of the choir want him out of retirement either. Besides,

         even if Clay has slipped a little, whatever happened to the Christian notion of forgiveness?” Granny leaned against the wall

         and blew the hair off her forehead like she did when she was mad about something. Granny looked real mad right now. Mad and

         beautiful.

      


      

      Granny was always beautiful on account of the fact that she owned the Cut ’n Curl. Haley had heard folks saying that Granny

         was the best beauty consultant in all of Last Chance, and maybe even Allenberg County.

      


      

      Granny held the phone a few inches away from her ear as Miz Bray talked back. Haley heard Miz Bray’s voice hollering on the

         phone, but she couldn’t really make out the words.

      


      

      Granny took a deep breath and then spoke into the phone again. “Don’t you start on Stone. He has nothing to do with whatever

         you think Clay did last night. You know that as well as I do. And do not lecture me on Stony’s absence from church on Sundays.

         The boy is troubled, and we both know it.”

      


      

      As soon as Granny said Haley’s daddy’s name, “Stone,” the angel took a step forward, like she was really, really interested.

         Haley was, too, on account of the fact that Miz Bray scared her and also because everyone knew Miz Bray didn’t like Daddy

         much.

      


      

      Granny said Miz Bray didn’t like it that Daddy never went to church like other folks. Granny said Daddy was sad about Momma,

         and that’s why he didn’t go to church. Granny said Daddy was mad at God. Haley thought maybe Daddy was mad at God because

         Momma went to live with Jesus, and that’s what made the angel sorrowful.

      


      

      Haley didn’t remember her momma any. But she sure wished she had a momma like all the rest of the kids in second grade. Maybe

         that’s why Daddy was sad, too.

      


      

      “Lillian, why don’t I just go on down to the hardware store and take a look at this so-called floozy and talk with Clay.”

         Granny stared out the kitchen window as she listened. “I promise you I will give you a full report. I’m sure there is a reasonable explanation. Clay is a good Christian

         man, Lillian. He wouldn’t do anything to embarrass the church.” Granny paused again as she listened to Miz Bray. “Uh huh,

         I’ll call you right back. Bye now.”

      


      

      Granny slammed the phone down on the hook. “I swear I will tan Clay’s backside if what she says is true,” Granny muttered.

         Thank goodness, Granny wasn’t smashing any dishes. It was a sign of real trouble when Granny started breaking things.

      


      

      The phone rang again, and Granny said a word Haley knew good girls weren’t ever supposed to say.


      

      Granny picked up the phone. “Oh, hello, Miriam. I’ve already heard from Lillian.”


      

      Haley knew that was Miz Miriam Randall on the phone. Miz Randall was really, really old, and she walked with a cane, but she

         wasn’t as scary as Miz Bray.

      


      

      “What?” Granny said, like Miz Randall had surprised her.


      

      The angel nodded and almost smiled for a minute, which made Haley stop petting Prissy. The angel never smiled, ever.


      

      “Well, that changes everything, doesn’t it?” Granny paused and listened for a moment. She looked a little happier when she

         spoke again. “Miriam, I am much obliged. I’m going to ride on down to the hardware store and check things out for myself.

         I’ll call you back when I’m done.”

      


      

      Granny hung up the phone much more gently this time. That’s when Granny remembered Haley was still in the room. She smiled

         down at Haley with one of those grown-up looks that meant Haley had been caught listening to something she wasn’t supposed to hear.

      


      

      “Honey, how would you like to go over to play with Betsy Maxwell?” Granny asked.


      

      Haley sighed. Granny wasn’t ever going to let Haley see Uncle Clay get his backside tanned. And she wasn’t ever going to let

         Haley meet anyone who had seen the insides of the Peach Blossom Motor Court, neither. And Granny, for sure, wasn’t ever going

         to tell her what the word “floozy” meant.

      


      

      Haley was stuck. She was going to have to spend a rainy day playing Barbie with dumb old Betsy Maxwell and listening to the

         endless caterwaulin’ of the Sorrowful Angel.

      


      

      Clay sat on a stool behind the counter at Lovett’s Hardware and stared out at the torrent through the crosshairs of the duct

         tape that crisscrossed the store’s plate-glass windows. Palmetto Avenue, Last Chance’s main street, looked like a river. The

         town’s single traffic light danced in the wind like a kite. So far, though, they hadn’t lost power, and the roof in the one-hundred-year-old

         building hadn’t sprung any leaks.

      


      

      Ray Betts pushed a broom across the oak floor for the one-hundredth time that morning. Clay and Ray were the only employees

         who had shown up for work this morning.

      


      

      Ray had come because it was a Thursday, and he knew he had to work on Thursdays. Clay was there because Ray would come to

         work, regardless of the weather.

      


      

      Uncle Pete was in Minnesota at the Mayo Clinic with Aunt Arlene. Cousin Alex, Arlene’s boy by her first marriage, had not deigned to appear. But that was a blessing, because

         Alex was a jerk.

      


      

      Alex had returned to Last Chance in August, just after Pete Whitaker had been diagnosed with cancer. Alex figured Pete was

         going to leave the store to his momma, Arlene, when he died. And since Alex was actually a Lovett—his granddaddy had sold

         the store to Pete thirty years ago—Alex reckoned on taking over once the cancer had run its likely course.

      


      

      Alex Lovett had been strutting around Lovett’s Hardware like a peacock, acting like he was the designated new boss man. He

         was getting on everyone’s nerves. He’d let it be known that when Pete was gone, he’d make sure Ray was the first person he

         let go.

      


      

      So any day Alex stayed home was one more day Clay could avoid losing his temper and knocking Alex into next week. Clay hated

         fighting. But a fight with Alex was going to happen—sooner or later.

      


      

      “I checked in on April. She’s still asleep on the couch,” Ray said, pulling Clay from his sour thoughts.


      

      Clay shifted his weight on the stool by the main checkout. “I told you, Ray, her name’s Jane, not April.”


      

      “No, Clay, she is April.”

      


      

      Clay stared out at the storm and tried not to think about the woman sleeping on Pete’s old couch, or the trouble that could

         easily arise if Ray kept thinking she was April.

      


      

      He intended to get that woman out of town on the next bus if it was the last thing he did. Then he would move on with his

         life. He needed a little bit of maturity and balance. He turned toward his oldest friend and asked, “How many women you reckon there are in Allenberg County?”

      


      

      “A little more than eight thousand.”


      

      Clay grunted. “How you figure that?”


      

      “Because there were 16,658 people living in the county as of the 2000 census, and a little over half of them are female,”

         Ray said, nodding like a bobble-head doll.

      


      

      Clay laughed out loud. Leave it to Ray to know about the census and be able to extrapolate it into a hard estimate of the

         number of women in the county.

      


      

      Seventeen years ago, Ray had been a serious math genius with a full scholarship to Rice University. The accident during his

         senior year in high school had scrambled Ray’s amazing brain. It had messed up his common sense, his ability to stay on track,

         and his emotional control, but it had left him with this uncanny ability to memorize useless numbers and do complex computations

         in his head.

      


      

      “I wonder how many of them are unmarried,” Clay said.


      

      “Well, I don’t know, but I’d guess there are about twenty-eight hundred women over the age of eighteen and under the age of

         forty.”

      


      

      Clay shook his head. “I’m not going to ask you how you arrived at that number. I’m going to take it on faith. That is a whole

         passel of girls, Ray.”

      


      

      “Yeah, but most of them are married.”


      

      “So how many of those do you figure are available?”


      

      “Less than twenty percent. But that’s a guess.” Ray leaned on his broom and looked as thoughtful as it was possible for him

         to look. “I just thought of something,” he said. “Are you interested in white women or all women?”

      


      

      “Good question.” Clay watched the rain falling and thought about Sharie in Nashville. Man-oh-man, he had had a thing for that

         woman when he was twenty-five. He would marry a woman like Sharie in a heartbeat, even if Momma and Daddy disowned him for

         it. Sharie had been mature and self-contained and funny and smart and… in love with someone else. Story of his life.

      


      

      “If we were talking only white women, how many do you figure?”


      

      “Two hundred and ninety four—assuming 20 percent of the females in the county are unmarried.”


      

      “You think 20 percent are unmarried?”


      

      Ray shrugged. “I don’t know how many are unmarried. The census doesn’t publish that.”


      

      “Shoot, you’d think with more than two hundred single white females in this county, I could maybe find me one and settle down.”


      

      Ray bobbed his head and gave Clay his goofy grin. “You looking for a girl, Clay?”


      

      Clay grunted. “No, I’m looking for a wife.”


      

      Ray pushed his broom. “Well, if you want a wife you ought to talk to Miz Miriam Randall. She probably knows all the single ladies in the county.”

      


      

      Clay laughed aloud at that one. Miriam Randall, Dash’s aunt, was reputedly the best matchmaker in Allenberg County. “I’m not

         that desperate,” he said. A fairly ironic statement given what had happened last night. But then, his need to find a wife

         had nothing to do with being horny. It was about being lonely. There was a huge difference.

      


      

      Ray leaned the broom against the counter. “Well, you ought to make a list, then.”


      

      “A list?”

      


      

      “Yeah, you know, a list.”


      

      “What kind of list?”


      

      “Hand me that pad.” Ray nodded toward a pad of lined paper sitting beside the cash register. Clay handed it over along with

         a square carpenter’s pencil. Ray took the pencil and started drawing lines on the paper. The accident had affected Ray’s fine

         motor skills, and he held the pencil like a first grader, with a tight grip. His lines were kind of uneven, and his face scrunched

         up with concentration as he worked.

      


      

      Watching his best friend struggle with something as simple as using a pencil always did something to Clay’s insides. He had

         to look away or get caught up in emotions that knew no limits.

      


      

      Ray had shared every single milestone in Clay’s life. He and Ray had played Hot Wheels on his back porch when they were eight.

         They had built a tree house in the live oak back of Momma’s house when they were ten—the same tree house that Clay’s brother

         Tulane had fallen out of and nearly died.

      


      

      They had shared their first beers and tried cigarettes down on the Edisto River when they were thirteen. They had drooled

         over a contraband copy of Playboy when they were fourteen. They had gone in together for their first box of condoms the summer they were sixteen.

      


      

      “Okay,” Ray said. “Now let’s list all the women we can think of.” He paused a moment. “Okay, I’ve got one. Dottie Cox.”


      

      “Oh, c’mon, Ray, she’s a little old, don’t you think?”


      

      Ray didn’t listen. He wrote Dottie’s name in the first column of his list. “Okay,” he said aloud. “Now we have to list the things that are good about Dottie.”

      


      

      “Uh-huh. Well, she has a heart of gold. I’ll give her that.”


      

      Ray scrawled the words “heart of gold” into the second column of his list, followed by the words “great tits.”


      

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake.”


      

      “What? She has seriously nice knockers. Besides, haven’t you ever heard that poem?”


      

      “What poem?”


      

      “The one on the Internet about the perfect woman.”


      

      “No, I can’t say as I have. And, Ray, you spend way too much time surfing the Web.”


      

      “Yeah, well, according to the poem, the perfect woman is deaf, mute, loves to have sex, has great tits, and owns a bar. She

         also likes to send her man hunting and fishing.”

      


      

      “That’s not a poem.”


      

      “Yeah, I know, but it doesn’t matter. You gotta admit it sounds like the perfect woman. And if you think about it, Dottie’s

         got several of those traits. I mean she’s got a rack on her, and a bar, and Bubba Lockheart says she’s one hell of a bass

         fisher.”

      


      

      Ray wrote a few notes in Dottie’s column.


      

      “Will you stop that? Dottie is old enough to be my momma. I’m looking for a woman I can have a family with. And besides, didn’t

         anyone ever tell you it’s not nice to objectify women like that?” Although, truth to tell, he and Ray had spent countless

         hours objectifying women when they were sixteen, and he had certainly objectified Jane last night when she blew into Dottie’s

         wearing that skimpy tank top. In fact, on a scale of one to ten, Wanda Jane Coblentz’s breasts rated an eleven.

      


      

      “Objectify?” Ray looked up, confusion on his face.

      


      

      “Never mind.” Clay looked out at the rain and tried to put the memory of Jane’s breasts out of his mind. He failed. “Let’s

         not make a list, okay?”

      


      

      “No, this is good, but I might need to expand the matrix to account for all the variables. What’s bad about Dottie?”


      

      “She’s too old.”


      

      “Good point.” Ray wrote that down, then sucked on the end of the pencil for a moment. “I got another one. How about Betty

         Wilkins?”

      


      

      “C’mon, Ray. She’s…” He didn’t finish the sentence. What he had been about to say would have offended Ray. Betty was sweet,

         if you went for girls whose entire life revolved around soap operas and People magazine.

      


      

      “Yeah, but Clay, she’s got a rack on her. She doesn’t own a bar, but she can cook. I mean have you ever tasted her pies?”


      

      “No. And she doesn’t bake the pies down at the Kountry Kitchen. She just serves ’em.”


      

      “Well, I’ve tasted her pies at the church social. I think Betty is the best-looking girl in Last Chance.”


      

      “Betty is not a girl. Do not put Betty down on that list. Besides, Momma keeps thinking Betty might be right for Stone.” Momma

         was delusional, of course, because Stone thought Betty was dumb as a post.

      


      

      Ray looked up at him kind of soberly. “You think he’s interested?”


      

      “Hell no. But do not put her name on that list.”


      

      Ray ignored Clay and wrote Betty’s name down. In the good column, he wrote the words “best-looking girl in LC” followed by

         the words “great tits,” and then “great pies.” In the bad column, he wrote the words “Stony’s girlfriend,” followed by the notation that she didn’t own a bar and

         wasn’t deaf and dumb.

      


      

      Well, the dumb part was debatable.


      

      “She is not Stony’s girlfriend,” Clay said. “I only said Momma and the rest of the church ladies are constantly trying to

         match them up. But they will fail. In case you missed something, my brother has not yet gotten over the death of his wife.

         He isn’t interested in Betty.” Like he would ever be interested in a woman like that. Like he would ever be interested in

         any woman ever again.

      


      

      “That’s too bad. She’s a really nice person, Clay. You should definitely consider her. That’s why I put her name down.”


      

      “Okay, Ray, let’s stop making this list now.”


      

      Ray remained undeterred. “I got it, Clay, the perfect female.” He bent over his list and scrawled the name April into the first column.

      


      

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake, Ray, April is not a real person.”


      

      “She is, too. She’s perfect, and the best part is she’s sleeping up on the couch in Pete’s office.” He said this like Wanda

         Jane was Snow White or Sleeping Beauty or something. Like she was waiting there for her prince to come and kiss her awake.

      


      

      “How many times do I have to tell you, the woman sleeping on the couch is Jane. She’s way too young and way too needy to be

         anyone’s wife, and besides, she’s just passing through. She’ll be gone by Sunday.”

      


      

      Ray shook his head as he wrote. In the “good” column he wrote the words “perfect woman” followed by the words “great tits.”

         In the “bad” column he wrote nothing at all. He looked up. “You know, I’m going to have to ask her a few questions before I can fill this out completely. You think

         she owns a bar, Clay?”

      


      

      Clay hauled in a big breath and blew it out, then he snagged the legal pad, tore off the top sheet, and crumpled it up. “Look,

         my perfect woman is not deaf and dumb, and she doesn’t own a bar. It might be nice if she liked to fish, but I could live

         with a woman who didn’t. There are more important things in a woman, you know?”

      


      

      He dropped the paper into the wastebasket. “Why don’t you go dust aisle three, huh?”


      

      Ray bobbed his head. “Okay, Clay. But if you don’t want Betty or April, you are stupid. If it weren’t for”—he hesitated for

         a moment, his lips pressing together—“you know… things… I would go for those women myself.”

      


      

      Clay’s chest tightened, and he had trouble swallowing for a moment. The accident had robbed Ray of his future and left him

         just enough so that he knew the difference between what he had been at seventeen and what he was now at thirty-four. Ray still

         had all the longings of a normal man, and that was a problem. Pete and Clay had impressed upon Ray that he needed to be careful

         around women.

      


      

      Ray tried his best, but Clay lived in fear that one day Ray would walk right into trouble that could land him in jail, or

         worse yet, in some state institution. Ray didn’t understand the games women could play, and last night Jane had looked like

         she might have been a predator.

      


      

      Of course, Clay’s first impression of Jane had been wrong. But there was still a lot about that woman he didn’t know. She

         was running scared, and she was desperate. There was no telling what trouble that could lead to.

      


      

      He needed to get Jane out of town before the Ray situation exploded into something ugly. That woman was a dead ringer for

         April, and Ray was likely to forget that April was just a fantasy. Reality and fantasy got mixed up in Ray’s head all the

         time.

      


      

      “Ray, listen to me. That woman is not April. You stay away from her, you hear?”


      

      Jane curled up on an ancient leather sofa with a Coleman sleeping bag. She was snuggled into a pair of size-thirty-four-waist

         camouflage pants and an extra-large sweatshirt that said “Get Reel—Go Bass Fishing” across its front.

      


      

      Clay Rhodes sure did know how to provide for a girl whose clothes had gotten soaked in a hurricane. The man had even provided

         a supply of double-A batteries for her cassette player, so she could listen to her self-help tapes and try to ignore the little

         guy named Ray who kept poking his head into the office every twenty minutes.

      


      

      Clay hadn’t poked his head into the office once in the last few hours, which pretty much said it all. The man was avoiding

         her. He also seemed to think he was responsible for her.

      


      

      In any event, riding out Hurricane Jane on the lumpy sofa had just reached a new level of tedium when a woman wearing a bright

         yellow rain slicker and a pair of matching pants opened the door and said, “Goodness gracious, who are you?”

      


      

      The newcomer had a round face with a riot of curls that had been permed into place. She was carrying a large Tupperware lunch bucket filled with fried chicken.

      


      

      “Uh, I’m Jane.” Jane scrambled to her feet as the woman carefully scrutinized her out of a pair of oddly familiar green eyes.

         The woman’s gaze swept over the sleeping bag, Jane’s oversized sweatshirt, and her wet jeans, jacket, and tank top hung over

         a folding chair.

      


      

      Something seemed to hang in the balance for an instant, and then the woman let go of a large and genuine smile. “Oh, dear

         me, I’m sorry, darlin’, I must have scared you nearly ’bout to death. Let me introduce myself. I’m Clay’s momma, Ruby. I just

         brought him and Ray some dinner.”

      


      

      Ohmygod, his mother! Jane stifled the urge to tug on the neck of the sweatshirt. Heaven help her if the hickey was visible. Oh, crap, hadn’t

         the police chief said this morning that everyone in Last Chance was going to find out that she and Clayton P. had spent the night at the Peach Blossom Motor Court?

      


      

      Did Ruby know?


      

      “So you’re Jane like the hurricane?” Ruby asked, pulling Jane away from her tumbling thoughts.


      

      “Yeah, I know, it’s a sign.”


      

      Ruby’s smile got a little wider, and she looked like a former Miss America standing there with her poufy hair and her big

         smile. “Do you have a last name, sugar?”

      


      

      “Coblentz.”


      

      Ruby blinked. “Is that a German name?”


      

      “To be honest, ma’am, I have no idea. My pa was a coal miner in West Virginia. There were a lot of folks with German-sounding

         names up there,” Jane said, feeling dirty and disheveled in the oversized hunting clothes Clay had found for her. She gave in to the urge and tugged at her neckline to make sure that little love bite was covered.

      


      

      “How interesting.” Ruby paused a moment. “I reckon that would make you a Lutheran then?”


      

      Jane felt as if she had dropped into the middle of one of those foreign films that never made any sense. There stood the mother

         of the man she had slept with the night before, wearing a costume that looked like the corporate logo for Gorton’s of Gloucester,

         only she had permed hair, tasteful makeup, and professionally polished fingernails. And this vision of well-turned-out southern

         womanhood wanted to know if she was a Lutheran.

      


      

      How did she negotiate this? She didn’t think Ruby would understand her own brand of spiritualism.


      

      “Uh, no, ma’am,” Jane said.


      

      “No?”


      

      She shook her head. “Not a Lutheran.”


      

      “Baptist?”


      

      She shook her head.


      

      “Catholic?”


      

      Jane smiled. “My ma was raised Catholic.” She neglected to add that Ma had lapsed pretty much at the age of seventeen when

         she’d run off and married Pa. She had a feeling Ruby was one of those small-town holy rollers.

      


      

      “Really?” Ruby paused. “We’re Episcopalian. Members of Christ Church. We have a nice group of Baptists and Methodists in town,

         but no Catholics. For the Catholics, you have to go down to Allenberg. Now, if you were a Baptist, you’d be at Reverend Michael

         Packard’s church, which is right on Palmetto, across from City Hall. He’s such a nice man.” She leaned in and spoke conspiratorially. “To tell you the truth, Pastor Mike has a better handle

         on the Lord than our Reverend Ellis does. But don’t you dare tell Lillian Bray I said that. Bill Ellis’s sermons are mostly

         about the wages of sin. I don’t know about you, sugar, but a body gets mighty tired hearing hellfire and damnation week in

         and week out. Don’t you think? I reckon the Episcopalians and the Catholics are much the same in that way.”

      


      

      “Yes, ma’am,” Jane said. Obviously the slow-talking Clay had not inherited the gift of gab from his mother, who seemed a bit

         ecumenical to be a real holy roller. Jane relaxed just a fraction.

      


      

      Ruby plopped the Tupperware down on the desk and unhooked the buckles on her raincoat. Underneath she wore a denim shirt with

         mother-of-pearl snaps and embroidered roses on the western-style yoke.

      


      

      “So did you get caught in the storm? Car break down?”


      

      “Uh, no. I came on the bus last night.”


      

      Interest of a kind that didn’t seem entirely maternal sparked in Ruby’s eyes. “The nine-thirty from Atlanta?”


      

      What was it about that bus? That Greyhound had stopped in Columbia and dozens of other places. How come everyone just assumed

         that she had come from Atlanta?

      


      

      “Yes, ma’am,” she said.


      

      “You got people in town?”


      

      Jane shook her head. Ruby was interrogating her. Whatever she said would be passed along to Ruby’s friends in the Christ Church

         congregation, and her acquaintances among the Baptists and Methodists, too. Ruby had all the classic markers of a serious small-town gossip. Gossips loved to talk about new people in town.

      


      

      Ruby looked at her soaking-wet clothes. “What happened, darlin’, did the bus company lose your luggage?”


      

      “Yes, ma’am,” she said without batting an eye.


      

      Ruby’s eyes sparkled with mischief, and Jane had the feeling Clay’s mother had the same built-in BS detector as her son. Unlike

         Clay, however, Ruby didn’t argue about this obvious lie. Ruby pretended she believed it.

      


      

      “So what brings you to Last Chance?”


      

      Well, ma’am, I’m running from half a dozen loan sharks who took my hard-earned tip money and then threatened to beat me up

            and possibly kill me unless the lying, double-dealing, low-down, rotten, peanut-brained weasel Woody West paid them the twenty

            thousand dollars he owed them.


      

      She decided Ruby wasn’t ready for the truth. “I’m looking for work,” she said aloud.


      

      “Do you have any skills?”


      

      Well, yes, she did have some skills. But her resume—and her Florida State Cosmetology license—didn’t have the name Wanda Jane

         Coblentz on them.

      


      

      She cleared her throat. “I… uh… graduated from Beauty Schools of America in Miami about five years ago, but I never got my

         license. Actually, I’ve been working as a waitress for the last few years. I heard there might be something at Dot’s Spot.”

         It wasn’t the truth. The truth was that she had done a few unsavory things to earn her tuition to beauty school, and once

         she had gotten her license she worked two jobs—days at the beauty shop at the Best Western resort and nights as a waitress

         at the Shrimp Shack.

      


      

      A girl had to work double hard to save two thousand dollars in tip money. Those hard-earned savings had allowed her to follow Woody’s suggestion and go with him to Nashville.

         Those carefully saved tips were her cushion so she could get herself settled with a day job in Nashville before she started

         pursuing the dream of becoming a country-and-western singer.

      


      

      Woody said he would help introduce her to some important people. What a fool she had been to fall for that line. Instead, the bad people Woody knew—the ones he owed a lot of money to—had taken her savings as an interest payment

         on what Woody owed them.

      


      

      “So,” Ruby said, pulling her away from the disaster area that was her recent past. “Do you have any experience with kids?”


      

      “Kids?”


      

      “You know, like babysitting.”


      

      Yes, she did have some experience babysitting. But that experience came from her other life. Back when she was a teenager,

         she had earned almost five hundred dollars in babysitting money that she hoarded just like she’d hoarded her tip money. That

         money had taken her to Florida when she was seventeen. “Yes, ma’am. I have done a lot of babysitting. When I was younger.”

      


      

      “Have you ever actually done hair?”


      

      Right then, Jane realized Ruby was interviewing her for a job, disproving Clay’s negative statements of earlier in the day.

         Dr. Goodbody always said that a person was not a victim of fate—that a person could make their own luck through affirmative

         thinking. And look what was happening right here in the middle of a hurricane.

      


      

      “Yes, ma’am,” she said, with feeling. “I worked at a beauty shop in Florida for more than four years.”


      

      “Hmmm. Do you have any experience doing nails?”

      


      

      Jane nodded. “And makeup.”


      

      “I take it you don’t have anyplace to stay either?”


      

      “No, ma’am.” Jane’s elation faded away. Who would offer a job to a homeless bum like her?


      

      “Well, then, I reckon that makes you perfect.”


      

      “Perfect? For what?”


      

      Ruby’s cheerleader smile came out again, and she looked like she was clued in to some big secret. “For the job I have open

         at the Cut ’n Curl. I own the place.”

      


      

      “The Cut ’n Curl? A beauty shop?”


      

      Ruby nodded. “Now, the job isn’t exactly all beauty. I have two grandchildren, aged thirteen and seven, who need watching

         after school. I really don’t like to have them down at the beauty shop when I’m working if I can help it. You know how women

         can talk, and sometimes they say things I don’t want my grandbabies to hear.

      


      

      “So it’s like this. You work the shop until school lets out. Then I need you to keep an eye on the children either at my house

         or up in the apartment above the shop. You’ll have to drive Haley to her ballet lessons on Tuesday, and Lizzy takes flute

         lessons over to Allenberg on Wednesday afternoons and has band practice on Mondays and Thursdays. I’m assuming you can drive

         a car?”

      


      

      Jane nodded. “But I don’t have—”


      

      “Not a problem, you can borrow my Taurus. The job pays minimum wage plus any tips you make, and I throw in a studio apartment

         above the shop rent free.”

      


      

      The Universe had come through for her—a job and a place to stay. All that manifesting she’d been doing on the lumpy couch had actually worked. It was amazing. It was a first.

      


      

      “Excuse me, but do you always hire homeless strangers on the spot like this?” she blurted. Hoo boy, and wasn’t that just like

         her. Something good happened, and she had to question it.

      


      

      Ruby laughed. “Well, I know, it does sound a little crazy. But that no-account Michelle ran off with Bernard last week, leaving

         me high and dry without a sitter or anyone to help with the manicures. There are no beauty-school graduates in Last Chance.

         I’ve been praying for someone like you for a long time. In my experience, prayer usually works.”

      


      

      Jane opened her mouth and then closed it. Maybe her manifesting techniques were not so good after all. Ruby looked like the

         kind of woman God might listen to. “I… um… I’ll take the job.”

      


      

      “Good. I’m so glad. Now, look, honey, I’ve got a washer and dryer over at the Cut ’n Curl, and I know you’ll feel better once

         you take a bath, put on your face, and get back into some clothes that don’t have camouflage and bass all over them. As an

         employee of the Cut ’n Curl, I’m going to be counting on you to show your best face every day.”

      


      

      “Yes, ma’am.” How she was going to do this with only one outfit remained to be seen. But things were looking up.


      

      Ruby turned toward the door, walked through it, and hollered out Clay’s name. “Where in the Sam Hill are you, son? I brought

         you and Ray some dinner, and I’m taking Jane off your hands.”

      


      

      Clay appeared at the end of the power tool aisle, packing a chain saw. He looked dangerous and competent with that tool in

         his hand. “Momma? What are you doing out in this weather?”

      


      

      “Bringing you dinner and checking out the latest news.”

      


      

      “The latest news?”


      

      “Yes. I had a call from Lillian Bray this morning.” Ruby smiled sweetly.


      

      Clay’s eyebrows lowered. “Momma, I—”


      

      “I left your dinner on Pete’s desk. I’m taking Jane over to the Cut ’n Curl so she can settle in.”


      

      Clay’s gaze narrowed. “Settle in?”


      

      “Uh-huh. Did you know that she has a degree from Beauty Schools of America? She’s exactly what I’ve been praying for, which

         is a good thing for you, because if she wasn’t you’d have been in some serious trouble. Although, to be honest, you’re still

         in trouble. You’re going to have to go speak with Lillian, son.”

      


      

      Jane could hardly contain her glee as Clay stood there blinking at his mother like Ruby had just hit him across the head with

         a two-by-four. Jane pasted a big grin on her face. “See,” she said in a bright, I-told-you-so voice. “There are people willing to give job interviews in the middle of a hurricane.”

      


      

      “Momma, just what are you playing at? You can’t hire this woman. She’s—”


      

      Ruby waved her hand in dismissal. “Now, son, don’t you go using that word. I heard that word from Lillian this morning, and

         I didn’t like it. All in all, I would rather think that the Lord has sent Jane to us because Michelle ran off last week.”

      


      

      Ruby turned toward Jane, as she started buckling up her raincoat. “C’mon, honey, let’s get you across the street so you can

         wash and dry those jeans of yours. I’m thinking there might be a box of Sharon’s old clothes up in Stony’s attic that might fit you. Sharon was my older son’s wife. She passed a number of years ago in a car wreck. Sharon

         had such good taste in clothes, bless her heart. I know you’ll find something in that box. When the storm blows over, I’ll

         see what I can do about getting it over to you.”

      


      

      And with that, Ruby solved Jane’s wardrobe problems. And then, like some kind of immutable force, the woman sailed through

         the front door of the hardware store, unconcerned about the tempest raging outside, and unaware of the look on her son’s face

         that said there was a storm brewing inside, too.

      


      

   











      

      
CHAPTER 5



      

      

      The studio apartment above the Cut ’n Curl wasn’t much—maybe thirty feet long and twenty wide. It had two narrow double-hung

         windows on one end that provided a view of Palmetto Avenue and Lovett’s Hardware across the street. The windows wore yellow

         gingham. The sleep-sofa was dressed in a spread of spring green. A couple of green and yellow director’s chairs and a battered

         oak coffee table rounded out the furniture. A Pullman kitchen and basic bathroom occupied most of the back portion of the

         apartment.

      


      

      It was homey and clean—even if the décor ran a little bit toward country Martha Stewart—and certainly better than the alternative:

         the nonexistent village green or another night at the Peach Blossom Motor Court.

      


      

      Well, Dr. Goodbody always said that when a negative situation arises, the best thing to do was to meet it head-on with a positive

         plan of action. Jane had done that, and here she was with a place to stay and a job to do. That proved, without question,

         that she didn’t need anyone right now, except her own self.

      


      

      And a little electricity, which had waited until she was halfway through the dryer’s cycle to conk out.

      


      

      No telling how long it would be before the power was restored. Which raised all kinds of serious issues: like whether the

         Cut ’n Curl would open tomorrow so Jane could start her new job and start earning a paycheck. And how was she going to afford

         food if it didn’t open?

      


      

      Although without electricity, the oven and refrigerator in the little apartment were useless, so food was going to be a problem

         either way.

      


      

      She needed to stop all this negative thinking. Worrying about stuff she didn’t have any control over would make her crazy

         and sap her energy. She pulled her soggy jeans from the dryer and told herself that things were going to work out.

      


      

      The sharp ping of a coin hitting the floor drew her thoughts away from her worries. She cast her gaze over the vinyl flooring

         in the kitchen and watched a penny roll in a crazy circle and spin to a stop. She juggled the bundle of wet clothes and stooped

         to pick it up. It was the “lucky” penny she had put in her jeans pocket earlier that morning.

      


      

      Jane put the penny into the pocket of her fatigues and headed off to the bathroom, where she hung her jeans and tank top over

         the tub to dry. Then she closed the lid on the john, pulled the penny from her pocket, and sat for a few moments inspecting

         its worn copper face.

      


      

      It had been minted in 1943—more than sixty years ago. The penny had been in circulation for an entire year before her grandfather

         was born, and twenty-one years before her own father drew breath.

      


      

      How many washers had the penny been through? How many times had some child with grubby hands put this penny into a gum machine? How many times had this penny fallen to

         the ground and spun like a top? How many times had this penny been lost and found? How many times had someone picked it up

         and considered it a lucky thing?

      


      

      But now it was her lucky penny. Not that a penny could bring her luck. Luck was manufactured by knowing what you wanted and having a plan for

         achieving it.

      


      

      Still, the penny was old and unique and worth keeping. She got up and headed into the main room, clutching the coin in her

         palm, feeling its familiar round form and knowing some measure of comfort.

      


      

      She flopped down onto the sofa and dug in her purse for her wallet. She opened the change purse, intent on putting her special

         penny in a safe place where she wouldn’t spend it on some necessity of life, like peanut butter. And that’s when she saw the

         stupid necklace. She dropped the penny in the change purse and pulled out the plastic jade camel.

      


      

      How lame. She had thought as much when Woody presented it to her several days before with the kind of flourish that said he

         expected her to appreciate it. She had sort of appreciated the gesture, even if the darn thing was about as cheap as you could

         get. She should have seen it as a warning sign.

      


      

      After all, two months ago, Woody had been handing out hundred-dollar tips to her just for singing karaoke at the Shrimp Shack.

         She had mistaken him for a successful and well-connected man.

      


      

      Boy, what a fool she had been. He must have been on a winning streak that turned. And when it turned, he’d taken her down with him. Anger boiled in her gut. Unlike the penny, this necklace was not a positive object. She sincerely

         hoped that she never saw Woody again. Staying here in Last Chance was a good way to make that happen.

      


      

      Unless, of course, the bad stuff followed her here.


      

      She pushed that thought away as she snapped the change purse closed and put her wallet back in her purse. Then she stood up,

         walked into the kitchen, opened the cabinet beneath the sink, and dropped the jade camel into the trash can.

      


      

      “Good-bye, Woody,” she said as she slammed the door shut. “And good riddance.”


      

      The Universe chose that exact moment to express its approval of this course of action by allowing the sun to make its first

         appearance of the day. Jane rushed to the windows and stared up into a sky that was changing from gray into a deep, endless

         Carolina blue.

      


      

      When the lights went out, Clay sent Ray home from work. Now Ray sat at his kitchen table studying the slightly wrinkled sheet

         of paper he’d rescued from the trash can at the front of the store.

      


      

      He needed to help Clay find a wife, because if Clay was married and settled down, then maybe he would stop feeling like he

         was responsible. Ray hated the way Clay always felt responsible.

      


      

      He stared down at his list. So far it only had three names on it—in alphabetical order: April, Betty, and Dottie.


      

      He thought for a long time. There were a couple of other names he could add to the list: Lurleen Wallace, who worked for the Sheriff’s Department; Amy Swallock, who had a job at the Rexall; Carolyn Mayfield, who ran a little antique

         shop in the old schoolhouse; and Jennifer Carpenter, who was a teller at the First National Bank and who lived with her invalid

         mother.

      


      

      The names on his list had to be a pretty small percentage of the potential pool of marriageable women in Allenberg County.


      

      Ray let go of a big sigh. How was he supposed to figure out which one was the right one for Clay? Clay had made it clear that

         just rating them by the size of their breasts and whether they owned a bar was pretty immature. And even if Ray’s brains were

         scrambled, he recognized that the Internet poem about the perfect woman left a few variables out.

      


      

      He needed a better empirical test.


      

      He stood up and went to the drawer in the kitchen where he kept a pad and pencils. He sat down, lit a candle in the deepening

         afternoon gloom, and started to make a list of the things that would make a woman perfect:

      


      

      Well, first of all, the perfect woman would understand the geometry of pool and the probability of poker. Although Clay probably

         didn’t care about the mathematical aspects of these games, he did know how to play them. So Clay’s perfect woman would have

         to know how to play them, too. So he wrote pool and poker down on this list.

      


      

      She would have to love baseball and know the difference between on-base percentage and slugging percentage. Well, at least,

         she would have to know how to keep score, because Clay loved baseball almost as much as Ray did.

      


      

      He wrote that down.

      


      

      She would have to know how to bake a cherry pie, which had nothing to do with math (unless you were trying to figure the circumference

         of the pie, which would require the use of pi). He smiled at his own pun. Still, the pie baking was important. The perfect woman needed to know how to bake.

      


      

      The perfect woman would not be afraid of Lillian Bray. So any member of the Ladies Auxiliary was out. Not that there were

         any unmarried members of the Auxiliary, but that was an absolute ironclad requirement. Clay didn’t need to be saddled with

         one of those women. Or any woman who might be inclined to join the Auxiliary. Although, since Clay was an Episcopalian, Ray

         reckoned that his perfect mate would, at least, have to be Christian.

      


      

      He wrote that down.


      

      She would have to like more than country music, because even if Clay was an accomplished fiddler, the fact remained that Clay

         listened to jazz and classical music whenever he thought folks weren’t looking. That was going to be a tough one because he

         reckoned no one in Allenberg County except Clay Rhodes liked that kind of long-haired stuff.

      


      

      She would have to be willing to relocate, because the entire point of the exercise was to get Clay to move back to Nashville

         so he would quit hovering over Ray and trying to look after him. He wrote that down. He suspected that finding folks willing

         to leave Allenberg County wouldn’t be all that difficult. The difficult part would be in finding an eligible woman, since

         women in these parts all seemed to be hot to leave town.

      


      

      He studied his list for a long time as the gloom outside receded and the storm passed over. He added several criteria and

         then began writing out the algorithm for determining each potential candidate’s overall score on the test—a score he termed

         the “desirability index.” If the electricity had been running, he would have started programming the application directly

         into his computer, but that wasn’t possible.

      


      

      So he wrote the computer code longhand and would transfer it to the computer later. Now, with that finished, he needed to

         collect the data.

      


      

      Ray folded up the original list and stuffed it into his pocket. Then he took the sheets of paper and put them carefully by

         his computer in the den, where he wouldn’t forget them.

      


      

      The sun had come out, although the electricity was still off. His stomach rumbled. He was hungry. He wondered if the Kountry

         Kitchen was open.

      


      

      He smiled at the thought. Betty was probably still on shift. He blew out the candle he’d been using in the kitchen. Then he

         left the house, forgetting to lock up after himself. He turned left on Oak and walked two blocks to the corner. Then a right

         on Palmetto Avenue.

      


      

      Clay knew the exact moment Jane walked into Dottie’s place, even though he had his back turned toward the door and his head

         deep in the music he was playing on the upright piano. The hairs on his neck stood on end, gooseflesh prickled up his back,

         and his whole body went zing.


      

      He missed a note with his left hand and stumbled through three entire measures of “Honky Tonk Moon,” losing the meter of the

         song in the process. The air became thick with charged electrons. He forced himself to concentrate on the piano, but it took almost all of his will not to look

         over his shoulder to confirm that Jane had arrived.

      


      

      Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw her sashay up to the bar on those high-heel boots and ask Dottie about the free

         hash.

      


      

      And Dottie, warm-hearted woman that she was, smiled that Amanda Blake smile of hers, ignored Jane’s baggy fatigues and shirt,

         and said, “Darlin’, I certainly am handing out free hash. I borrowed Clay’s Coleman stove, and I’ve got two whole cases of

         that stuff left over from that hash-eating contest we ran last summer. You just set yourself down, and I’ll get you a whole

         plateful. I figure there are lots of folks without warm food tonight, and it’s the least I can do.”

      


      

      The bartender turned to fetch the food. Jane hopped up on the stool and turned her head. She looked right at him.


      

      And he, like some stupid sixteen-year-old, turned his head and looked at her. And missed another beat.


      

      Crap.

      


      

      He needed to get this girl out of town before he took her back to the Peach Blossom Motor Court—or, worse yet, invited her

         home to sleep in his own bed. Forget about Ray and his delusions about this girl. This woman was dangerous. Clay’s body was

         telling him, in no uncertain terms, that he wanted a second round. And she looked so forlorn in those baggy clothes. Feeling

         lust for a needy woman could set him back on his plans of finding a real relationship with a mature, straightforward, and

         self-reliant woman.

      


      

      He turned his attention back to the keyboard and tried hard not to think about her. He failed.


      

         •     •     •


      

      Jane was in serious trouble. The Universe might have provided free food and beer, but it required her to sit here at the bar

         and listen to Clay play piano.

      


      

      He had skills as a fiddler, but when he sat at the piano, he blew her away. She had heard that piano all the way down the

         sidewalk as she searched, in vain, for an open grocery or convenience store. The music had drawn her into Dot’s Spot more

         than the sign for free hash.

      


      

      She listened as he ran through a bunch of country standards. But when he started playing “I’ve Got Friends in Low Places,”

         it was almost as if he conjured up Ray.

      


      

      With the opening verse, the little guy sauntered through the doors. He waved toward Clay, then he marched right up to the

         bar and hopped up on the bar stool next to Jane.

      


      

      “Hey,” he said with a goofy smile and a bobbing Adam’s apple.


      

      Clayton P. glanced over his shoulder, watching Ray. That was interesting. It sure did look like Clayton P. thought he was

         Ray’s bodyguard or something. The big question was why.

      


      

      Dottie worked the hand pump on the keg she’d hauled behind the counter and drew a lukewarm draft that she set in front of

         Ray. “So,” the bartender said as she picked up a dishtowel and started wiping glasses, “where are you from, sugar?”

      


      

      Yup, this was definitely small-town America. “I’m from Florida,” Jane said, not willing to give the whole sordid story of

         her life and the bad choices she had made.

      


      

      “She’s April,” Ray said with a bob of his head.


      

      “Uh, no, Ray, my name’s Jane,” she said. Behind him, Clay rolled his eyes and shook his head.


      

      “Well, Jane, welcome to Last Chance, home of Golfing for God,” Dottie said.

      


      

      Clay squeezed his eyes shut as if he were experiencing a sudden, swift pain.


      

      “I’ve heard about that. I’m going to have to get a ride out there just to take it all in.”


      

      “You do that. It’s good for the economy.”


      

      “Hey, Dottie, I got a question for you,” Ray said, changing the subject.


      

      “Okay.”


      

      “Do you know how to play pool?”


      

      She smiled. “I do, as a matter of fact. Met my late husband playing pool. He was something of a hustler, though. Which is

         why I don’t have a pool table in my bar. I’m afraid it would remind me of him and make me sad. That, and I’m already in trouble

         with the holy rollers around this town. Bad enough I serve liquor without the inevitable gambling a pool table brings.”

      


      

      “That’s good,” Ray said bobbing his head, and Jane wondered what, precisely, was good about it. But before she could ask,

         Ray turned toward her. “You know how to play pool, April?”

      


      

      Ray was challenged, so she gave him the benefit of the doubt. Besides, it was clear Clayton P. considered Ray one of his friends,

         and Clayton P. was, actually, a pretty okay guy. “Um, actually, no, I don’t know how to play pool,” she said.

      


      

      He stared at her for a long moment, and Jane got the impression that she had somehow disappointed him. “That’s too bad.”


      

      “Ray, why do you have pool on your mind?” Dottie asked.


      

      “Oh, no particular reason, Dot. Just doing a survey.”


      

      “A survey?”

      


      

      “Yeah. I’m collecting data on the women of Allenberg County.”


      

      “Uh-huh. And why are you doing that?”


      

      “Because it interests me.” He gave her a speculative look. “Do you know how to play poker, Dot?”


      

      “My late husband and I were both pretty good Texas Hold ’Em players. Donnie was practically a professional before he died.”


      

      “That’s good, Dottie.” Ray turned on his bar stool. “How about you, April?”


      

      “I’m afraid not, Ray. I wouldn’t know a good poker hand if it came up and bit me,” Jane said.


      

      He frowned. He looked really forlorn. “That’s too bad,” he said.


      

      “Ray, honey, is this survey about games of chance?” Dottie asked.


      

      “Oh, no, it’s a more widely ranging survey than that,” Ray said.


      

      “Uh-huh, you got any more questions?” Dot asked.


      

      “Well, yes, I do.”


      

      “Okay, shoot.”


      

      “Can you bake a cherry pie?”


      

      Dottie snorted. “From scratch or with a crust from the freezer section at the Piggly Wiggly?”


      

      “Hmmm. That’s a good question. I hadn’t thought about that variable.” Ray frowned.


      

      “About what?” Dottie said.


      

      “Whether it’s necessary to bake the pie from scratch?”


      

      “Well, using Flako is practically like making it from scratch. I mean you still have to roll the crust,” Dottie said.


      

      “Good point. So can you?” Ray asked.

      


      

      “Of course I can. Donnie used to especially like my peach pie. But peach or cherry, it’s all in the crust. For the record,

         I usually make my piecrust from scratch.”

      


      

      Ray turned on his stool. “How ’bout you, April?”


      

      “Me?”


      

      “Yeah. Can you bake a pie?”


      

      Jane stared down at the little guy. “To be honest, I try hard not to eat pie, because it’s fattening.”


      

      “But can you bake one?”


      

      “I haven’t ever tried, so I don’t really know.”


      

      “Didn’t your momma ever bake pies for you, sugar?” This from Dottie.


      

      Jane didn’t want to answer that one. Ma’s idea of cooking was running out to McDonald’s. “I’m afraid not.”


      

      Ray’s eyes got round, like he pitied her or something. “Oh, I’m sorry.”


      

      “It’s okay.” But somehow it wasn’t okay.


      

      “So can you cook anything?” Ray asked.


      

      “Why is this important?”


      

      “I’m collecting data on the women of—”


      

      “Yeah, yeah, I heard that, but I’m not a woman of Allenberg County. I guess all the women around here can cook, but I’m a

         call-up-for-carry-out kind of girl. Which is why I’m here eating hash.”

      


      

      “That’s too bad, April.”


      

      The music stopped abruptly. Jane, Ray, and Dottie all looked over toward Clay. He was glaring back at them, mostly at Ray.

         “Ray, what are you up to?”

      


      

      “Nothing. I’m just conducting an informal survey of the women of Allenberg County.”


      

      “Well, stop.”


      

      “Why?”

      


      

      “Because you’re pestering Jane and Dottie.”


      

      “Aw, c’mon, Clay, I’m just working on that problem we discussed today at the store. And besides, Betty didn’t mind when I

         asked her these questions.”

      


      

      Clay’s brow lowered into a scowl. “Ray, I told you to quit. Now quit, okay?”


      

      “What problem?” Dot asked. Her gaze shifted from Clay to Ray with the avidity of a bloodhound on the hunt. No one had a nose

         for gossip like a bartender, unless it was a church lady.

      


      

      “Never you mind, Dot,” Clay said. “Just watch him, will you?”


      

      Clay’s gaze shifted and suddenly Jane found herself caught up in the light of those pale wolf eyes. That stare of his was

         so intense, it practically burned a hole in her middle.

      


      

      It took almost all of Clay’s willpower to tear his gaze away from Jane. Even dressed in baggy fatigues and a sweatshirt, she

         looked good enough to eat. He flashed on the heat of her skin last night and felt his face burn.

      


      

      He turned back to his piano. He gulped down a breath and blew it out. He needed to have a long talk with Ray. The boy seemed

         to be on a mission to find him the perfect pool- and poker-playing woman.

      


      

      Although why Ray would think he wanted that kind of thing in a woman was beyond Clay’s understanding. But who knew how Ray’s

         scrambled brains worked.

      


      

      Clay put his fingers on the keyboard. He noodled around for a moment in the key of G before launching into a syncopated progression

         of major seventh chords that took him into a genre of music that was not quite pop and not quite jazz and not quite folk. It was a genre all his own.

      


      

      Of course, the inability to define a category for many of his own compositions explained his entire life. He, and they, didn’t

         fit. And so, mostly, these songs went unsold, even though they pleased him. Sometimes he thought it might be better to reach

         a small audience with something true and authentic than to reach for the world.

      


      

      In a minute, Dottie would tell him to stop putting the customers to sleep with this crap. But right now she was busy welcoming

         folks to the One-and-Only Last Chance Hurricane Jane Party. The news that Dottie was handing out lukewarm beer and free hash had traveled fast. Customers were strolling in, and it

         was a sad fact that those rednecks and good ol’ boys didn’t much like this style of music either.

      


      

      Clay played on, irritated at Jane for being there. And feeling increasingly angry with himself for falling into old patterns

         of behavior that made him want to take care of her and Ray.

      


      

      He clamped down on his back teeth and focused on playing, intent on making his audience listen—just this once—to one of his

         compositions that didn’t have a fiddle or a steel guitar part in it, that wasn’t some canned Hallmark emotion, but something

         that required them to think and feel. He closed his eyes, drew in a deep breath, and started to sing.

      


      

      

         

         Now I mark the time like a metronome


         

         A single heart, beating on its own


         

         And I keep the time with a watch and chain


         

         From the day you last said my name…

         


         

      


      

      Jane found herself pulled into the song Clay played. The composition had an arresting tempo she couldn’t ignore. Jane counted

         the beats in her head. He was playing in seven-four time. The musical phrase was subtle and complex, yet it sounded simple.

         The man was a virtuoso.

      


      

      Then he started to sing. And the lyrics touched something down deep inside her. They were all about time itself. About losing

         it, and losing love, and not fitting in. She connected with the message.

      


      

      Jane watched him as he squeezed his eyes shut and seemed to travel off to some other place—a place of pain and emotion. He

         was carrying a torch for someone big-time. He had cried in the bathroom last night, and that could only mean he was seriously

         hurting about some lost love.

      


      

      Hoo boy. An emotional man with a poetic streak and a broken heart was about the most seductive thing in the Universe. A girl

         could get screwed-up notions about rescuing him. A girl just naturally wanted to be the one to introduce him, personally,

         to happiness and to take care of him.

      


      

      Which explained why her heart began to race and her lungs started to burn.


      

      Fortunately, Clay ended the song before she burst into tears or did something foolish like start thinking she actually had

         the power to rescue him or take care of him.

      


      

      Before Clay could launch into something else equally emotional, Dottie growled at him. “I declare, you know darn well, the

         folks who come in here want to hear country music, not jazz. Jazz is too complicated for most of ’em.” Dottie gave Jane a

         meaningful look. “Ain’t that right, sugar?”

      


      

      Oh, crap. She was caught between the woman who had just given her free food and the man who had given her a hickey last night,

         fed her this morning, and blown her away a minute ago. Her entire future in this town might hinge on her response to this

         impossible question.

      


      

      Jane pressed her lips together before she opened her mouth and said something destructive like: Wow, Clayton P., I’m starting to see you as a tortured soul with incredible talent between the sheets who is searching for

            abiding love. Wanna go back to the apartment above the Cut ’n Curl and see if we can get it on?


      

      Instead, she shrugged her shoulders.


      

      Clay’s eyebrows lowered. “Not a jazz fan, huh?” he said as a little muscle pulsed in his cheek.


      

      Ray turned and stared at her. “Oh, April, that’s really too bad,” he said, bobbing and shaking his head.


      

      She realized her mistake the minute Ray spoke. She had not affirmed Clay’s talent, and she had hurt him in the process. Her

         noncommittal shrug had been about as negative a reaction as possible, and if anyone needed some affirmation in his life, it

         was Clayton P. Rhodes.

      


      

      Jane opened her mouth, intent on fixing the damage by telling him she had enjoyed his song, but he didn’t give her the chance.

         He started playing a series of chords on the piano that didn’t sound like country music or jazz.

      


      

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Dottie said. “Don’t go and start singing hymns on me again. Clay, I mean it…”


      

      In defiance, Clay began to sing “Amazing Grace” in a big voice. Jane noticed the other patrons in the bar shaking their heads

         and laughing into their warm beers.

      


      

      “Clay, stop it. You’re being a jerk.” Dottie gave Jane a woman-to-woman look that Jane understood. Jane needed to do something to turn this situation from the negative into the positive. So she hopped down from the stool, walked

         over to the piano, and started singing harmony.

      


      

      Clay looked up at her, surprise etched on his face. She watched a little iridescent fire spark in his eyes, and he smoothed

         out his playing and singing so they could hear each other and find a blend. And the blend was amazing. His husky tenor filled

         in all the hollow places of her soprano, and her soprano lent his voice a resonance it otherwise lacked.

      


      

      As she sang, her consciousness narrowed down to his face, and the sound of his voice, and the sound of her own as she complemented

         him. In that instant, singing opened a link with the creative force of the Universe, like real manifesting or—Heaven help

         her—like making soulful, breathless love.

      


      

      Her synapses lined up and conducted an amazing amount of electricity through her system. It aroused her completely while it

         sent up warning flares. She needed to stop now. She needed to run away quick.

      


      

      But she had this awful, sinking feeling as she stared into his face, unable to look away, that it was already too late. With

         every second the hymn continued, Clay drew her further toward him, like a moth to a flame.

      


      

      She had to remind herself that this appearance of a soulful connection between them was a sham and lie and a fake. This was

         a heady illusion of something deep and meaningful brought on by her current circumstances and a night of incredible sex. It

         was like some kind of flashing danger sign.

      


      

      But she couldn’t look away. She couldn’t deny the buzz that hummed in the center of her being, in her belly and in the deep recesses of her consciousness. Hoo boy, if he asked

         her, she would agree to another night with him.

      


      

      Clay ended the song after the second verse, which was a good thing, because she only knew the first verse and had kind of

         stumbled through the words on the second. In the moment after the last musical vibration and before the smattering of applause,

         he looked up at her and smiled sweetly.

      


      

      Her heart lurched sideways in her chest. She ought to run like hell, as far and as fast as she could run. But she didn’t,

         because some force seemed to have nailed her feet to the floor.

      


      

      “Honey,” Dottie called from behind her. “Where did you learn to sing like that?”


      

      “In church,” Clay answered for her, never releasing her gaze. He was looking right into her, reading her, and it felt like

         an invasion of privacy even if his assumptions were all wrong.

      


      

      “I did not.”


      

      “That’s good, sugar, because we don’t need hymns here. You know anything other than hymns?” Dottie asked.


      

      He leaned closer to her. “You did sing in church, I’d bet on it. In fact, I bet you can hit the high A in the Lord’s Prayer.”


      

      She squared her shoulders and scowled at him. “I never sang in church.”


      

      “Yeah, well, don’t sing the Lord’s Prayer here, okay? It would be bad for business,” Dottie said. “How ’bout some Dolly Parton?

         ‘I Will Always Love You’ is my all-time favorite song.”

      


      

      Clay arched an eyebrow in question.

      


      

      “I don’t know the words to that song,” Jane admitted. “Do you know ‘Whose Bed Have Your Boots Been Under?’ ”


      

      His brows lowered, and his eyes flashed, and his stubborn streak marched right across his features. “No way I’ll let you sing

         that. That song is wrong for you,” he said.

      


      

      The forces of the Universe released her. His true colors bled through the disguise. He was a stubborn jerk, and she could

         resist a jerk. In fact, she knew better than to fall for a jerk.

      


      

      She put her hands on her hips. “Yeah, well, I do that song really well. I sing karaoke every Thursday at the Shrimp Shack.

         I get lots of applause.”

      


      

      Clay’s gaze dropped to her chest and the “Get Reel” shirt and then back to her face. “I reckon when you sing karaoke you wear

         something more like that outfit you had on last night? I’ll bet you wiggle your backside, too.”

      


      

      “I don’t usually walk around wearing hunting fatigues held up by a length of nylon cord, you know. And I put on a show. That’s

         part of show businesses—the show, I mean.”

      


      

      “That explains it.”


      

      “Explains what?”


      

      “Why you get applause.”


      

      Fury marched right through her system, scouring her of any desire she might have harbored for this guy. “You are a class-A

         jerk, aren’t you? I try to affirm your talent, and you sit there judging and demeaning mine.”

      


      

      Someone wearing a Country Pride Chicken hat, sitting at the bar, said, “You tell ’im, sister. Anyone can plainly see you got

         loads of talent.”

      


      

      Clay shook his head and smiled an infernally delicious grin that lit up his face. “Look, Jane, all I meant was—”

      


      

      “You know, one day I’m going to make it to Nashville, and I’ll be discovered. I’m telling you, Clayton P. Rhodes, I’m going

         to be a star, and you’ll eat your words.”

      


      

      The smile vanished from his face. “Honey, I know you believe in wishful thinking, but Nashville is a rough town.”


      

      “And what do you know about it anyway?”

      


      

      “I’ve lived there since I was seventeen. I only moved back here a few months ago. And I’ll tell you something, nobody ever

         just gets discovered, even people with musical talent. And even when you think you’ve got it made, it can fall apart in an

         instant.”

      


      

      “Oh, and I don’t have real talent, is that it?” Clayton had some kind of nerve sitting there calling her talent into question. He had no capacity to

         acknowledge anyone’s talent—certainly not hers, and not even his own. He had a negative outlook on life, and who needed that?

      


      

      She needed to hang around his negative vibe like she needed another day with Woody West. “Up yours,” Jane said. Then she turned

         on her heel and walked out of the bar without looking back.

      


      

   











      

      
CHAPTER 6



      

      

      Clay watched Jane march out the door and knew another moment of supreme confusion. He had not meant to make her feel small.

         He had meant to give her some good advice. Advice she needed if she wanted to make it in Nashville.

      


      

      “Well, that went well,” Dottie said from the bar. “Jeez, Clay, just because you’re having a hard time these days doesn’t mean

         you can snap at folks the way you been doing.”

      


      

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said on a long sigh. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”


      

      He moved to the bar, where Dottie handed him a beer. Bubba Lockheart took that moment to connect his iPod to the battery-operated

         boom box someone had brought along for the Hurricane Party. Predictably, the latest Tumbleweed hit song started playing.

      


      

      Clay felt something snap inside, and he turned toward Bubba, who had taken a seat at the end of the bar. “Damn it, why’d you

         have to play that stupid song?”

      


      

      Bubba shrugged. He was already looking halfway wasted. “It reminds me of Rocky,” he said.

      


      

      Well, that was predictable, too. Rocky, Clay’s little sister, had broken Bubba’s heart into a million pieces a number of years

         ago. The big man still carried a torch for her, and truth to tell, most of the folks in Last Chance blamed Rocky for the demise

         of Bubba’s potential as a future NFL linebacker. Of course, Bubba was a loser, and Rocky had probably been right to dump him

         when she did. At least Rocky knew a bad boy when she saw one.

      


      

      “Bubba, Rocky ain’t never coming back. You know that. I know that. The entire town knows that. And my momma is as heartbroke

         over it as you are. But it’s time to move on.”

      


      

      “Right, Clay, I know.” Bubba nodded and lifted his beer as the Tumbleweed song played on. There was no mistaking the sarcasm

         in his voice.

      


      

      “Clay,” Dottie said, “don’t take your misery out on Bubba. He’s got plenty of his own. And while I’m at it, it was unfair

         of you to take your sorrow out on Jane, too. As far as I’m concerned, she has a voice like an angel, and I, for one, would

         not have minded hearing ‘Whose Bed Have Your Boots Been Under?’ In fact, Clay, you should tell Kyle about that girl. She might

         bring some real class to the Wild Horses. You owe her an apology.”

      


      

      “Yes, ma’am.” When Dottie got to handing out advice, it was best not to argue. Besides, Dottie was right. He did owe Jane

         an apology, but he didn’t feel like running right out the door after her. Instead, he turned toward Ray, who was eating a

         bowl of hash as if there were no tomorrow.

      


      

      “You want to explain those questions you were asking Jane and Dot?” he asked.


      

      Ray looked up, his cheeks filled with food. He chewed vigorously for a couple of moments, then swallowed. “I realized this

         afternoon that the matrix we started didn’t have enough dimensions.”

      


      

      “You want to put that in language I can understand? What matrix?”


      

      “You know, the list we started of eligible women. We didn’t have enough dimensions on it. So I came up with a list of questions

         designed to determine the suitability of any woman to be your wife within an acceptable standard deviation.”

      


      

      “Of course.” Clay ground his teeth together but held himself back while he counted slowly to ten. “And where did you come

         up with these questions?” he finally asked when the initial fury had passed.

      


      

      “Oh, here and there. The questions about games of chance are to determine if she has any mathematical abilities and likes

         the kind of stuff you like. And, of course, she needs to know how to bake a pie, Clay. You can’t hitch yourself up to a woman

         who can’t bake a pie.”

      


      

      He leaned in. “Listen, Ray, you leave Jane alone, and you stop asking women these questions, you hear me?”


      

      “But Clay, I—”


      

      “I mean it. If there are any questions to be asked, I’ll do the asking myself. You got that?”


      

      Ray looked up at him. “Sure, Clay. I hear you.”


      

      “Good.” He took a deep breath. “Well, I guess I need to go find that little gal and apologize for being a jerk, and while

         I’m at it, I’ll apologize for you, too.”

      


      

      He turned, snagged his heavy-duty flashlight from the top of the piano, and headed toward the door. He stopped before he stepped

         through it and turned over his shoulder, pointing the unlit flashlight at his best friend. “I mean it, Ray, no more questions.”

      


      

      “I hear you.” Ray ducked his head a few times like he was nodding.


      

      Clay turned and pushed through the door into the dusky October evening. He found Jane five minutes later, sitting on the bottom

         step of the stairway that led to the apartment above the Cut ’n Curl. She had her chin planted in her fists.

      


      

      He had this horrible feeling that she was crying, but he wasn’t about to shine his flashlight in her face to confirm it. So

         he doused the light as he approached, putting them both in the safety of the deepening night.

      


      

      “Go ’way.” She sniffled.


      

      Yup, he hated himself. It was not an unfamiliar feeling. “I’m sorry about what I said back at Dottie’s. I didn’t mean it the

         way it sounded.”

      


      

      “Okay. Now get lost.”


      

      “No.”


      

      Jane looked up at him, and he could almost make out the spark in her dark eyes. “You know, you are a stubborn pain in the

         butt.”

      


      

      Clay let go of a bitter laugh. “Yeah, I know.” He paused for a moment, wondering how to continue. “Uh, look, Jane, the thing

         is, my life has been crap the last few months.” He couldn’t speak without a little waver, and it made him feel about five

         years old.

      


      

      “Crap? You mean like someone broke your heart or—”


      

      “No, like someone I care about is really, really sick. With cancer and likely to die.” His voice didn’t waver this time. Instead,

         it sounded hard and flat and angry. It was so much easier to be angry at Uncle Pete for getting sick than to admit that he was angry about other things: like his

         broken career or the broken heart that he refused to acknowledge.

      


      

      “This person who is sick. Is she—”


      

      “He. My uncle.”


      

      “Oh.”


      

      “He owns the hardware store. He’s been like a father to me and my brothers and sister, seeing as my own daddy is… well…”


      

      “What?” Her voice cut through his confusion.


      

      Clay shrugged. He wasn’t about to go explaining his complicated and uneasy relationship with his father. “I already told you

         about my father.” He turned to go.

      


      

      She called him back. “So you’re telling me you have father issues and that explains why you’re a big, selfish, stubborn, myopic

         jerk.”

      


      

      He stopped and turned. Suddenly, he wanted to laugh out loud. What was it about this girl that called to him?


      

      “Yeah. I have father issues. And a bunch of other complications in my life.”


      

      “Like what? Because my father used to get drunk and beat on my mother. And as for life complications, maybe we could have

         a contest. Because I’ll bet I win. I only have five dollars and assorted change to my name, I’m wearing an oversized ‘Get

         Reel’ shirt, and there isn’t a store open in Last Chance where I can get a jar of peanut butter. I mean, that’s bad, Clay.”

      


      

      He laughed, and the tightness in his chest eased. “I’ll concede the point.”


      

      “Oh, goody, do I win a prize? Like biggest loser in Last Chance or something?”


      

      “You’re not a loser, Jane,” he said. “If I gave you that impression back at Dottie’s, I am truly sorry. The biggest loser

         in Last Chance is me.”

      


      

      She looked up at him and cocked her head, and he wished with all his heart that he could see her face. He wanted to sit beside

         her. He wanted to hold her hand. He wanted to take her up those stairs and make sweet love to her.

      


      

      “Why’s that?”


      

      “Because I’m living here in Last Chance, just waiting for the moment when I snap and start seeing angels like my daddy does.

         Because my career in Nashville is over and I don’t really know what to do next.” Because I’m alone and I’m tired of being alone. But he didn’t say that out loud.

      


      

      “You had a career in Nashville?”


      

      “Yeah. I was a union-scale side man for years.” He didn’t talk about Tumbleweed or the rest of it. He didn’t want to pour

         his heart out to this semistranger. “Look,” he said, “there’s something else I need to say.”

      


      

      “If you’re going to invite me back to your place, I think I’ll take a pass. I’m thinking maybe you’re too needy and high-maintenance,

         you know?”

      


      

      He stifled a chuckle. In all his born years, no woman had ever told him that he was needy and emotional. Maybe that was because

         his exes had all been pretty needy themselves. Or maybe because right now he was needy and emotional.

      


      

      He put his foot up on the first step and leaned toward her. “Can I give you some free advice?”


      

      She drew her knees up and rested her chin on them, the gesture a pretty clear message that she didn’t want anything from him. “Free advice is worth what you pay for it.”

      


      

      “Yeah, well, in this case maybe not.”


      

      “Sure. Go ahead. I have this feeling there’s no way on earth I can stop you anyway.”


      

      “I spent years in Nashville, and the thing is… well…”


      

      He paused a moment, trying to find the right words to warn her, to guide her, to give her what she needed to know. It wasn’t

         that he wanted to discourage her. He wanted to keep her from breaking her heart. Nashville was the capital city of heartache.

      


      

      “I’ve met dozens of girls like you,” he continued. “Girls who’ve sung gospel in their hometown churches. Girls with pretty

         faces and killer bodies who know in their heart of hearts that one day someone is going to discover them as the next big thing in country music.”

      


      

      “For the record, Clay, I never sang in church, so get that right out of your mind.”


      

      “You didn’t? Really?”


      

      “No. I sang in chorus in high school. But not in church. Never in church.”


      

      “Okay, it’s the same deal.”


      

      “So you’re saying we’re all a bunch of dreamers? That we—I—don’t have what it takes?” He could hear the pain in her voice,

         even though she was trying hard to mask it.

      


      

      “No, that’s not what I’m saying at all. I’m saying I’ve seen dozens of girls who think that singing in church, or chorus,

         or in karaoke bars is the same thing as being a musician.”

      


      

      “So you don’t think I’m a musician?” She was working herself up to angry now, and that was better.


      

      “To be honest and totally frank, no. I don’t think you’re a musician. But you do have talent.”

      


      

      She didn’t say a thing. She raised her head up off her knees and looked at him in the darkness. He could see a sliver of moonlight

         reflected in her eyes, and he wanted to lean down and kiss her—hard. Instead, he concentrated on telling her the God’s honest

         truth. Because he had this feeling that it was the best thing he could do for her. Giving her the truth would be better than

         taking care of her, or taking her to bed.

      


      

      “Honey, when you sang ‘Amazing Grace,’ it carried me away. Your voice has a haunted quality to it. A sweetness that’s all

         backwoods and mountain hollows and illegal moonshine.”

      


      

      “A mountain voice?”


      

      “Yes, ma’am. The kind of bluegrass voice that would have gotten you right into the Grand Ole Opry a generation ago, before

         pop invaded the country charts.”

      


      

      “But you said—”


      

      “I said you had talent, and I mean it. And that talent isn’t related to your bra size or the firmness of your backside. You

         have to respect that talent. It takes hard work to break into country music. Years of it, and even then, it’s about the longest

         shot there is in the world. And even when you have the golden ring in your fingers, it can still slip away.”

      


      

      “Yeah, well, I’m a dreamer.”


      

      “Okay, darlin’, you can dream all you want. But if you want to do something about it, then you better know every blessed word to ‘I Will Always Love You,’ as well as the words to the second

         verse of ‘Amazing Grace.’ If you want to make it in Nashville, you need to respect your voice and learn what material is right for you. ‘I Will Always Love You’ is a standard. It’s been recorded by Whitney

         Houston, Dolly Parton, and LeAnn Rimes. You’re not a country musician if you don’t know that song by heart.”

      


      

      “Yeah, and I suppose you’re just the man who’s going to teach me the words, huh?” There was a deep cynicism in her tone that

         surprised him.

      


      

      “No,” he said firmly. “I’m done with Nashville.”


      

      She angled her head toward him. “Why?”


      

      Clay shrugged. He was not about to share his tale of woe about Tumbleweed with this girl. “It’s a rough business. And I have

         obligations here.”

      


      

      She blinked a couple of times, studying him in the dark for the longest time. “I accept your apology,” she said after a long

         moment.

      


      

      “You do, really?” He was surprised.


      

      “Yes. I’m thinking maybe you’re the first person I’ve ever met who has told me the truth. I mean everyone else just tells

         me they have a friend in Nashville, and if I’m willing to… well… you know.”

      


      

      “Yeah, I know.” He balled up his fists at the idea of the guys who had led her on and taken advantage, including himself.


      

      Clay leaned forward and put the flashlight on the step beside her. “Here, take this. I hate the idea of you sitting alone

         in the dark.”

      


      

      He backed away, feeling a deep-down longing and a foolish hope that she might invite him to sit with her on that step and

         let him teach her “I Will Always Love You.” Or better yet, let him touch her. He longed for her touch. He could still remember

         the way she had touched him last night.

      


      

      But she didn’t invite him to stay. She looked down at her feet.

      


      

      Well, he ought to have expected that, since he hadn’t told her what she wanted to hear. And besides, she wasn’t what he needed.

         What he needed was some professional help from Miriam Randall, matchmaker extraordinaire.

      


      

   











      

      
CHAPTER 7



      

      

      All right, let’s try this one more time,” Agent Hannigan said as he shoved the eight-by-ten glossy photograph of the Cambodian

         Camel into Woody West’s face. “Where did you stash the necklace?”

      


      

      Woody stared down at the photo feeling hollow and scared. Freddie the Fence, Woody’s employer, was not going to be happy about

         this turn of events. Freddie was the largest handler of stolen property in the Southeast, and he didn’t tolerate screw-ups.

         Being hauled in and questioned by the FBI about stolen property classified as a screw-up of major proportions.

      


      

      “I told you,” Woody said, looking up at Hannigan. “I never seen that necklace before in my life.”


      

      “Who messed up your face?” the cop asked.


      

      Woody closed his puffy eyes. He was not about to explain that he had a thing for playing the ponies and had run up twenty

         Gs in gambling debts to Carlos the Colombian, a well-known Florida loan shark, who now wanted his money back with interest.

      


      

      Freddie the Fence would not be amused to learn that Woody was into the Colombian for all that money. And Freddie wouldn’t

         be happy to learn that the Colombian’s goons had caused Woody to lose Mary and the stolen property she was carrying. Woody

         was dead if he didn’t find Mary and that necklace, soon.

      


      

      “Look, you guys,” Woody said, trying to sound nonchalant. “You don’t have squat to hold me here—unless it’s a crime to have

         a broken nose.”

      


      

      “Woody, Woody, Woody,” Agent Wilkes said in a deep baritone. “C’mon, we know you’re a transporter for Freddie the Fence. You

         tell us where we can find the necklace, and we’ll cut you a break. Okay?”

      


      

      Woody looked across the interrogation room at Agent Wilkes. He was a big dude with blue-black skin and a smile as wide as

         Texas. He was playing good cop.

      


      

      “I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about,” Woody replied.


      

      Hannigan reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a scrap of leopard-print fabric. “Okay, so why don’t you tell us about

         these?” He dropped the item onto the eight-by-ten photo of the Cambodian Camel.

      


      

      Woody stared down at a pair of Mary’s thong undies. They were pretty hot, for a nice girl like Mary. Woody was starting to

         think how maybe he should have tried harder to get into Mary’s panties. The leopard print was kind of a surprise.

      


      

      But the truth was, Woody hadn’t brought Mary along on this transport job for the fun of it. Freddie had told him to take Mary

         to Nashville as part of Woody’s cover. Freddie had handed Woody that necklace and told him to give it to Mary and tell her

         it was for luck. Woody had no idea that stupid thing was worth anything. It looked like a piece of crap from Kmart.

      


      

      Freddie had also given Woody a plain white envelope that he was supposed to deliver to someone in Nashville. Woody had naturally

         assumed that the stolen property was in the envelope, not hung around the neck of a hairdresser, who moonlighted as a waitress,

         with dreams of being a country singer.

      


      

      Did Mary know the necklace was priceless? That was an uncomfortable thought.


      

      Woody looked away from the underwear. “Pretty kinky,” he said to Hannigan. “I took you for a granny pants kind of guy.”


      

      “Quit stalling. You know darn well we found these in a suitcase in the back of your car.”


      

      Woody shrugged. “So it’s a crime to have a suitcase in my car? Since when is transporting ladies’ underwear across state lines

         a federal offense?”

      


      

      “Who is she, Woody?” Wilkes asked.


      

      “Who is who?”


      

      “Look, we know you walked into the Dew Drop Inn with a woman. Don’t be stupid. You’re in a lot of trouble. It would help if

         you could tell us where she went.”

      


      

      “I have no clue.” It was the first honest thing Woody had said since the FBI had stormed his hotel room that evening. Mary

         had ditched him at the Dew Drop Inn right after the Colombian’s thugs had shown up, broken his nose, and forced Mary to withdraw

         two thousand dollars from her checking account to cover the weekly interest on the twenty Gs Woody owed the Colombian.

      


      

      “Look, you guys, you don’t have anything on me. Why don’t you just let me go?” he said.


      

      Wilkes and Hannigan exchanged looks that Woody didn’t trust. “All right, Woody,” Wilkes said. “But if you think for one second

         you’re home free, you need to think again.”

      


      

      He knew that. Only Mary Smith and the Cambodian Camel could get him out of this fix. He had to deliver the goods to Nashville

         so Freddy the Fence would wire the thirty thousand into his checking account. He had to have that money before the Colombian

         did something permanently bad to his body—like sink it in the Gulf of Mexico.

      


      

      Woody looked down at the glossy photograph of the Cambodian Camel. “How much you say this thing is insured for?”


      

      “Several million.”


      

      “Holy crap. It looks like something you could buy at Value Mart.”


      

      “Yeah, well, it’s supposed to be a thousand years old.”


      

      Woody looked up at Hannigan. “Really?”


      

      “Yeah, Woody. And don’t act so dumb. The Camel was stolen from Oliver Cromwell Jones’s collection of Asian artifacts a week

         ago.”

      


      

      “Asian? Do they have camels in Asia?”


      

      “Don’t be stupid, Woody.”


      

      “No, sir. I am truly sorry that I can’t help you out. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like the keys to my car so I can be on my

         way.”

      


      

      So I can find Mary Smith, get that necklace back, and pay the Colombian off before he breaks my head.


      

      For as long as Clay could remember, Miriam Randall had worn red Keds and rhinestone-studded eyeglasses that magnified her dark brown eyes and made her look like Mr. Magoo.

      


      

      Early Friday morning, she sat in a ladder-back rocking chair on the front porch of her Queen Anne Victorian, keeping her eyes

         on her nephew, Dash, who was keeping his eyes on Miriam’s husband, Harry, as the old codger fired up a chain saw and attacked

         a fallen branch in their front yard. Clay sat on the porch railing keeping his eye on all of them.

      


      

      “Dash, honey, you tell Harry to stop, now, before he cuts off something important,” Miriam directed.


      

      Dash leaned on his cane and gave his aunt one of those looks that said No way am I getting on the wrong side of Uncle Harry. At ninety, Harry Randall was the original grumpy old man.

      


      

      Miriam shook her head and turned back toward Clay. “I don’t suppose you could convince Harry to let you saw up that branch?”

      


      

      “Ma’am, I’ve already made the offer and had my head taken off for it—figuratively, that is,” Clay said.


      

      She nodded. “I suppose I should be happy he’s too stubborn to let anyone touch his yard. Maybe he’ll be too stubborn to die.

         What do you think?”

      


      

      Clay’s heart lurched sideways. Harry was older than dirt, and no one lives forever—not Harry Randall or Uncle Pete. “I hope

         so, Miz Miriam,” he said aloud.

      


      

      “Uh-huh, you hope, but you don’t have any hope. I can see that plain as day.” She pointed a crooked finger at him.


      

      She shifted her weight in the chair. “So what can I do for you, Clay? I got a feeling this isn’t a social call.” One white

         eyebrow rose as she gazed at him in anticipation. Miz Miriam might be in her eighties, but those eyes of hers looked not a day over thirteen and full of mischief.

      


      

      Clay breathed in the scent of the pine needles that the storm had ripped from their moorings. Then he took off his Stetson

         and looked down at it for a moment. “Ah, well, this is pretty awkward.”

      


      

      Miriam giggled like a little girl. “I declare, Clay Rhodes, are you here seeking professional assistance?”


      

      Clay clamped down on his back teeth. When put in those terms, it sounded pathetic. “You know, I think maybe I’ll just—” He

         started to get up.

      


      

      “Sit down, Clay. So you’re looking for a wife, huh?”


      

      He sat down. “I swear, Miz Miriam, if you tell my momma I will personally—”


      

      “Honey, unlike Lillian Bray, I am the soul of discretion.”


      

      He shook his head. “I am a fool, you know that?”


      

      “Aw, sugar, I’m not going to say a word to anyone.”


      

      “Then how are you going to come up with a list?”


      

      “A list?”


      

      He looked down at his hat and twirled it around in his hands. “You know, a list of eligible bachelorettes. I’m looking for

         a mature woman, say thirty-three or so, who wants to—”

      


      

      “Clay, it doesn’t work that way.” Miz Miriam leaned forward and snagged the hat right out of his hands. She tossed it on the

         empty rocking chair beside her.

      


      

      “What do you mean? I thought matchmakers introduced single people to one another.”


      

      Miriam shrugged. “Well, I reckon professional matchmakers do that sort of thing. Amateurs will do that as well, without much success. And then there are those newfangled Internet dating services. But I’m not a professional, an amateur,

         or a newfangled matchmaker.”

      


      

      He tried not to grin. “So how come everyone in the county says you’re the best matchmaker around?”


      

      She shrugged. “Word of mouth?”


      

      He laughed aloud. “No, Miz Miriam, I mean—”


      

      “I know exactly what you mean, son. I’m not senile.” She shook her finger at him. “The fact is, I have this reputation, and

         I don’t deserve it. I don’t do anything.”

      


      

      “You must do something. Momma says you’re never wrong.”


      

      She shrugged and leaned forward as if she were imparting some great big secret. “Well, see, it’s like this. Sometimes I’ll

         see a man and a woman, you know, and it will just come to me that they belong together. When that happens, I’ll let them know—directly

         or indirectly. Mostly indirectly, because in my experience most folks don’t recognize their soulmates when they meet up with

         ’em or are told about it. Mostly folks have to come to understand the truth on their own, I’ve found.”

      


      

      “Soulmate?” His voice hardened.


      

      “Clay, I don’t help people settle. I don’t even make matches—the Lord does that. What I do, is help people see the Lord’s

         plan for them.”

      


      

      “Christ,” he muttered.


      

      Miriam frowned up at him. “Clay Rhodes, you know better than to take the name of the Lord in vain. Your momma would be ashamed

         of you.”

      


      

      “Yes, ma’am.” He hopped down from the porch railing. “Well, I reckon I best be—”


      

      “Sit down. We are not finished.”


      

      “Miz Miriam. I’m pretty sure you haven’t seen my soulmate hanging around Allenberg County.”

      


      

      She shook her head. “No, son, I’m sorry. But I’ve been looking for a long, long time for her.”


      

      Clay almost choked as he leaned back on the railing again. “For goodness’ sake. You’ve been looking? For how long?”


      

      Miriam pulled herself up a little straighter in the chair. “Oh, since you were pretty young. I keep an eye out for all the

         young, single folks of Last Chance. I believe that if I can help the young ’uns find happiness, I just might be able to save

         this town.”

      


      

      He said nothing. The woman was senile, pure and simple.


      

      “It’s been my opinion for some time,” Miriam continued, “that your soulmate is not a native of Allenberg County.”


      

      “I see.” Clay stood up again. He really needed to escape. This had been a dumb idea.


      

      “Sit down and listen,” Miriam directed, but Clay remained on his feet, and Miz Miriam continued, “I know what you’re thinking.

         You’re thinking that the road to true love is a rocky one filled with heartache and broken dreams. But, son, we never know

         what God has planned for us. You need to tell yourself that every broken heart is like a sign leading you to the true love

         of your soul.”

      


      

      “Thanks, Miz Miriam, this has been enlightening in the extreme.” He collected his hat.


      

      “Clay, I know you don’t believe me, but you never know when the love of your soul might blow in on the nine-thirty bus from

         Atlanta. In fact, I’d say it’s a distinct possibility that the love of your soul will arrive on that bus.”

      


      

      Disquiet settled like a dead weight in his gut. Was the old lady sending up smoke signals, or was she just crazier than a

         loon? He had this awful feeling that it was the former.

      


      

      Since Lillian Bray, the chairwoman of the Christ Church Ladies Auxiliary, kept twenty-four-seven tabs on the comings and goings

         at the Peach Blossom Motor Court, Clay reckoned that just about every member of the Ladies Auxiliary knew he had spent Wednesday

         night down there with Jane. And since Momma had hired Jane, he figured they all knew she had come on the nine-thirty bus from

         Atlanta.

      


      

      Man oh man, those gals were like a bunch of spiders, spinning their web and catching unsuspecting single people. He was in

         some serious trouble if Momma and Miz Miriam both wanted to match him up with some stranger who showed up on the nine-thirty

         bus from Atlanta bearing two forms of ID and only five dollars in her purse.

      


      

      Well, if Jane Coblentz was the best Miriam Randall could do for him, then he might just have to rely on Ray Betts and his

         survey of the unmarried women of Last Chance.

      


      

      He cleared his throat and slapped his hat on his head. “Well, thank you for that, Miz Miriam. Y’all take care, now. I’ll stop

         by on my way home from work with a chain saw and take care of that branch out back.”

      


      

      “That’s neighborly of you.” She smiled like a cherub and winked up at him. “The nine-thirty bus from Atlanta, Clay. You just

         keep your eye on that.”

      


      

      “What?”


      

      She winked behind her upturned glasses. “You heard me. You just watch the bus, and the Lord will take care of the rest.”


      

      •     •     •


      

      Early Friday morning, Ricki Burrows pushed her VISA card across the counter to the ticket agent at the Atlanta Greyhound terminal,

         hoping she hadn’t maxed it out.

      


      

      Her heart pounded as the agent ran the transaction. Thank goodness the charge went through, because she didn’t actually have

         enough cash for the fare. Unless she hocked some jewelry or her luggage.

      


      

      She tried to calculate the net worth of the jewelry and luggage, but the numbers got muddled in her head. Where was Ray Betts

         when you needed him?

      


      

      “That’s one ticket to Last Chance,” the agent said. “Bus leaves in fifteen minutes.”


      

      She walked through the bus station wondering just how she had ended up in this place.


      

      Easy answer: She was over thirty, and her boobs had started to sag. Randy had a thing for perky boobs. She should have known

         Randy would lose interest.

      


      

      But, really, while having saggy boobs was horrifying, it wasn’t nearly as devastating as discovering that your husband of

         fifteen years had not only left you for a girl of eighteen, but he’d taken all his assets with him—right out of the country.

      


      

      That was bad.


      

      But then discovering that the assets he had absconded with didn’t actually belong to him—well, that was worse.


      

      And having the IRS pretty much seize everything except for her luggage and a few pieces of not-very-expensive jewelry was

         just about the worst thing that could happen to a girl.

      


      

      All of which explained why she found herself standing here handing her Louis Vuitton luggage to a bus driver.

      


      

      Her return to Last Chance was going to be ignominious. Well, at least Momma and Daddy were gone. She wouldn’t have to crawl

         home in defeat. Not that she was actually crawling home, or anything.

      


      

      The only reason to return to Last Chance was to find Clay Rhodes, who was reportedly hiding out there.


      

      Ricki had adored Clay once, even if she had broken his heart when she left him for Randy. Well, who could blame her? Randy Wilson was a rich record producer, and Clay

         was a wannabe.

      


      

      But Clay wasn’t a wannabe anymore.


      

      According to the news on the street, Clay Rhodes was just about the hottest songwriter on Music Row. The songs he’d written

         for Tumbleweed’s first album had taken the group platinum and earned them an invitation to the Grand Ole Opry.

      


      

      Of course, Clay had missed out on that last bit. Everyone in Nashville knew the sordid story of how Tricia Allen had dumped

         Clay for Chad Ames, Tumbleweed’s lead singer, a turn of events that had resulted in Clay’s leaving Tumbleweed just as the

         band took off on the country music charts.

      


      

      With all that heartbreak—losing his girl and his band in one fell swoop—Ricki figured Clay would be looking for some comfort.

         And Ricki aimed to be it.

      


      

      Because, looking back on her life, she had to say that the only man who had ever treated her with even the smallest amount

         of respect had been Clay Rhodes.

      


      

      Ricki wanted him back. She wanted to start over with a man who wouldn’t care whether her boobs continued to sag. Besides, if the gossip was right, Clay was racking up a fortune in royalties for the songs on Tumbleweed’s first album.

         It sure did look like Clay had made a success of himself, despite her daddy’s predictions to the contrary.

      


      

      She could kick herself. She should have married him when he’d asked all those years ago. What on earth had she been thinking?


      

      At precisely eleven o’clock on Friday morning, Miriam Randall arrived for her weekly appointment at the Cut ’n Curl. Jane

         took one look at the old lady, with her white hair carefully done up in crown braids, and wondered why she had bothered to

         come. After all, the other women who had arrived that morning had all required shampoos, trims, and sets.

      


      

      Millie Polk sat under a dryer reading the latest June Morning historical romance, Destiny. Lillian Bray sat in Ruby’s chair, her hair halfway done up in curlers while Ruby continued to work on it. And Thelma Hanks

         sat in front of Jane, hair coloring on her head, admiring the nail color Jane was painstakingly applying.

      


      

      “I declare,” Mrs. Hanks said in a low, slow, drawl. “I do like this ‘Pinkaholic’ ever so much better than the ‘Girly Pink.’

         Don’t you, Lillian?”

      


      

      Lillian glanced without turning her head. “To tell you the truth, Thelma, I can’t tell much difference.”


      

      “Well, it’s deeper and has a pearly shine to it.” Thelma smiled at Jane. “And, Ruby, I’m so glad you finally got someone who

         knows how to do nails.”

      


      

      “That was not my doing. The Lord sent her.”


      

      “Amen to that,” Miriam Randall said as she shuffled in through the door, leaning on her cane. It was almost as if the old lady had timed her entrance in order to say this ridiculous and embarrassing thing.

      


      

      Ruby, along with Mrs. Polk and Mrs. Hanks, turned toward Miriam Randall, each of them making a little head bob, like court

         ladies showing deference to their queen. That was kind of confusing, because until Miriam Randall arrived, Jane could have

         sworn that Lillian Bray was the leader of the pack.

      


      

      But apparently not. Jane immediately reshuffled the pecking order. These ladies genuinely liked Miriam Randall. Lillian, they were scared of.

      


      

      It was hard not to like Mrs. Randall. She wore red Keds slip-ons, a pair of white ankle socks, a flowered polyester shirtwaist

         dress in a garishly purple print, and a pair of bifocals that looked like they ought to be on exhibition in a 1950s museum.

         In short, this newcomer with the incredible sense of timing and the unique fashion sense was one of a kind.

      


      

      Miriam walked past the appointment desk and ensconced herself in the one remaining seat as if she owned the place. She gripped

         her cane in a pair of arthritic hands and studied Jane with a pair of inquisitive brown eyes that looked years younger than

         the rest of her.

      


      

      “Jane, meet Miz Miriam Randall,” Ruby said. “She used to be the chairwoman of the Christ Church Ladies Auxiliary before she

         retired a couple of years ago. She comes every Friday for a manicure. You can start on her when you’re finished with Miz Hanks.”

      


      

      Thelma Hanks said, “Miriam, I’m sure you’ll be happy. She’s so much better with an orange stick than Michelle ever was.”


      

      The little old lady smiled at Jane, and her apple cheeks plumped up. “So,” she said in a girlish voice, “I understand you arrived a few nights ago on the nine-thirty bus from Atlanta,

         right before Hurricane Jane hit.”

      


      

      Jane dropped her gaze to Mrs. Hanks’s nails. “Yes, ma’am.”


      

      She immediately felt the collective gazes of every one of the women in the shop directed at her. She had a feeling they all

         knew she’d spent the night with Clayton P. at the no-tell motel. It was a mystery, really, why they had decided not to run

         her out of town on a rail.

      


      

      Although, she had to admit, Mrs. Bray had not been very friendly to her. But the others all seemed quite interested—too interested,

         really—in her background.

      


      

      Mrs. Polk took that moment to pop her head from beneath the dryer and said, “Miriam, I heard Bill Ellis had dinner last night

         with Jenny Carpenter. Can you imagine? That woman must be ten years older than he is, and she’s a Methodist. A Methodist?

         Please tell me that she’s not the one for him.”

      


      

      Lillian snorted. “Don’t you worry about Bill. He’s only being lured by her apple turnovers. You know how Jenny wins the pie-baking

         competition every year at the Watermelon Festival.”

      


      

      “That may be, but you know what they say about the path to a man’s heart. I like Jenny well enough, but she’s too old for

         Bill. He needs a young wife who can give him children. And certainly not a Methodist. Isn’t that right, Miz Miriam?”

      


      

      Miriam’s cherubic smile never wavered. “Well, I’m pretty sure Bill’s going to end up with a woman who can cook.”


      

      “You can’t be serious.” This from Lillian. “Not a Methodist, Miriam.”


      

      The old lady shrugged. “Lillian, it’s not my place to question the Lord’s plan. The fact is, Bill Ellis is a man who enjoys

         a piece of pie from time to time. It’s one of his more endearing qualities.”

      


      

      Jane tried hard not to laugh at this. Gossip came with beauty shop territory, like unwanted advances came with waiting tables

         at the Shrimp Shack.

      


      

      Last night, Jane had nothing in her cupboard, a limited wardrobe, and no electricity. Now, thanks to Ruby Rhodes, she had

         groceries and a box of hand-me-down clothes from Stone’s late wife. The power company had restored the electricity, allowing

         her to start her new job. And, by the end of the day, Jane would have some spending money. Ruby had already promised to pay

         her on a daily basis for the first week while she got herself settled.

      


      

      The Universe was providing the things Jane had tried so hard to manifest. Of course, Ruby Rhodes seemed to be the author of

         most of this largesse. And that said a lot about Ruby. Jane could get to like the woman, even if she was a member of the God

         squad.

      


      

      Jane finished Mrs. Hanks’s manicure just about the time Ruby finished Mrs. Bray’s set. Mrs. Bray went under the dryers, Mrs.

         Hanks had the dye washed off her hair and moved to Ruby’s workstation, and Miriam Randall eased herself into the chair across

         from Jane.

      


      

      Jane took the old lady’s hand in hers. Miz Miriam had surprisingly warm hands for one so old. Her joints were misshapen with

         arthritis, but even so, her nails bore the evidence of a professional manicure.

      


      

      She set Miriam’s right hand to soaking and began removing the polish and exfoliating and moisturizing her left.


      

      “So,” the old lady said in a near whisper. “I hear you come from West Virginia.”

      


      

      Boy, the news did travel fast, didn’t it? “Yes, ma’am. Originally. I’ve been living in Florida the last seven years or so.”


      

      “And what brings you to Last Chance?”


      

      Well, there was no real answer to this, was there? She was tempted to tell Miriam that it was none of her business. But that

         wouldn’t stop the old lady from being nosy. “Just traveling around, seeing the South.” It was a bald-faced lie, and her cheeks

         flamed the minute the words left her mouth.

      


      

      Miriam Randall said nothing in response, but the slight tension in her hands was enough for Jane to know Miriam hadn’t bought

         her line. Jane worked in silence for a while, pushing back Miriam’s cuticles.

      


      

      “You know, sugar,” the old woman said, leaning in and speaking in an even quieter voice, “I reckon sometimes it’s hard to

         stay on the right road when you’re traveling around. I mean, the road signs can be so confusing at times.”

      


      

      Jane hesitated. What was the old woman talking about? She looked up into those anachronistic eyeglasses. Miriam’s dark brown

         eyes blinked and a little knowing smile hovered at the corners of her mouth. “Yes, ma’am,” she said. The customer was always

         right, wasn’t she?

      


      

      “I mean,” Miriam continued. “Sometimes it’s just easy to get lost and end up on a road with a lot of potholes and detours.”


      

      “Yes, ma’am, it is.”


      

      “I reckon Last Chance looks a lot like one of those detours, doesn’t it?”


      

      Jane stopped filing and returned her gaze to the old lady. The woman had a real smile on her lips now, and her apple cheeks

         had dimpled right up. A girlish glint shone in her eyes as well, like she was up to mischief and enjoying every moment of

         it.

      


      

      “It’s all right, sugar, you don’t have to lie,” Miriam continued. “I know very well Last Chance isn’t exactly a destination

         spot for young folks.”

      


      

      “No, ma’am, it isn’t. But sometimes the Universe takes us places for reasons of its own. It’s up to us to make the best of

         what’s handed to us.”

      


      

      Miriam chuckled. “Well, amen to that. But I reckon I would say that the Lord works in mysterious ways.”


      

      Jane said nothing to this and went back to filing and listening vaguely to the conversation that Ruby and Thelma were having

         about a bake sale for the Volunteer Fire Department.

      


      

      “You know,” Miriam said several moments later, “you shouldn’t just settle.”


      

      “Settle?”


      

      “That’s what I said, sugar. You shouldn’t just try to make the best of a bad situation. That’s settling. The Lord expects

         more of you.”

      


      

      “Yes, ma’am.” To Jane’s knowledge the Lord had never expected anything of her. The Lord had been absent from her life, which

         was just fine with her.

      


      

      “No, I mean it. You should ask for more.”


      

      “More what?”


      

      “More of everything. You should ask for what you want,” Mrs. Randall said, and for an instant she sounded like one of Jane’s

         self-help tapes. But that wasn’t possible. Miriam was a church lady. And, in Jane’s experience, church ladies usually didn’t understand the concept of positive affirmations.

      


      

      “Yes, ma’am,” Jane said noncommittally and went back to filing.


      

      “What is it you want, Jane?”


      

      Well, now, that was a zinger of a question. She stopped filing and looked up again. An absolutely avid look had stolen into

         Mrs. Randall’s stare.

      


      

      “I want what everyone wants,” she said.


      

      “And what’s that?”


      

      She wanted the bad stuff to take a left turn and leave her life permanently. She wanted a place to hang her hat and call home.

         She wanted someone there who cared about her.

      


      

      Oh, yeah, and she wanted to sing. But that was secondary to all the other stuff.


      

      She didn’t say all this aloud, though. Instead she shrugged. “Oh, you know, the usual stuff. Health and happiness.” She let

         go of Miriam’s hand and turned toward the box of nail colors and spoke before Miriam could pursue the conversation. “Now,

         Mrs. Randall, what color do you want this week?”

      


      

      “Oh, I don’t care. Red is usually what I get.”


      

      “Well, let’s see, I’ve got ‘Big Apple Red’ and ‘Thrill of Brazil.’ ” She pulled out the two shades.


      

      “Oh, the ‘Thrill of Brazil,’ by all means.” Miriam paused for a moment. “I’ve never been to Brazil, have you?”


      

      “No, ma’am.”


      

      “And that’s my point.”


      

      “What point?”


      

      “You should be looking for the ‘Thrill of Brazil,’ sugar.”


      

      “Now, Miriam, don’t you be telling my new manicurist that she should be taking off for Brazil. She’s only just arrived in

         Last Chance. Let the girl catch her breath before you have her going on trips to foreign lands.” Ruby looked up into the mirror.

         Her reflected gaze looked strangely worried, as if she had taken Miriam Randall’s words literally.

      


      

      “Oh, Ruby. Even Jane knew I was speaking figuratively. Didn’t you, sugar?”


      

      “Yes, ma’am.”


      

      Lillian Bray stuck her head out from under the dryer. “Did Miriam say something important?” There was a surprisingly eager

         look on Mrs. Bray’s face.

      


      

      “She just told Jane she should be looking for the thrill of Brazil.”


      

      “Brazil, really? You reckon she’s going to take a trip soon?” Lillian asked, sounding as if Jane’s departure from Last Chance

         couldn’t come soon enough.

      


      

      “No,” Miriam said in a flat voice. “I declare, you ladies have no imagination. I was just telling Jane, in figurative terms,

         that she shouldn’t settle. She should be looking for the whole Sleeping Beauty, Cinderella, Snow White shebang, right down

         to the hero on the white charger—you know, like Sir Galahad.”

      


      

      Jane’s hand moved involuntarily, and her brush grazed Miriam’s cuticle. “Uh, there is no such thing, Mrs. Randall. Now look

         what you made me do with this foolish talk.” She reached for a cotton ball.

      


      

      “A knight in shining armor?” echoed Lillian Bray. “My goodness, Miriam, you must be slipping. You would have Bill Ellis married

         up to Jenny Carpenter, who is a Methodist and too old to bear his children. And now you’re telling Jane she should be looking for a Sir Galahad? Lord only knows what she’ll end up with.” Lillian gave Jane a narrow stare down

         her long, pinched nose. She raised one eyebrow, and Jane felt momentarily paralyzed.

      


      

      Yup, Lillian Bray knew all about last Wednesday night at the Peach Blossom Motor Court. That look pretty much summed it up:

         A girl like her, who would give herself away cheaply like that, had no possible hope of ever being rescued by a pure soul

         like Sir Galahad.

      


      

      “Well, that’s true,” Miriam said.


      

      “What’s true?” Lillian asked. “Didn’t you just say that—”


      

      “I know what I said, Lillian,” Miriam rejoined. “I’m not senile. The fact of the matter is that the Lord knows who Jane will

         end up with. After all, it’s the Lord’s plan.”

      


      

      Hoo boy. These church ladies were beyond belief. It was time to cut this discussion off at the pass.


      

      “Well, thanks for the vote of support, Mrs. Randall,” Jane said. “But the truth of it is, the whole being-rescued thing is

         a fairy tale. I’m smart enough to know not to go looking for any kind of hero. I can take care of myself. Now, you need to

         sit still so I can finish up your nails without making any more mistakes.”

      


      

      She gave the old lady a friendly but firm stare. Miriam met it with a knowing smile and a mischievous gleam in her dark brown

         eyes. “I know you can take care of yourself, sugar. The question is whether you can take care of the crazy hero who’s going

         to come to the rescue, whether you want him to or not.”

      


      

   











      

      
CHAPTER 8



      

      

      Haley’s school was closed on account of the fact that a tree had blown over and busted up the roof. Haley might have felt good

         about that—after all, Lizzy’s school wasn’t closed—but when Haley wasn’t at school, the Sorrowful Angel would hang around

         and cry all the time.

      


      

      That wasn’t any fun. And it wasn’t much fun spending the morning at Betsy Maxwell’s house, either. But that’s what Haley had

         to do, ’cause Granny had lots of customers on Friday mornings and needed to work, and Jane, the new babysitter named like

         the hurricane, needed to work at the beauty shop, too.

      


      

      So Haley was stuck with dumb old Betsy until Betsy went to her piano lessons in the afternoon. Thank goodness there wasn’t

         nothing wrong with the piano teacher’s house, ’cause Haley didn’t like to play Barbies that much, and whenever she was at

         Betsy’s house she had to play Barbies all the time.

      


      

      Mrs. Maxwell dropped Haley off at the Cut ’n Curl on the way to Betsy’s lessons, and then Jane quit doing manicures, and the two of them decided to walk down to the school playground for a little while before they had to go meet

         Lizzy at her bus stop.

      


      

      Jane didn’t look any different from anyone else Haley had ever met, which was kind of surprising since last night Daddy and

         Granny had had a big fight about her being a floozy. They had hollered so loud that Haley had heard what they said all the

         way from Granny’s kitchen to the living room, where she had been coloring. Granny kept saying Jane was an answer to her prayers.

         Daddy yelled back that he didn’t believe in the power of prayer and didn’t want a floozy looking after his children.

      


      

      Daddy lost the argument on account of the fact that Daddy was a policeman and had to work a lot of hours, and Granny had said

         she was going to go on strike if Jane couldn’t be the new babysitter. Haley didn’t know what a strike was, but she figured

         it had to be like a lightning strike, ’cause Daddy shut up real quick. Haley was kind of scared of lightning.

      


      

      So that’s how Haley ended up being watched by a person who was a floozy and had seen the insides of the Peach Blossom Motor

         Court.

      


      

      It was a red-letter day.


      

      Haley figured this might be the only time she would ever get to figure out some important things. So she looked up at Jane

         and let her question fly. “What’s the insides of the Peach Blossom look like?”

      


      

      “It looks like any old motel, I guess,” Jane answered without even getting mad.


      

      Jiminy Christmas! Grownups never answered questions like that, ever.


      

      “Miz Bray says a good girl never wants to see the insides of that place. Is it scary?” she asked.

      


      

      Jane laughed and shook her head. “No, it’s not scary. I guess Mrs. Bray keeps an eye on the place, huh? I guess that’s why

         she says things like that to little girls like you.”

      


      

      “I don’t rightly know, but Miz Bray knows you saw the insides, ’cause she called up Granny and told her. And then Miz Randall

         called, and Granny got mad.”

      


      

      “What?” Jane stopped walking. “Would you say that again?”


      

      Haley turned and looked up at Jane. She had a nice face. If she was a floozy, then floozies must not be so bad.


      

      “Like I said,” Haley began. “Miz Bray called Granny and told her all about how Uncle Clay had been inside of the Peach Blossom

         Motor Court with a floozy, and how that made Uncle Clay no good to be the organist at church anymore. Granny got really mad

         about that. But then Miz Randall called and Granny wasn’t so mad anymore. And then Granny decided you were the answer to her

         prayers.”

      


      

      “Because Mrs. Randall said so?”


      

      Haley shrugged. “Don’t know.” She squinted up at Jane and asked the main question on her mind. “So, what is it about the Peach

         Blossom Motor Court that turns a person into a floozy?”

      


      

      Jane looked mad for a minute. And then she turned and headed down the sidewalk. “Come on, Haley, this conversation is officially

         over.”

      


      

      Haley followed with a determined stride. “Why?”


      

      “Because your question was not polite. No one likes to be called a floozy. So you’ll just need to ask your granny about this stuff… when you’re older.”

      


      

      Haley let out a deep breath. “That’s what everyone says.”


      

      Jane didn’t say anything else, and Haley knew she’d messed up her one chance. Jane was mad.


      

      “Jeepers, I’m sorry,” Haley said, on account of the fact that Granny always told her to apologize if she ever did anything

         impolite. Not that she completely understood why Jane was mad or anything. But she kind of liked Jane.

      


      

      “It’s okay,” Jane said.


      

      The Sorrowful Angel took a break from crying and nodded like she approved of the apology. Haley took that as a sign and spent

         the rest of the walk to the playground playing tag with the Sorrowful Angel. Once they reached the playground, Jane sat down

         on the bench and plugged up her ears with earphones, which put an end to any further conversations.

      


      

      There wasn’t much to do, so Haley made her way to the deserted swing set and took a seat and watched the group of workmen

         cutting up the tree that had mashed one whole corner of the school, including Miss Jackson’s second-grade classroom. The Sorrowful

         Angel hovered nearby watching Haley watch the men, like maybe the Angel was like a babysitter herself.

      


      

      Haley pushed herself off and started to pump the swing and sing “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” which was her favorite thing to

         sing when she was swinging. A little later, Uncle Clay came down the path, headed for Jane. He had something in his hands.

      


      

      Haley stopped singing but continued to pump the swing as Uncle Clay waited for Jane to take the earphones out of her ears. He started talking to her, and jeepers, he talked

         a long, long time. Jane didn’t say nothing; she just nodded. Haley wished she could hear what Uncle Clay was saying. He might

         be talking about stuff that would explain what a floozy was.

      


      

      Uncle Clay gave Jane something that looked kinda like a CD player. And then Uncle Clay turned and walked back toward town.

         Jane started rubbing her eyes, like maybe she was crying, and Haley started to wonder if maybe Uncle Clay had been impolite

         and called her a floozy to her face, too.

      


      

      Great, that was all Haley needed, a Sorrowful Angel and a sorrowful floozy. She looked up at the men boarding up broken windows

         and hammering on the caved-in roof of the school.

      


      

      Jesus, Haley prayed fervently, please help me. All this sorrow is starting to wear me down.


      

      “Look what I found,” Haley Rhodes said as she scampered into the sitting room of the little apartment above the Cut ’n Curl.

         It was late afternoon on Friday, and dusk was settling over Last Chance. Downstairs in the shop, Ruby was finishing Lessie

         Pontius’s weekly wash and set.

      


      

      Jane pulled the earphones from her ears. “What?”


      

      “Look what I found,” Haley repeated as she swung Woody’s stupid piece-of-crap necklace in front of Jane’s eyes. Recognition

         rocked through Jane, followed by a shiver of revulsion. How had the kid found that thing?

      


      

      “Can I have it?” Haley tipped her head and gazed up at Jane out of a pair of precocious brown eyes. Haley hadn’t inherited her dark eyes or curly blond hair from her pa, that was for sure.

      


      

      Lizzy Rhodes, on the other hand, was a dead ringer for her pa. She looked up from her book, her green eyes staring daggers

         at her little sister. “Haley, you know it’s not nice to ask for things that aren’t yours. Put the necklace back.”

      


      

      “No. You’re not the boss of me.” Haley stuck her nose in the air and turned back toward Jane. “So, can I have it?”
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