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Guiding Light

Jonathan’s Story





Prologue



Reva Shayne felt the back of her car fishtail as she careered around a bend in the country road and cried out with fear. But she didn’t dare take her foot off the gas and risk losing sight of her son. Instead, she gripped the wheel tighter and sped up, catching sight of the bumper of Jonathan’s car just as it rounded another curve, still in pursuit of Alan Spaulding’s limousine.

This was Alan’s fault! Showing up at Tammy’s funeral. What did he think would happen? What did he think Jonathan would do when Alan laughed at his grief, called it a performance? Reva should’ve taken Alan out right there, clubbed him with a prayer book or an angel statue, left him for dead. Because of Alan, Tammy was gone forever, and now Reva feared what Jonathan would do in retaliation.

She rounded another corner, banking the car wide and praying no one was coming toward her on the other side of the road. She quickly straightened her car out and resumed her reckless speed. Ahead of her, she could see a cloud of dust where Alan’s and Jonathan’s cars must have turned onto a gravel road.

As she raced ahead, she tried to banish the image of Jonathan’s shattered expression when they’d wheeled Tammy’s casket out of the church, the weight of his grief so evident in the slope of his shoulders. “Focus,” Reva admonished herself, blinking back tears.

She’d had a feeling Jonathan was going to do something crazy, in spite of his assurances that he wouldn’t. Not while he had her grandbaby Sarah with him. But she’d heard it in his voice, seen it in his eyes. Something she hadn’t seen there in a long time, not since Tammy’s love had changed him. “We won’t be safe,” he’d said. “He won’t stop until he has Sarah. He’ll kidnap her.” He never stopped looking at his daughter in Reva’s arms as he spoke.

Reva knew Jonathan was right. Little Sarah, born to Jonathan and Alan’s granddaughter Lizzie, was the heir to the Spaulding empire, and Alan had vowed to keep her in his family so she could be raised properly—as a Spaulding. That Sarah was rightfully with her father made no difference to him—what Alan wanted, Alan got, at any cost. Just look what he’d done to Tammy. Good, sweet Tammy. How do you get over something like that? How do you survive when someone murders the love of your life?

Maybe you survive by seeking comfort in your infant daughter. And maybe you survive by seeking revenge. Reva knew Jonathan was planning something. She knew because they were alike. Quick to anger and slow to forgive. That was why she had come back to the church.

It was a miracle she’d seen them at all—Alan’s sleek black limo cruising along the outskirts of Springfield, Jonathan’s green sedan following closely behind. Reva had had a feeling in the pit of her belly—whatever Jonathan thought he was doing, she had to stop him. She’d tried to catch up to them, but had lost them in the many turns of the road and had just caught up to them again.

She whipped her car onto the gravel lane and bounced along the rough road. She drove between two barns and out through barren fields. She could barely make out the cars ahead of her through the dust, but she saw the limousine make an abrupt left in between two silos. She did not see Jonathan’s car follow it.

She did not see Jonathan’s car.

“No,” she said, and gripped the wheel tighter. “No no no no…”

She reached a curve in the road and saw the signpost warning that the edge of the quarry lay straight ahead, and her heart sank. “Jonathan!” she screamed, and slammed on the brakes so hard that her car slid into a patch of evergreen trees. Reva threw open her car door and pushed through the tree branches.

She heard a loud scraping noise as she ran down an old walking path marked with the fresh tread of tires. She reached the edge of the quarry just in time to hear the sickening crash of metal and glass against rock and saw the car explode upon impact at the bottom. Her mind could not comprehend it—her son was in that car! So was his baby, Sarah, a tiny little being with so much life ahead of her!

As the flames roared and rose higher, it seemed to Reva that the world was suddenly spinning the wrong way. She opened her mouth to cry for help, but what came out was a scream, a bloodcurdling scream of her son’s name. “Jonathan! Jonathan! Jonathan!”

Another explosion sent a fireball into the air, and Reva screamed again.

Out of nowhere Alan appeared at her side—Alan Spaulding, the monster who had caused this tragedy. Horrified, he watched as the flames engulfed the car that had carried his beloved Sarah, his heir, his future, his salvation.

It seemed impossible, unreal to Reva, as if she were watching a bad movie. No amount of screaming would make it stop; the car just kept burning and burning, the flames growing higher and more ferocious, burning with them all her hopes for a son who had known more pain in his life than a body ought to, burning all her dreams for her granddaughter.

They were gone. So were all of her hopes and dreams for them. The son she’d fought so hard to tame, the son who finally came to believe he was loved. Jonathan and Sarah, gone just like that—as long as it had taken that car to sail from the top of the cliff to the bottom of the quarry.

It was all gone.
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Aubrey Cross liked to do her shopping when most everyone else in the dusty town of Tourmaline, California, was sitting down to dinner in front of the TV. The fewer people she ran into who knew her or her family, the better, and in Tourmaline, it was impossible to go anywhere without someone knowing her because of her dad. That was because he was Ezekiel “Zeke” Cross—the county sheriff, which he’d been as far back as Aubrey could remember—who made this godforsaken town his home.

Everyone who knew Zeke loved Zeke—everyone except Aubrey. She couldn’t stand him. One might go so far as to say she hated Zeke. And hating Zeke made her the town’s pariah.

Okay, maybe not the town’s pariah—she did have one friend. Sort of. Not the kind of friend she’d go to lunch with and then go shopping with, because Aubrey wasn’t much of a shopper, and they’d only recently become friendly at work. But Noelle Fischer was someone Aubrey could talk to, and she had the feeling that Noelle was really on her side.

Aubrey didn’t get that feeling from most people in Tourmaline, and while she wasn’t exactly a pariah, she sure felt that way sometimes.

She just didn’t fit in with the sleepy pace of this town. Her mom used to talk about how different the town had been when she was a kid, when they were still mining tourmaline here and the economy was thriving. But the tourmaline had been mined up before Aubrey was born, and most people who wanted to make a good living had moved to San Diego or Phoenix. To Aubrey’s way of thinking, that left the old people, the deadbeats, and those with no ambition in life—the very sort of people who were easily influenced by a bully like her father.

He was a bully, maybe even worse, even if she was the only person who knew it.

Just this afternoon, they’d had another verbal brawl. He wanted her to move back home. When she’d come back for Mom’s funeral three months ago—and ended up staying for reasons that had seemed noble at the time, but now seemed insane—he didn’t like that she hadn’t come home to be with him. Zeke said her living in the small apartment she rented when he had a big house right in the middle of town left her open to talk.

But Aubrey knew it was because he couldn’t control her as easily if she wasn’t under his thumb.

“I’m only going to be in town another month, if even that,” she’d said warily when he’d started in on her again today. She’d watched him walking around her little apartment, his hands on his gun belt, that ever-present sneer on his lips as he looked at the few things of Mom’s she’d managed to salvage before he threw all her mother’s belongings away.

Most women thought Zeke Cross was handsome—tall, dark-haired, with a nice smile when he decided to summon it—but Aubrey thought he was the ugliest man on earth. She could hardly bear to look at him when she said, “I’m going back to San Diego so I can start school with the fall session.”

“And what are you going to live on, your good looks and charm?” he asked snidely. “You don’t have any money, and I’m sure as hell not giving you any. I’m done throwing money down black holes, especially now that your mother is gone.”

She winced at the stab of pain caused by the reminder of her mother’s death. As for the money, she couldn’t care less. It had been three years since Aubrey had lived at home. Three years since she’d earned enough money to move to San Diego and start college. In those three years, she’d never forgotten how abusive her father was, but the pain of it had faded. Now, she was sorely reminded of how debilitating his nastiness could be to one’s psyche, and he was just getting warmed up.

By the time he’d left her apartment, she’d been reduced to the size of a garden gnome.

She was still feeling unsettled when she pulled into the lot of the local supermarket and parked. She pulled a black corduroy newsboy cap down over her eyes, which did nothing to keep people from recognizing her, but made her feel as if she couldn’t see them. She pushed her short, black hair behind her ears, straightened her black T-shirt advertising the band Radiohound, which she wore over a pair of low-rise, tight-fitting jeans, topped with a killer metal belt she’d picked up in San Diego, and got out of her car.

She checked herself in the reflection of the car window—she liked her style, which her friend Franny at college said was a cross between urban hip-hop and California tree hugger. Frankly, Franny—a performance artist—had introduced Aubrey to style, all of it different and expressive and so much better than what seemed to be the standard uniform for women in Tourmaline—capris and a white shirt.

Aubrey lifted the long strap of the small cloth satchel she used as a purse over her head, so that it hung diagonally across her body, and quickly looked around the parking lot. There were hardly any cars, which was a good thing. She eyed the supermarket as if it were a mined war zone. Get in, get out, she told herself, and began marching in that direction, her arms swinging in her haste to get the few things she needed.

She was hit with a blast of arctic-cold air that carried the tune “Tie a Yellow Ribbon” as the glass doors opened automatically and she walked in. The place smelled like Pine-Sol, and big yellow cones marked where the floor had been mopped. Aubrey picked up a red basket, stepped around the CAUTION sign, and quickly ducked into aisle one before she ran into Bev Mackey.

Bev manned the checkout lanes on the evening shift. She was here every night with her knitting, and she loved to share the minutiae of her day with the few denizens of Tourmaline who ventured inside before the doors shut at eleven. Aubrey knew this because she had been captured more than once by Bev’s chatter. By the time Aubrey exited the store, she’d know what Bev had had for breakfast, if Old Man Carney had made his daily sojourn through the store with the aid of his walker or if he’d used the motorized cart, and Bev’s feelings on the rising cost of lettuce.

Safe from Bev for the time being, Aubrey strolled down the cereal aisle and picked up a box of Lucky Charms. Not exactly the healthiest cereal on the shelf for a vegan, but some things never changed. She rounded the corner and worked her way up the condiments aisle, debating for a few minutes over the pickles, then deciding against them.

At the end of the aisle, near the videos and greeting cards and auto supplies, Aubrey found a display of organic whole-wheat couscous. She thought that would be a good balance for the Lucky Charms. She picked up a box, turned it slightly to read the nutritional content, and noticed a baby in a cart on the greeting-card aisle. She was cute—probably not even a year old, a chubby, little, dark-haired, blue-eyed princess in a romper with ducks marching across the bib. She was kicking her little legs and chewing on a ring of plastic keys.

Aubrey smiled and began to read the box while the baby gurgled. A moment later, she heard the plastic keys fall to the floor and glanced over her shoulder. The baby was staring at Aubrey, her bottom lip trembling. It was only a matter of moments before that little mouth would open and a wail would come forth.

Aubrey put down the box of couscous and peeked out from her aisle—no one was around. The baby put a fist in her mouth and kicked harder. The little butterball was not happy. So Aubrey retrieved the plastic keys, but as she rose up in front of the baby, she thought she’d better not give them to her because they had been lying on the floor. Apparently, that was the worst thing Aubrey could have done, for when the baby put out her hands for the ring, and Aubrey didn’t give it to her, she let out a howl that rattled the rafters.

Still, no one came.

The baby’s face mottled red; she cried great gasping sobs. “Don’t cry, sweet cheeks,” Aubrey cooed, running her hand over the girl’s dark curls. But the baby cried harder. Aubrey put down her basket and lifted the baby out of the car seat; she had hardly settled the baby on her shoulder when a man was suddenly rushing toward her from the end of the greeting-card aisle. He was tall, at least half a foot taller than Aubrey’s respectable five feet six inches, and had long, shoulder-length dark brown hair. He was wearing a dirty T-shirt that he must have been wearing to roll around on the floor of a garage, and it hugged a broad chest and muscular arms. He was carrying two cans of motor oil in one large hand, and he looked furious.

“Put her down!” he shouted at Aubrey.

Aubrey gasped and unthinkingly took a step backward; the man threw the oil cans into his cart and lunged for her, snatching the baby from her arms. The baby cried harder as he hugged her securely to his chest with one arm. He backed away from Aubrey, his gaze so hot and livid that she could almost feel its burn. “Get the hell away from my baby!”

He spoke to her as if she were a pervert, and that snapped Aubrey out of it. “Hey!” she said, shaking a little from the intensity of his anger. “I’m not the one who left a baby unattended!”

“I didn’t,” he said far too loudly. “I could see her the whole time.”

“She was crying—”

“Yeah, babies do that. They cry.”

“I was just trying to help!” Aubrey exclaimed angrily.

“By taking her?” he demanded as he carefully caressed the baby’s back.

“Take her?” Aubrey exclaimed. “Dude, you are off your rocker. Didn’t you hear her crying? I was trying to help!”

“Yeah, well, try and help someone else.”

“No problem,” she said hotly. “But maybe you shouldn’t go waltzing off, leaving your kid unattended, because next time, you really might lose her to some weirdo.”

“Why? Why would you say that?” he asked, his eyes narrowing suspiciously.

The guy was hot, but he was obviously crazy. “Why? Think about it, genius,” Aubrey said, and grabbed her basket. With a glower for him, she marched away, purposefully turning into the canned-goods aisle where she was out of his sight. She leaned her back against the shelves to try to collect herself. Her heart was pounding erratically; she was having trouble catching her breath. The baby had stopped crying, apparently—but then again, Aubrey couldn’t hear anything but the pounding of her own heart. What confused her, what kept snatching her breath from her lungs, was that she didn’t know if she was still trembling because of the mad-dog way he’d looked at her while he was yelling at her, or because he was so damn hot.

They didn’t make guys like that in Tourmaline. They didn’t make guys like that anywhere. If he wasn’t so Looney Tunes, Aubrey would believe he’d just walked out of an ad for one of those men’s health magazines. One other teeny-tiny thing had caught her eye—he was wearing a Radiohound T-shirt, just like her. Except his was grimy.

With a shake of her head and a sigh, Aubrey pressed her hand over her heart for a moment, then pushed away from the shelves and went on with her shopping.

She didn’t see Mad Dog again. She didn’t hear his baby crying, either. When she checked out with her cereal and peanut butter and milk, Bev was her usual chatty self. “Hi, Aubrey! Back so soon? Oh my goodness, you’re already out of Lucky Charms? It was only Tuesday you bought some, right?”

“Did I?” Aubrey asked.

“Well, you better stock up. The county fair rolls into town next week, and those people can go through a lot of food! Are you going to the fair?”

“I don’t know,” Aubrey said with a shrug. She was hardly listening, just nodding and smiling a little when she thought she ought to.

“I am. I can’t wait! I am taking three nights off and taking my grandkids every night. My sister plays in the polka band, did I ever tell you? The trombone. My mother always said that the trombone was a waste of good money, but Betty proved her wrong, didn’t she? I am so glad they have peanut butter back on the shelves, aren’t you? But this jar’s a little too big for just one person, isn’t it?” Bev asked, holding up the jar of peanut butter.

“Ah…”

“Oh! I saw Keith Stanley in here last night.” Bev wiggled her eyebrows which had, by the look of them, recently been dyed to match her dark red powder-puff hair. “Guess what?”

Aubrey did not take the bait.

Not that Bev cared. “He’s not seeing anyone,” she quickly added in a singsong voice.

Okay, that was it. This was going down in the official annals as one of the most annoying days of Aubrey’s life. First the confrontation with Zeke, then the crazy Mad Dog guy with that incredibly cute baby, and now Bev, the cashier at the supermarket, who was trying to hook her up with an old boyfriend Aubrey had dumped four years ago. “Good for him,” Aubrey muttered as she dug in her bag for her wallet.

“Oh, come on, Aubrey! Aren’t you just a little curious?” Bev asked brightly.

“No. I’m not.” She handed Bev the money for her groceries.

Bev’s smile faded a little. “I’m just offering a bit of friendly news,” she said with a sniff.

“That’s not exactly news. Sounds more like gossip to me.” Aubrey tried to smile, but it was obvious her words hadn’t come out as she’d intended. She didn’t have the gift of gab that so many women had. So Aubrey did what she normally did when she couldn’t seem to get her meaning across—she walked away.

She was brooding as she carried her bag to her car and hardly noticed the three guys leaning against the back of a pickup directly across from where she’d parked until she was almost upon them. They were having a few beers on the tailgate. Aubrey recognized the one in the middle. He was called Spider for reasons she didn’t want to know. He’d made a big splash playing football his senior year in high school, but when he’d graduated last year, he’d stayed in Tourmaline, where, according to Aubrey’s friend Noelle, he made trouble almost daily.

Exactly the sort of guy Zeke ought to lock up, but preferred to keep in his pocket.

“Hey!” Spider called out to Aubrey as she fumbled in her purse for her keys. “Nice hat!”

Aubrey ignored him as she grasped her keys.

“Hey! I’m talking to you!” he shouted.

Aubrey juggled the bag of groceries and the keys as she struggled to get the key in the lock of her trunk. She had it in when she heard Spider right behind her. “What’s the matter, freak? Are you deaf? I said, I am talking to you!”

Aubrey closed her eyes and sighed. There was no avoiding it—she was going to have to deal with Spider. She carefully put the bag of groceries on top of the trunk. She could hear them snickering at her back, knew this was going to be difficult. Then she removed her purse, put it next to the groceries, and turned to face them.

They were standing in the middle of the lane. Spider laughed as his gaze raked over her. “What in the hell?” he said, and tapped one of his pals in the chest. “Look at this chick! She’s a freakin’ doper by the look of it!”

As if she derived her fashion sense from Tourmaline. “Spider, what do you want?” Aubrey demanded. “I’m not bothering you. I just want to get my groceries and go home.”

“Is that the way they dress in San Diego?” Spider asked before taking a swig of beer. “They wear those stupid hats in San Diego?”

“We have to wear them to cover our horns,” Aubrey said as one of the guys casually walked up to her trunk and began to rummage through her groceries. “Stop that!” Aubrey said to him. “Those are my groceries!”

The guy shrugged and withdrew her box of Lucky Charms, ripped the top open, and thrust his hand into the box.

“Over here, freak,” Spider said, drawing her attention back to him. “Let me get this straight.” He swayed a little and crossed his arms over his chest, the beer bottle dangling between two fingers. “Are you telling me there are other freakazoids in San Diego who wear those stupid hats?”

Aubrey’s pulse began to pound with anger. She despised bullies. Spider was a punk kid who hadn’t seen even a smidgen of the world, had no idea what sorts of hats were out there in the big, vast universe. Who was he to try to intimidate her? She tried to make light of it. “Spider…you’re wearing a cheap Polo knockoff. That really doesn’t give you a lot of room to criticize my hat.”

The three guys all looked at one another and then suddenly howled with delight. One of them tossed the jar of peanut butter from her bag to the other one as Spider took a menacing step forward.

“You better watch it, freak,” Spider said. “You think you’re too good for us in Tourmaline now that you’ve lived in San Diego? Well, guess what? You’re Tourmaline, through and through, just like us, so you better watch your mouth.”

Aubrey’s mouth was moving before she could think clearly. “Or what?” she asked, squaring off with him.

That was all the invitation Spider needed.
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The car was juiced up with the oil and coolant he’d just bought, but Jonathan found the radiator leak that had plagued him since leaving Arizona. He guessed the radiator would need about a day’s worth of work to keep it from leaking.

In the parking lot of the supermarket, Jonathan slammed his hand against the hood and muttered a few choice opinions about the 1987 fastback Mustang he’d bought a few months ago. It was his third car in seven months—the trick was to keep the junker running until he could trade it for the next piece of crap. It was a pain-in-the-ass way to live, but he had no choice—he could never trust that Alan Spaulding wasn’t one step behind him, one step from taking Sarah from him.

Jonathan figured he’d find some place near town to camp. He ducked his head inside the driver’s open window and checked on Sarah. She was safely settled in her car seat in the back. They were used to traveling this way—they’d established a rhythm of always being on the move, of always looking for the place they would finally stop and settle down. While he drove, Sarah did whatever babies did until she got tired or hungry or wet.

“We’ve got to make another stop, baby,” he said irritably.

Sarah’s response was to toss the filthy little stuffed kitten she clutched in her sleep every night to the floorboard, then lean over the arm of her car seat to look for it. Tammy had given Sarah that kitten. Jonathan believed with all his heart that Sarah was attached to that kitty because she remembered Tammy had given it to her and missed Tammy almost as much as he did. Almost. No one could hurt as wide and as deep as he did. It felt like a chasm had grown in him, one full of the pain of missing her…every lousy day.

He sighed, straightened up, resting his arms on the hood of the Mustang, and gazed out beyond the parking lot, to the brown and green hills that bordered the town.

They’d traveled down a stretch of California roadway that ran through nothing but industrial plants and truck stops, where someone was always wondering about a man alone with a baby and asking nosy questions—like, Where was his wife? Sometimes he wanted to answer, to grab the nosy jerk by the throat and scream the answer into his face. She’s dead! Tammy’s dead and cold and buried in a box because Alan Spaulding made her that way. He hired someone to hit me with a car and she jumped in the way and… But he’d swallow down the pain and the rage. He’d smile politely, squeeze Sarah tightly, and they’d move on down the road.

But then they’d come to Tourmaline, California, population 9,346, according to the sign on the edge of town. He sort of liked the look of the town. There were a lot of empty stores and boarded-up houses on the outskirts, he’d noticed when he and Sarah had slid into town—it looked as if it had been a lot bigger at some point. But what was left of it was clean and inviting and looked like a place a man could settle down and raise a kid.

He and Sarah had driven around a little and had pulled into a church parking lot to let the engine cool down while Jonathan changed and fed Sarah. They’d sat on a stone bench beneath an elm tree, Sarah with a bottle, Jonathan just enjoying the clean air and looking at the houses up and down the wide, tree-lined street. The houses were typical Craftsman homes with big green yards and tree swings and little-kid tricycles cluttering the sidewalks. The houses and lawns were surrounded by colorful chrysanthemums and shaded with towering gum and magnolia trees. The town was picturesque, set against the hills as it was.

“See that?” he’d said to Sarah, pointing to a playscape in one yard. “Lots of other munchkins around. You’d be happy here.”

Sarah had gurgled at that.

The street reminded Jonathan—the way so many things seemed to do—of Tammy. Once, when the leaves had begun to turn in Springfield, and the air was crisp and smelling of chimney smoke, she had talked him into walking down one of the old streets of Springfield. They had strolled arm in arm, gazing up at the old Victorian houses with the lights blazing in the windows. Tammy, looking as beautiful as ever with her big blue eyes and silky blond hair, paused on the sidewalk to admire each house, her expression full of wonder and happiness. He had admired her as he always did. He’d never thought he would fall in love with a woman like her who was so pure and full of joy—everything he’d thought he hated in the world.

“Guess who lives there?” she’d ask at every house, and would then invent an idyllic family, a scene right out of a Norman Rockwell painting, smiling with that big, infectious grin of hers. But all Jonathan saw were cheerful facades that hid the ugliness inside, just as in the house where he’d grown up.

“I think a big family lives here,” Tammy said when they were in front of a big, two-story Victorian with a wraparound porch. “See that window, way up at the top?”

Jonathan looked up.

“That’s the boy’s room. He’s probably up there right now, making a science project with a plunger and some glue and something explosive.” She laughed, her blue eyes glimmering in the light of the streetlamp. “And see the window just beneath it? That’s the girl’s room. She’s arranging the outfits for her Barbie dolls to wear tomorrow and matching up the shoes and purses.”

She glanced at Jonathan, who was frowning a little. “What?” she asked, nudging him playfully. When Jonathan didn’t respond, she pointed to the big picture window on the ground floor. “And you know who is in there?”

“Yeah,” he said. “The old man is knocking around his boy for being stupid.”

Tammy’s face fell—he realized, too late, that he’d ruined her game. But before he could take it back, before he could laugh it off or apologize or snap at her to stop dreaming, she abruptly turned and took his face in her hands and smiled up at him. “In my fantasy, it’s a happy house. The husband and wife love each other and their children very much and they find joy in the house. Not pain, Jonathan. They’ve put all that behind them. In my fantasy, they don’t have to hurt anymore—they are full of joy.” She’d kissed him, a tender, sweet kiss, and he’d fought hard not to let her see his knees tremble.

When they had moved on to the next house, Jonathan tried hard to play along. He couldn’t help it—he always wanted to be where Tammy was. He’d managed to invent a dog to go with her imaginary family.

He’d always wanted a dog when he was a kid.

But the memory made him feel angry and restless now. He slapped the roof of the Mustang. It was time to go—dreaming of what might have been was pointless.

He’d found the market easy enough, and with the exception of that pretty little nut job who’d tried to take Sarah, Jonathan was getting a good vibe from this town. As he wiped his dirty hands on his T-shirt, he heard howling laughter.

He looked over the top of his car and spotted the nut job; she was surrounded by three men who were much larger than her. He knew something wasn’t right—he could feel it.

He ducked into the car, found Sarah’s pacifier, and stuck it in her mouth. “Be a good girl,” he said. “I’ll be right back.” He stood up again, looked across the lot, and winced—that little nut job had her hands on her waist, her legs braced apart. Jonathan had had enough experience with women to know all the signs of feminine ire. She was about to go off on one of those guys. Now how smart was that? One woman against three men.

He started in that direction, pausing once to make sure he could see Sarah. As he neared them, he heard the tall guy with the goofy haircut call her a freak, then was surprised when the dude suddenly knocked the hat from her head with enough force that he could have knocked her flat on her butt. It was a chickenshit thing to do, and Jonathan quickened his step, picking up the pace when he realized she was going to strike back.

He managed to get in between her and the jerks who were bullying her just as she launched herself at the tallest one. Jonathan caught her almost in midair and took three steps back, holding her aloft.

“What are you doing?” she cried. “Put me down!”

He put her on her feet. Her copper-brown eyes were filled with fury, and she shoved hard against him. Jonathan hardly even moved when she did, which made her eyes sparkle with fury that much more.

“Calm down, Wonder Woman,” he said. “Think. You can’t take those three on.”

The three idiots behind him laughed.

“You don’t know anything! You don’t know what I can do!” she cried.

She was a spitfire, intent on going after them. With one hand, Jonathan caught her again and held her in place.

“Just get out of the way! I can handle my own problems!”

“Awesome job so far.” He let her go, was about to tell her to get in her car and drive away while he was there, but one of the jerks behind him said, “Don’t waste your time on a freak.”

Jonathan’s hackles rose instantly. He reacted by suddenly spinning around and swinging his arm, making contact with the tall guy’s jaw. The tall guy went sprawling onto the asphalt and landed with a thud.

“Hey!” one of his pals said, and swung at Jonathan with what he thought was a jar of peanut butter. But Jonathan was too quick for him—he ducked and clipped him right in the gut. That guy went sprawling, too, almost landing on his head. Jonathan straightened up and looked at the third guy, who made no effort. He hurried to help the tall one to his feet.

“You shouldn’t have done that, pal,” the tall guy said, pausing to spit blood from his mouth. “You’re going to pay for it.”

Jonathan simply gestured for them to come at him.

“She’s a freak,” the tall guy said, pointing at Aubrey. “And you’re a friggin’ dead man.”

Jonathan laughed. As if these guys could hurt him any worse than he’d already known. “Do it,” he challenged, throwing his arms wide. But the guy was backing up and away from Jonathan. So were his friends.

“Come on, Spider, let it go,” one of them said, clapping the tall guy on his shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.”

Spider glared at Jonathan, but he allowed his friends to drag him to the truck. He pointed once more, said something Jonathan couldn’t make out as his pals shoved him into the cab. A moment later, the engine revved up and the truck lurched forward, its wheels churning over the yellow concrete block that was supposed to stop it. Once they’d cleared that, the driver hit the gas; the wheels burned against the pavement and the bed of the truck fishtailed as they exited the parking lot and screamed down the street.

Jonathan glanced at his car—he could see Sarah in the backseat. She’d fallen asleep, judging by the angle of her head. He looked at the girl. She didn’t seem quite as dangerous as he’d believed in the store. She seemed…well, she seemed way too feminine to be taking on three big guys. She was slender, wearing jeans that hugged her curves like a glove. And she was staring at him with those big copper eyes, her mouth slack, like she was seeing some strange exhibit at the zoo.

“What?” he asked self-consciously.

“You just…you just saved me,” she said disbelievingly.

“Nah.” He dipped down to retrieve the box of Lucky Charms. “I got rid of a couple of cowards.”

“That’s what I mean, you saved me—”

“No,” he quickly interjected. He didn’t like the sound of that—he didn’t save people. He handed her what was now an empty box of cereal. Brightly colored charms littered the pavement. But she took the box, wrapped her arms possessively around it while she stared up at him.

“Quit looking at me like that.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You cool?” He couldn’t look at those glimmering brown eyes, so he gestured toward her car, wanting to be on his way.

“Mind if I ask your name?”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said gruffly.

“Yes, it does. What am I going to tell my friend? That I was rescued by a guy named Mad Dog?”

“Mad dog?” he said, raking his hair back from his forehead.

She gave him a soft, lopsided smile. “You were sort of rabid in the store.”

“You snatched my kid.”

“I wasn’t snatching her,” she said, but that soft smile didn’t waver and had his full, male attention. “So do you have a name or don’t you?” she asked again.

He debated telling her anything at all. “J. B.,” he said reluctantly.

“J. B.? That’s it? Just J. B.?”

He threw up a hand to keep her from asking more. “Just…J. B.”

“I’m Aubrey.” She quickly wiped her hand on her jeans, then extended it to him. He looked at her hand, then at her. “Thank you, J. B. Thanks for saving me from those three goons.”

Jonathan shoved his hands into his pockets and glanced anxiously at his car. “Soon as I’m gone, you call the cops.”

“Ah—no thanks,” she said curtly, and squatted down to pick up her hat.

That was interesting. “They ought to know those guys are harassing you.”

“No way. I can handle them myself.”

He chuckled. “You weren’t even close to handling them.”

“How do you know what I was close to? You jumped in before I could do anything.” She stuffed the empty box of cereal into the brown paper grocery bag a little too emphatically.

“You were going to kick him in the shins and run? Let me tell you something—a wise man once told me not to pick a fight I couldn’t finish. You’d do well to do the same.”

“Really? Well, thanks for the advice!” she said with sarcasm. “But you can save it.” She popped open the trunk of her car. “Didn’t you leave a baby unattended somewhere?”

Jonathan turned his back on her, striding across the parking lot. He checked on Sarah and took the pacifier that was hanging off her bottom lip, then opened the driver’s door. Just before he got in, he glanced across the top of his car.

Brown Eyes was still standing there, holding her torn grocery bag with the empty cereal box, the hat pulled low over her eyes, watching him. She looked oddly vulnerable, standing there like that. She was cute. Real cute. And she had a lot of spunk—misguided spunk, but spunk all the same—which he grudgingly admired. He almost smiled as he got into the driver’s seat and turned the key. It wasn’t every day a person got to see a woman with more nerve than weight go up against three guys. So she had a tendency to wig out—but she also liked Radiohound, judging by her T-shirt, so she couldn’t be all bad.

Wait, wait, wait…what was he thinking? “Damn!” he said hotly, banging his fist against the wheel, waking Sarah. She cried out with surprise and continued to cry.

With a sigh, Jonathan stopped the car, got out, and got in the backseat. He took her out of her car seat and held her on his shoulder while she cried, humming softly, stroking her back. “It’s okay, Munchkin. It’s okay.” As Sarah began to calm down, he leaned his head back and closed his eyes, visualizing his beautiful wife smiling at him as she threw her arms around him and kissed him. “Sorry, Tammy. It’s just…I’ve been on the road a long time.”

That was the end of his wandering thoughts. He had to think about where he and Sarah were going to settle down. He smiled down at his baby. “I know I said this might be it, Munchkin.” He glanced out the window just as the red, older-model Jetta with the Greenpeace bumper sticker Aubrey was driving pulled out of the parking lot. “But maybe I spoke too soon.”

Sarah wasn’t listening. Her eyelids were heavy, and Jonathan put her in the car seat. He stroked the soft, dark curls on her head a moment, then resumed his seat behind the wheel. As he pulled out of the supermarket parking lot, he looked up at the sky—it was turning pink. He had less than an hour to find a place to pitch a tent before he lost all light.

It was always something. He pointed the car west.
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Sarah did not sleep. She began to whine, and on the outskirts of Tourmaline, where the road hugged the hills and made little winding turns, Jonathan searched for a sign that would point him toward the freeway as Sarah’s whining from the backseat grew more insistent. He glanced in his rearview; one arm was sticking out of the car seat, and her head was turned. He glanced to his left in the direction her arm pointed and saw the perfect place to bed down.

Jonathan drove to the first place he could turn around and headed back, slowing down as he approached it.

It was a white clapboard house built on a small rise. It had dark green shutters and a weather vane shaped like a rooster on the roof; the yard was fenced in by a chain-link, through which someone had strung outdoor patio lights. A big oak tree was in the front yard, and from its lowest branch hung a tire that swung lazily over green grass.

But the most appealing thing about the house was the small FOR RENT sign stuck in the yard. It looked like it had been there awhile—the red background paint was faded and the sign was sitting at an angle, as if it had been roughed up by the Santa Ana winds.

“What do you think, kid? Should we have a look around?” he asked.

Sarah began making ba ba ba noises from the backseat.

Jonathan pulled into the gravel drive and drove the thirty yards up to the house. In the waning light of day, the house looked idyllic, like something off a postcard. Jonathan got out, ducked into the backseat, and fetched Sarah from her car seat. She wasn’t walking yet, but she liked to stand on her toes, so he put her up against the fence. Her little hands curled around the chain links and she pressed her face against the fence and began to babble like he’d never heard her babble before.

With a laugh, he squatted down next to her. “You like it?”

Sarah didn’t look at him—she kept babbling and clinging to that fence.

He liked it here. It was peaceful, serene. They were on some old and seldom used county road. There wasn’t a sound but the evening breeze rustling the leaves of the trees. Jonathan pried Sarah’s hands from the fence, hoisted her up to sit on his shoulders, and, holding her in place, walked around the house. It was definitely empty, and better yet, there didn’t seem to be anyone around for miles. It almost felt as if he and Sarah were the only two people in the world.

“Seems as good a place as any to pitch a tent.”

Sarah answered with another babble.

Jonathan fetched a quilt from the car and laid it on the grass. He put Sarah there with her favorite toys while he dragged out the tent and the sleeping bags, just as he did every night.

He pitched the tent around the corner of the house—not as visible from the road—and out from beneath the canopy of trees. They liked sleeping under the stars. He spread one sleeping bag on the pallet he’d made, then the other one on top. Sarah was getting bigger now—she needed her own bed, he knew. But for the time being, this would have to do.

Outside the tent, he dug out a blue plastic pail, a camping stove, a can of beans and franks for him, and a jar of strained chicken and noodles for Sarah. With some bottled water, he mixed her formula and gave that to her while he fired up the little camping stove to cook his gourmet meal.

While his meal heated, he fed Sarah, using the time-honored technique of the airplane-in-the-hangar. She laughed and tried to grab the spoon each time. In the end, he gave in. Sarah banged the spoon on the quilt while he heated water on the stove.

Fortunately, the water was still on at the house—he filled the pail about a quarter deep from the spigot, then a small pan, which he heated on the stove. When it was warm, he added it to the pail of water. The result was a bath for his daughter. “At least you’re getting a bath tonight, kid,” he said as he sat her in the bucket. “You’re just going to have to put up with your old man until I can find a shower.”

If Sarah had any objection, she hid it by squealing with delight and splashing in the water. Jonathan had to hand it to his kid—she hadn’t had the easiest ten months, but she was a trouper. She was a good baby, rarely cried, and seemed to take their nomadic lifestyle in stride. Yet Jonathan would give anything to find a place he could call home. Some place where he felt like he could stop running and settle down, where they were safe from Alan’s long reach.

After he’d bathed Sarah, he put a sleeper on her by the light of a gas lamp. It was a warm summer night, so the two of them lay on their backs on the quilt, looking up at the heavens above them. Well, Jonathan looked. Sarah was talking to her kitty, which she flung at Jonathan from time to time. “Look up there, Munchkin,” he said, giving her a gentle squeeze. “See the big, bright star? That’s Tammy. She’s looking down on us. Someday we’ll be up there, and we’ll find her, and then we’ll all ride raindrops together. Doesn’t that sound like something Tammy would say? Riding raindrops?”

Sarah threw her kitty against his chest. He smiled at his daughter. “I miss her, too.” He gave her the kitty, which she promptly stuck in her mouth. Jonathan turned his gaze to the sky again. He kept his hand on Sarah’s leg, because when he looked up at the stars like this, he felt so small, so tiny in the vast world, that he feared he would lose Sarah. She needed him to look out for her, to hang on to her.

She needed him.

After twenty-three years of his feeling so alone, it was strange that someone so small and helpless would need him as much as Sarah did. She not only needed him, she needed him to give her a home, and a bed, and medical-care facilities, and other kids to play with…all the security Jonathan had never had.

He’d tried his best not to be a father. He had nightmares about the kind of parent he might turn out to be. Would he become like his own stepfather, a man who’d sooner smack him in the mouth than hug him? And who was Jonathan to raise a little girl, to teach her right from wrong, to teach her that she’d always be loved, always be protected? Those were lessons he was still learning himself, lessons Tammy had taught him every day until her last. He’d loved her deeply but nearly lost her when a one-night stand with Lizzie Spaulding produced a baby. He’d never wanted to hurt Tammy.

Yet he wouldn’t trade any of it now, because he had Sarah. And he would move mountains, if that’s what it took, to give her the peace and security he’d never had. He was determined that Sarah would have a better life than he’d had. She would know she was loved, she would know where she belonged. Sarah needed him and he…

He needed to stop running.

He had no idea what time it was when they crawled into the tent and bedded down under the sleeping bag. Sarah slept wedged between him and a body pillow, so she wouldn’t roll away. Jonathan was still in the clothes he’d worn all day. He lay on his back with one arm slung over his eyes, his nose wrinkling at the smell of motor oil on his clothing. The sound of Sarah’s breathing, the soft whisper of her baby’s breath, was soothing to him. It was usually enough to put him to sleep, but not tonight.

Tonight, his head was filled with the events of the day, his worries about the car, his desperation to find a place to raise Sarah…and Tammy, of course, always Tammy.

He thought of all the plans he and Tammy had once made for being a family with Sarah. Jonathan had focused on the tangible things—a house, lots of toys, maybe a cute dog to round out the picture. Tammy was the one who’d had to remind him that there was more to life than stuff. She’d asked him once, “What do you want for Sarah?”

And when he’d started on his long list of things they could buy, she interrupted, “No. I mean, what sort of person do you want her to be? A superathlete? A beauty queen? Run for president? Go to college?”

“Definitely college.” Jonathan hadn’t really thought of it before that moment, but, sure, he wanted his kid to go to college. “What else would I want?”

“How about a Nobel Prize winner? Someone really smart who makes the world a better place.”

“Yeah,” Jonathan said, nodding. “I’d like that.”

“Know what I want for her?” Tammy asked, putting aside the bottle and lifting the baby up and balancing her on her little legs on her lap.

“What?”

“I want her to know what it feels like to be loved. Totally and wholly and completely.” She looked over Sarah’s head at Jonathan. “Like me.”

Jonathan laughed. “That would be great…but he’s gonna have to get past me first.”

Tammy laughed and rolled her eyes. “I think Sarah is going to have you wrapped so tightly around her little finger that all she’ll have to do is smile, and you will grant her every wish.”

Jonathan sat up abruptly and caught the back of Tammy’s head in his hand and kissed her forehead. “I can be pretty tough when I want to be.”

“Oh, really?”

“Really.”

Tammy leaned to her right as she put Sarah on her shoulder to burp her and nodded toward a box full of toys in the corner. “You’ve been really tough with the toys, huh?”

“She’s entitled to a few toys.” Jonathan laughed as he caressed Sarah’s back.

“She’s two months old!”

“And she can already point,” he said with a grin.

“Let’s see how tough you are now.” Tammy held Sarah up to him. “She needs a change.” She wrinkled her nose, then laughed, the sound of it so bright and warm.

Remembering it now sent a shiver down Jonathan’s spine. He’d loved Tammy’s sunny laugh. He had a voice mail on his cell phone that Tammy had left the day they got married. She said, “Jonathan Randall, where are you?” And she laughed, her voice full of joy and lightness and the excitement of throwing together a quick wedding.

For weeks after she died, he’d listened to that message. He hadn’t listened to it in a long time, though. It was too painful.

That was the thing about remembering Tammy. Sometimes, it just hurt too bad.



Jonathan eventually slept. When he woke, the sun was shining and his stomach was growling. He stretched and scratched his chest, then sat up, propping himself on one arm and looking down where Sarah was sleeping.

His heart stopped—Sarah wasn’t there. She wasn’t in her spot, she wasn’t there where she’d been only a couple of hours ago. She wasn’t there.

Jonathan came up in a fury, digging through the bedroll, hoping that Sarah had just worked her way to the bottom in her sleep. But she wasn’t there. “Sarah!” he yelled, kicking the bedroll aside and clambering out of the tent.

She was nowhere in sight.

Jonathan’s heart began to pound painfully against the vise of panic that was closing around it. He’d never felt such fear in his life; he could hardly draw a breath. Myriad scenarios ran through his head as he ran around to the back of the tent. “Sarah!”

She’d been abducted or dragged off by wolves or worse—

The terror choked him. “Sarah!” he bellowed, and ran blindly toward the front of the house. As he neared the front, he heard her. She was babbling excitedly. He had only seen her do that with his mother, Reva. Someone had her. He rounded the corner—and came to a dead halt.

He couldn’t believe his eyes. Sarah was in the front yard, and she was…she was walking. She’d obviously pulled herself up against the trunk of the tree, and now she was wobbling toward the FOR RENT sign that was stuck in the yard.

Jonathan couldn’t move. He was frozen by the sight—she’d never walked before. Night after night he would lead her around the campsite, holding her little hands carefully in his as he guided her to take a step. But the moment he let go, she would fall to her bottom and crawl.

Yet here she was, taking her first steps.

He sank down to his haunches, just watching her, his fist against his mouth, swallowing back tears that were suddenly clouding his vision—tears of happiness that his baby was taking her first step. Tears of sorrow that Reva wasn’t here to see it. He liked to think Tammy could see it because he felt she was always watching over them from above.

Sarah made it four steps before falling, but the girl had some grit—she crawled to a tree stump and pulled herself up again, then did that wobbly walk to the FOR RENT sign. When she reached it, she gurgled happily and began to babble as she hit her palm against it. But she struck it too hard and toppled backward, onto her bottom. She lifted her hands to the sign and began to wail.

Jonathan went to her, picked her up, and hugged her close. “I am so proud of you, baby,” he said, kissing her face several times. “Daddy is proud of you.”

But Sarah was not interested in his praise. She twisted in his arms, her arms outstretched toward the FOR RENT sign. Her cries became louder.

“Okay,” he said, turning her around in his arms, but that did not appease her in the least. “All right, Sarah.” He put her down on her feet. She took two wobbly steps and pressed up against the sign again, her cries fading into a constant stream of babble. It was almost as if she were talking to the sign.

When Sarah pressed her palm against it again, something tripped in Jonathan. A light went on inside him; he suddenly realized that Sarah had taken her first steps at this house, to that sign, because she was trying to tell him something. Yeah, okay, she was a baby, but she was trying to tell him that this was where they were supposed to be. He settled a hand on top of his head, looked at the house, then at Sarah. Then at the house again.

“You’re right, Munchkin,” he said. “It’s perfect.” And it was—it was close enough to town that Sarah could have friends, but far enough away from people that he didn’t have to worry about anyone getting too nosy. Close enough to San Diego if Sarah needed medical treatment. And the house was small—just right for the two of them.

The realization that he’d found the place after months of being on the run, he’d finally found it, elated him. Jonathan grabbed Sarah and swung her high over his head. She gurgled with delight.

“We found it, baby!” he said happily. “This is where we are going to live!” He swung her down, then up again, and Sarah squealed with laughter. “You’ll have your own room and Barbies and birthday parties and whatever else little girls like.” That gave him pause, and he lowered her again, held her straight out. “You’re going to have to help me figure all that out, because I don’t really know what little girls like.” He laughed, held her against his chest again. Then the doubts crept in. Did he really have a right to feel so happy, so excited? Nothing had ever gone right for him for long. He had to slow down and keep his eyes open.

Sarah grabbed for his nose.

He took her hand, let her grasp his finger, then retrieved his cell phone from the car and dialed the number on the FOR RENT sign.

“Jancowitz and Hardin Realty,” a woman with a pleasant voice answered.

“Yeah, hi,” Jonathan said, bending his head slightly, as Sarah was trying to take his phone, “I’m calling about a rental property…”

A quarter of an hour later, having convinced the woman that three months’ rent up front in cash was worth a bit of sketchiness about his background—which was helped along by the fact they had not been able to sell or rent the place in over a year—Jonathan clicked off the phone and smiled at Sarah, who, having found her sea legs, was toddling in slightly longer stretches. Each time she went bottom down, he would stand her back up, and away she would go. “The lady said we pay the deposit and rent, and the place is ours, Munchkin.”
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