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Chapter One

He should have called her three years ago. Now he had no choice.

Opening the center drawer of the old oak desk in his office, Grady removed a folded piece of yellow notepaper and spread it out flat in front of him. He rubbed his damp palms on his khaki pants and sighed out loud.

The creases in the note were pliant and soft from frequent folding, the writing a bit faded. A name and two sets of numbers, nothing more. But how many times had he slipped them from the drawer, dialed all but the last digit and hung up?

She was twenty years and a phone call away, yet there were moments when he could feel her standing next to him, catch the scent of her hair, hear an echo of her voice.

How pathetic is that?

He blew out another long breath and picked up the receiver, trying to ignore the knot in his stomach.

If he thought about her long enough, a familiar guilt would bore holes through the memory; anger would trickle in, pool, and eventually congeal into a sense of hopelessness and failure. Mostly he tried not to think about her—but he couldn’t help being curious.

Leather creaked as he pushed himself straighter in the chair. He should make the call before he remembered too much, before he lost the tenuous hold on his professionalism. Changing his mind was no longer an option.

He dialed the numbers.

He stared at the phone and grappled with his doubts. Who was she now? Still the strong, brave, serious Hannah, so beautiful that a teenage boy would risk his friends and reputation—everything—to be with her? Or was she someone else entirely?

He didn’t know if she’d married or if she had children. Both her business in Baltimore and the private number were listed under her name, but that didn’t mean anything except that she had her own life and her own business.

Well, part of a business.

Insurance, for crissake.

He smiled and let loose a soft private chuckle. Insurance. The night she disappeared he’d feared for her life, prayed desperate prayers that she’d run away. He’d worried himself sick. Then slowly and gradually, as months piled up to years and no word of her returned to Clearfield one way or the other, he still refused to believe what everyone else assumed to be true. She simply couldn’t be dead. She couldn’t be. Bright summer days were still glorious, snowy nights with full moons were still magic, and rainbows still brought her to mind. He had fantasies of her popping up on television or a movie screen or in some magazine showing off her chateau and rich, handsome husband—Clearfield and Grady Steadman an empty lapse in her memory.

But never, not in his wildest imaginings or his simplest dreams, had he pictured her selling life insurance to Main Street, America.

It made perfect sense, of course, and he wasn’t disappointed when he found out where she was and what she’d been doing. Aside from the relief that she was alive, he felt satisfaction, pride even, that she’d been smart enough to hide herself in plain sight. She was living a normal life out in the open, where those who might have hunted for her would never think to look.

A male voice answered, clear and crisp. “Benson Insurance & Investments.”

“No Levitz?” The short response had thrown him.

“I’m sorry?”

“It’s not Levitz and Benson Insurance anymore?”

“No. I’m sorry. Mr. Levitz retired a couple of years ago. My name’s Jim Sauffle. Can I help you?”

“It’s just Hannah now?”

“Hannah and three other full-time agents, but she owns the business. Is there something I can do for you today?”

“No. I need to speak with Hannah Benson.”

“Of course, may I tell her who’s calling?”

Better not. She might refuse to pick up. “It’s a personal call.”

Three years ago, when he’d felt compelled to track her down, he prepared a speech and never used it. Dozens of times since then he’d thought of calling, simply to say hello. Too late for that now. This wasn’t a personal call, not really. He had three times the ground to cover with her, all of it rocky and full of potholes. He’d wing it, he decided. There was no telling how she’d react to any of it, so he’d handle her like he would any other stranger.

He held his breath and listened to the loud pulse in his ears over the soft Muzak on the other end of the line. He reminded himself, once again, that whoever answered next wouldn’t be the same Hannah Benson he’d known so long ago. It would not be a sweet, beautiful young girl, but a grown woman who very likely wasn’t going to be too thrilled to hear from him.

“Hannah Benson.” Her voice soft and expectant, and so familiar. “Hello?”

“Hannah. Hi. You might not remember, it’s been a long time. This is Grady Steadman. We went to school together in Clearfield. Virginia.” He added the state as an extra nudge, in case it was amnesia that had kept her away for so long. A guy could hope.

If some silences were golden, this one was pure lead.

“We used to be friends, Hannah. My mother taught at the high school and—”

“Hello, Grady.” Jesus. That hadn’t changed—the warm chill that ran up his spine when she said his name, the way she dragged on the r and went light on the y. It rang the same, despite the lack of warmth and welcome.

“Hi. It’s been a long time.” He grimaced. He said that already.

“Yes.”

“I know you’re at work. I tried your home number a couple of times last night and couldn’t reach you. How are you?” He was stalling.

After a brief pause came, “I’m fine. How are you?”

“I’m good. I ... Okay, I wish I were calling under different circumstances. I wish ...” What did he wish? That things had turned out different between them? That he’d called three years earlier? That he hadn’t called her at all? He cleared his throat. “I wish a lot of things but, unfortunately, this isn’t a personal call.”

Like an idiot he waited half a second, holding his breath, wondering if she’d make some sound on the other end to convey her disappointment. He couldn’t even hear her breathing.

“Hannah?”

“I’m listening.”

“Hannah, your mother passed away yesterday. I’m sorry. There’s just no easy way to say it.”

He wanted to see her eyes. She had the truest, bluest eyes he’d ever seen—always frank and honest, if you took the time to look. He’d come to know and trust what he saw in those eyes. If he could look into them now, he’d know if she was in pain or indifferent; sorry or glad. The silence told him nothing.

“Doc Kolson says it was probably a heart attack. She died quietly in her sleep.”

Quietly, like Ellen Benson had done everything else in her life. Quietly tolerating years of abuse and regular beatings at her husband’s hand, then just as quietly she bashed his head in with a fry pan when she’d had enough. Hannah’s mother had been a very quiet woman.

“Hannah?”

“Yes.” He heard the hesitation in her voice as she gathered her thoughts. “Ah. If you’ll give me an address, I’ll send a check for the expenses.”

As cold as that sounded, it was more than he had anticipated. As far as he knew she hadn’t seen or spoken to her mother since she was sixteen years old, and things were ... complicated between them before that.

“I wish it was that simple, Hannah. I truly do. But you have to come home.”

“I don’t think so.”

“If it were simply a matter of burying your mother, I might not have called. There’s more to it than that.”

“Look, I appreciate the call. I do. It can’t have been easy to track me down like this, but I’m afraid it’s a waste of your time. I’m willing to pay to see that she has a decent burial and if she has debts I’ll pay them if need be, but that’s all. I can’t go back there, Grady. I won’t.” He took a deep breath and opened his mouth to blurt out the rest of it, but she spoke again. “What about Ruth? If this has to do with half the farm being left to me or something like that, then send me the papers. I’ll sign everything over to her. I don’t want anything except to be left alone. No offense.” She added the last as an afterthought. “It’s nice of you to let me know.”

“I’m not offended. I can’t even blame you. I don’t know what all happened that day or the night you left, but I know it was bad—bad enough for you to risk your life to get away from it and to stay away. But that was a long time ago, Hannah. And now there’s another life on the line.”

There was another short silence. Then in a softer, kinder but still tentative voice she asked, “Is Ruth ill?”

He held the phone to his ear with one hand and rubbed the other over his face then back through his short dark hair. What the hell was he doing? Why hadn’t he given the number to Doc Kolson and asked him to call her? Pastor Barnes would have done it. The new priest at the Catholic church, Ellen Benson’s priest, would have made this call. But no, he had to do it. He had to hear her voice.

He leaned back in his chair and swiveled a bit to the right to look out the large window in his office—through the blinds, across the street, beyond the sleeping March gardens and the leafless bushes and trees to the large white gazebo on the shallow knoll in the center of town ... where he’d taught Hannah to kiss.

“No, not ill. Ruth died five years ago, Hannah.” He heard her sharp intake and closed his eyes. “Jesus. I feel like I’m peeling this Band-Aid off so slow I’m taking skin with it. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I would have called you when it happened, but your mother never hinted that you might still be alive for another two years—after her first heart attack. Then when I tracked you through the DMV she asked me, begged me, not to call you. She said if you were happy somewhere she didn’t want to ruin it for you; and if you weren’t, why add to your troubles. Now I’m serving you a double dose of sad and ... I should have called sooner. I’m sorry.”

She sighed soft and sad over the line. “I am, too. I’m so sorry. Poor Ruthie. So young.” She paused and was thoughtful. “I suppose I should be curious as to how she died or why but ... I feel like they’re both finally at peace and the rest of it doesn’t matter. Not now. Not anymore. I suppose that makes me sound heartless and insensitive, doesn’t it?”

“Not to me. But some of the rest of it does matter. I haven’t gotten to my primary reason for calling.”

There came a soft, humorless laugh at the other end. “I’ve run out of relatives, Grady. So, again, if it’s about the farm ...”

“It’s not. And you haven’t quite.”

“I haven’t quite what?”

“Run out of relatives.” He waited for her to say something. “Hannah?”

“Don’t say it.”

“I have to. Ruth had a daughter. Fifteen years ago. And she needs you.”

“She needs me.” She didn’t sound like she knew what that meant. He heard her moving around, the pattern of her breathing changed. “What, she needs a kidney or something?”

“She needs a home.”

“Come on, Grady, get real. What the hell am I going to do with a fifteen-year-old girl I’ve never even met before?”

“Get to know her. Make her a part of your family.”

“What family?” she exploded. “You just told me my whole damned family is dead.”

“You never married?”

“No! I didn’t.” Christ, he was a total ass to feel so elated ... wasn’t he? Then she made a point to add, “On purpose! To avoid this very thing. I don’t want to be responsible to or for anyone. You got that? It’s selfish, I know, but there you are. That’s me. Selfish. Selfish, selfish Hannah.”

This wasn’t quite what he expected, but it didn’t make any difference. Hannah was still the girl’s only living relative. He’d envisioned a little initial resistance, but he’d been counting on some maternal instincts to kick in and save the day. A little empathy maybe, so she could put a child of her own in the same situation.

But all was not lost. In his experience people who were truly selfish didn’t think about being selfish or call themselves selfish. They simply were selfish—the lack of thought and intent being part of the definition. He had a feeling Hannah wasn’t as selfish as she was scared. And scared didn’t cut it—her niece was scared, too.

“Don’t you want to know about her? Aren’t you curious?”

“No. I don’t and I’m not. Now, if you’ve covered everything you called to tell me ...”

“She looks like Ruth. A little taller, I think, but slim and blond. Her eyes are more like yours, though. A darker blue.”

“Grady.”

“She’s a nice girl. Smart. She’s a sophomore over at the high school. She runs. She’s on the track team. I understand she writes poetry, too. And ... Oh! One good thing—her hair’s always the same color. I’m not sure if it’s because she doesn’t care for green or purple hair or because she didn’t want to trigger her grandmother’s heart attack prematurely, but it all works for me.”

“Well, it’s not working for me. I’m not going to change my mind. I’m not equipped to raise a child.”

“She’s not a toddler. Most of the messy stuff is done. She wants to go to college in two years. Things could get very screwed up if she’s made a ward of the court. Two years, Hannah. It’ll be over in a heartbeat. She’ll be eighteen and legal. Her share of the farm will pay for most of her education. In the meantime, all you’d have to do is sort of ... supervise her. Sign a couple of field-trip permission slips. Make sure she eats. Nothin’ to it.”

“Right. Nothing to it. For two years. In Clearfield. I’m sorry—”

“No! Not in Clearfield. Well, yes, but only for a couple of weeks. You’d have to come get her, sign a few custody papers, take care of things at the school, get things rolling on the sale of the farm, but that’s it. Two weeks tops, I’d think.”

“You’d think?”

“Two weeks tops.” Now to drive the point home. “She needs you, Hannah.”

He gave her moment. If a spark of the girl he once knew still existed in this woman, she’d do the right thing. If this was the right thing. For all he knew she could be a mild-mannered insurance saleswoman by day and a kinky-freaky sadomasochist by night—to whom he was delivering an innocent young girl.

He doubted it, but he’d sure as hell check her out as thoroughly as he could before she left town again. For now, he’d go with his gut instincts. And they were telling him that the mere fact that she was now silently contemplating the issue at the other end of the line meant that, deep down, the girl he knew survived.

“And this person’s been living with my mother for the last five years, I take it?”

“A while longer than that. Ruth was pretty sick for a while.”

“What about her father?”

“Never in the picture as far as I know. No name on the birth certificate.”

There was a loud sigh and more silence. He rubbed the back of his neck to ease some of the tension and impatience he felt, reminding himself that Hannah hadn’t had three years to prepare for this phone call.

“What if we meet and hate each other?” she asked, keeping her tone stiff and uncommitted over the misgivings and trepidation in her voice. “She’d have to come and live here. I’d be taking her to a different state, aren’t there laws against that?”

He grinned. Victory, satisfaction, anticipation. He felt them all and had to pull—hard—on years of practice to stay cool and professional. “Only if you’re stealing her and crossing state lines, which you wouldn’t be ... And you knew that already. Let’s not make this any harder than it has to be right now. Just come down and meet her and we’ll take it from there. We’ll see how it goes. If it doesn’t work out, it doesn’t. At least you will have tried. I can’t ask for more than that.”

“Even that is asking for a lot.”

“I know.”

She didn’t speak again for several seconds. “You always were very persuasive.”

He glanced out at the gazebo, memories tugged at him. He wouldn’t pretend not to know what she meant. “Some things are worth a little extra effort.”

Once upon a time she had been worth a lot of extra effort.

“Sometimes some things are best left alone.”

“Sometimes some things need to change.”

“It doesn’t sound like you’ve changed. You’re relentless.” Her laugh was soft, but he could tell she wasn’t amused. “You’re not going to give up, are you?”

“I can’t. It’s important.”

That importance clawed at him from within, for the girl, for Hannah, for him—and it went beyond his job, his civic duty, and his responsibilities as a decent human being. This was his chance at redemption, to attempt success where he failed before; to right a wrong in a convoluted, circular fashion. Because once, a long time ago, Hannah had come to him for help and he’d failed her. Miserably. Young and powerless, shocked and confused, no excuse, no amount of adult reasoning had ever been enough to abate the monstrous guilt, the ego-shattering self-doubt, or the tender pain of a first love lost.

Second chances didn’t come along often enough to be ignored or taken lightly. It was too late to change things for Hannah, to be of any use to her, to change what happened so many years ago. But it wasn’t too late for her sister’s child.

He heard her shuffling papers and moving around.

“I need time,” she said. “To think. And I can’t just drop everything here and take off for two weeks. When would I have to be there?”

“Your mother’s funeral is scheduled for Monday morning at ten.”

“Christ, Grady, will you give me a break? I have a life. I can’t possibly—”

He cut her off. He didn’t want to give her too much time to think. And it wasn’t only her life they were talking about. “This will be Anna’s second funeral in five years. She shouldn’t be alone.”

“Who’s—?”

“Anna. That’s her name. It’s short for Hannah.”

The background noise ceased and she waited a beat. “Are you making that up?”

“Nope.” He laughed silently. “Frankly, I never would have thought to ... but I did save it for the very end. Just in case.”





Chapter Two

Hannah turned down the car radio and drove straight through town. She didn’t slow down to gawk at the changes or hark back to the good old days. There weren’t any good old days as far as she was concerned, and she wasn’t deceived by Clearfield’s quaint country charms. No one knew better than she that the tree-lined streets and the pristine gazebo in the middle of the town square were a facade of down-home living and the American way. It could have been Any Small Town, USA, but it wasn’t. It was Clearfield—home to a dark, festering truth for which she was now the final vessel.

She took her foot off the gas and slowed down for an unexpected red light at the intersection of Main and Merchant—an upgrade from the four-way yellow blinker that dangled there before. She closed her eyes and tried not to laugh, hysterically, at the sizzling anger bubbling up inside her. It was a testament to her wild, erratic emotions at the moment—pissed off at having to obey anyone or any-thing in this town and the giddy, unreal sensation of being there in the first place.

Using her thumb and index finger to push her sunglasses up, she rubbed the sweaty impressions they left on the bridge of her nose and then let them slide back in place. She reached over and cut off the heat. It registered forty-two degrees out and was as bright as July; freezing cold winds blew tree limbs like whips and she was sweating. The March weather made as much sense to her as finding herself parked at a red light in Clearfield—in other words, none at all.

“Heavy traffic.” The four o’clock rush hour got a sniff of disdain. She and an old man in a faded green pickup truck were stopped on opposite sides of the intersection for three other vehicles. Those now long gone, the two of them sat and stared at each other, waiting for the light to change again. Clenching her teeth, she darted a look to both sides of the road—at the full bumper-to-bumper parking along the sidewalk and the lone pedestrian entering an antique store called Granny’s Attic—then back at the old man across from her.

Hannah blew out a deep breath to ease some of the tightness in her chest, and put a hand over the knot in her belly. With her elbow on the car door she jammed her fingers into her straight dark hair and rested her cheek in the palm. She wanted to scream.

The old man’s wrist perched loose over the steering wheel—and he must have felt her looking at him from behind her glasses, because he suddenly lifted his hand in greeting. She startled and gasped, then just as quickly stomped down on the extra surge of paranoia.

This isn’t a trick, she reminded herself. People in small towns wave at strangers all the time. He doesn’t recognize me. He isn’t going to tell on me. There’s no one to tell, remember? This isn’t a trick. Grady wouldn’t trick me.

The light changed and she gunned the engine. The lumbering green truck rolled out from the opposite direction and she watched as the old man passed her by without a second look.

See? Simply a nice, friendly old gentleman. Not a trick. No one to tell, right? Grady wouldn’t trick me.

At least she hoped he wouldn’t. People change ... but not that much. She’d keep the doors locked and the motor running until she was sure, of course, but she knew all too well that there were times when believing and taking a leap of faith were her only options. Besides, she’d taken a leap with Grady before and—

She shook her head and shuffled him to the back of her mind. She wasn’t here for Grady. She came here to meet the girl. Her sister’s daughter. Ruthie’s baby girl. Why did that seem like such a strange concept?

Twenty years was a long time. Wasn’t that what Grady said?—It’s been a long time ...

It was a long time—to run, to hide, to fear. To hate. She could have, would have, gladly lived another twenty or a hundred years without coming back to Clearfield, had it not been for the call from Grady Steadman.

Talk about a blast from the past. More like a nuclear meltdown. Out of the blue like that? Foosh! Four years of expensive psychotherapy down the toilet in a heartbeat.

She could still feel that horrible, sickening sensation as the blood drained from her face and her stomach roiled with the shock and terror of being found and caught—like a fugitive—as if she’d been hiding under a rock all this time. The past rolling up on her like a tidal wave, crashing down on her, washing her back into the past as if the last twenty years had never happened.

But they had happened. Every single month, day, hour, and second of them had transpired with her blessing, she assured herself, then flipped the left-hand turn signal when she spotted the neat little red brick church up ahead. She was not, in any way, the same Hannah Benson who left this miserable, dinky, white-picket-fenced town so long ago. She had changed; she’d made a point of it.

Truth told, after the first six months, she’d stopped running and she didn’t bother to hide anymore. She was young, a few weeks shy of her seventeenth birthday when she woke up one morning, close to dawn, curled up tight to stay warm under a pew in the Sixth Baptist Church of Our Lord in Baltimore. She lay there, so cold, listening to the silence, to the occasional creak of wood contracting, and realized, as if God had whispered in her ear, it was over. She could stop running, stop hiding, because there was no one chasing her, no one coming after her, no one looking for her ... and there never would be. She had survived, escaped, and was free.

After that, only the hate and mistrust remained, growing up inside her—growing up with her, she supposed. Like two massive twin sentries guarding and protecting her as they faced the unknown together.

And love? Well, she’d buried that with her decision to run. Even then she knew there was no going back to it. What she hadn’t realized was that she’d never find it again, either.

She slowed to make the turn with barely a glance at the Catholic church where she and her mama and sister had gone to eight o’clock mass every Sunday—in modest hand-me-down dresses that were always too long, but long enough to hide the scrapes and bruises. She felt again the insane urge to laugh, but didn’t. What a paradox that was, huh?—listening to sermons about a good and benevolent God on Sunday morning ... after a Saturday night at home with her daddy.

Of course, the occasional limp or black eye that often elicited a Monday-morning call from the school nurse—Nosey Bitch was her name at their house—were grounds to remain in the truck, in blessed peace, during the service. Sort of a special, well-deserved treat, she always thought.

The closer she got to her destination, the tighter she gripped the steering wheel. The faster her stomach rolled, the louder it growled. The back of her throat swamped with salty saliva and the metallic taste of bile.

It didn’t seem to matter how often or forcefully her mind registered that she was being foolish and behaving irrationally, she couldn’t shake the overwhelming need for positive, tangible proof of her safety. It would be foolish and irrational to stray too far from the car without proof, came a countering logic from deep inside her where instinct or intuition or ... whatever it was that she relied on so heavily to keep her alive and well dwelt.

Hannah took the next right, and because there was no one she trusted more than herself, her hand didn’t go anywhere near the key in the ignition after she stopped and put the car in park.

Amazed, she found a certain comfort in the leafless trees and bushes surrounding the rolling field of tan and brown grass in front of her. The whole place looked dead, or at least sleeping—harmless, in any case. One of two squirrels searching for food, scampered up a tree while the other sat on his hind legs, picking at something it had found in the grass, ignoring her. Peaceful was a word some dark corner of her mind seemed to recognize.

She wasn’t sure if it was a bad or good thing that there wasn’t another human in sight.

Detached and robotic, her fingers pulled on the door handle and she got out. The exhaust from the car’s engine curled at her ankles. She debated against closing the door, but the constant ping-ping-ping alert that the keys were still in the ignition ate at her last raw nerve. She silenced it with a gentle thump of the door. Then all she heard was the constant, well-tuned hum of the car’s engine and the barely there sound of the wind wafting through the empty trees—like background music almost.

Walking straight ahead, she knew where to go—covering the same territory she’d prowled a thousand times in her dreams. She took straight lines and sharp angles like strolling through neighborhoods, one after another, staying off the lawns, head down, not looking at the houses or reading the addresses until she came to her block where all the Bensons laid together for all eternity.

She knew grandparents and uncles and aunts, though her visits had been few in the past. Intuitively, she sought out the newer flat markers, rather than those that were upright or leaning at odd angles. His was the third she came to.

Karl Aaron Benson

June 11, 1936—November 23, 1992

That’s all it took. Her throat closed. Her heart went wild. She tried to suck in air and heard herself wheezing. She pulled her sunglasses off as her vision blurred. She couldn’t swallow. Panic and adrenaline chased through her arteries, sent everything careening out of control. Her mind, her body, the rotation of the earth. It was as if his hand—strong, practiced, and vicious—shot out from his grave to grab at her throat again.

The last of her courage gave way to the old fears. Memories glutted her senses. She gagged and sobbed at the same time, reached out for something to hold on to and found nothing.

She moaned as screams from the past pierced her ears again ... and her vision dimmed to gray. Over and over, the shrieking tore at her. It would not stop. Her hands shook violently. The cries bounced in her brain like ricocheting lightning, sharp and burning. Her right hand fisted around something cold and hard and heavy, but when she looked down both hands were empty ... and covered with blood. Blood everywhere. So much blood. She covered her ears with them and sank to her knees, and with a heave that came from the center of the universe, she vomited.

She heard herself gasping and gagging, sobbed as the screams grew distant. Coughing and spitting. The blood turned to tears. Her heart hammered in her chest and her lungs worked hard to feed her more oxygen. When she could trust her eyes again she opened them to find herself on all fours, staring down at her father’s headstone.

He was truly dead. Dead and vomited on.

The symbolism didn’t escape her as she pushed back to sit on her legs. The landscape settled to its previous state of rolling, sloping terrain. The adrenaline drained away slowly as she sat there numb and staring.

“I’m back, you son of a bitch,” she said, her voice a bare whisper in her ears. “I win.”





Chapter Three

Hannah wasn’t one to linger too long where she knew she wasn’t welcome—or near foul deposits of vomit, for that matter. It was a culmination of raw nerves and high anxiety, and there was no denying the release gave her some relief. Granted, she was now disappointed in her lack of control. Sorry, too, that she’d given into her darkest fears and the wild imaginings of the paranoia she’d worked so hard to conquer but ... she was also human. And every day it got easier and easier to admit it. She slipped. She made a mistake. She needed to move on.

After a few more minutes, she brushed her tears away and searched the pockets of her jacket for a tissue. Pulled together, she picked up her glasses, got to her feet and walked away. It was just that simple, wasn’t it?

He was dead and she was safe. Everything else she could handle.

Despite the sour taste in her mouth the air blustered clean and crisp, cool against her skin. Her black jeans were wet from the knees down and that felt good as well. The cemetery bolstered an energetic sense of life inside her. Life and strength and youth.

She passed the graves of two stillborn children—both named Boy Benson, four years apart—born three and seven years before her. Mama used to pick the last chrysanthemums of the season and deliver half to each on All Soul’s Day—which is how she’d come to know where to find the dead Bensons.

She’d never attended a funeral until several years ago when her partner and truest friend Joe Levitz lost his wife—which could be thought of as odd by some, considering all the dead relatives she had. But if all funerals were as sad as Julie Levitz’s, she couldn’t believe she’d missed much.

It took her several minutes to find Ruth—as far from Karl as the Benson plot allowed. Mama’s work, no doubt, as there was a new, fresh-dug grave laid out and draped under a canopy nearby.

She avoided looking into it, keeping her eyes directed elsewhere.

And wasn’t it just like her mama to think that she and Ruth would find more peace this way? As if Karl could continue to torment them in the hereafter if they were laid too close to him?

One side of her mouth curled upward. The last forty-eight hours demonstrated that that sort of thinking ran in the family, she supposed.

Ruth Ann Benson

Daughter and Mother

April 20, 1975—December 2, 2007

Short. To the point. Sadly, too few people carved epitaphs on gravestones anymore. What would Ruthie’s have said? She was fourteen when Hannah left town, still a child in truth. What sort of woman had she been? A woman too young to die, obviously—but had there been time for her to pull her life out of the hellhole they grew up in? Was she happy? Productive ... aside from having the baby?

Buried with the Benson name, did she never marry? For the same reasons Hannah hadn’t? Were hers not too long, not too complicated nowhere relationships with impossible men, too? Did they at least have that in common? Who was Ruth?

Hannah tried to remember her and kept pulling up images of blond baby dolls with vacant blue eyes and frilly pink dresses. Quiet. She couldn’t recall Ruth ever speaking in anything but a whisper—in the dark, from across the room—it was always a strain to hear her. Even when she cried.

But then, none of them cried very loudly back then.

She sighed and tried to feel sadder but the plain fact was, she hardly knew her sister; and if she felt anything at all for her, it was guilt.

Ah, guilt! Oh, that pang, where more than madness lies, the worm that will not sleep and never dies. A quote from Byron that her therapist, Dr. Fry, had engraved on a small smooth metal disk for her to carry around in her pocket; a gift that came in the mail months after their sessions ended. Even now it floated around on the bottom of her purse somewhere. Though they’d done their best to work through parts of Hannah’s guilt, Dr. Fry must have known it would worm its way back to bite her on the butt from time to time. Like now.

Of course, there were things you could tell your therapist and also things you didn’t dare tell anyone.

Staring at Ruth’s name carved deep into cold rose marble, she found it hard to keep telling herself that she wasn’t responsible for anyone’s actions but her own; that she couldn’t control the choices other people made. She’d come to terms with the choices she’d made, learned to live with them on a day-to-day basis. But there were always those nebulous queries as to how her choices had affected others—Ruth and Mama ... and Grady. What would their lives have been like now if she’d made different choices?

And this girl, this niece of hers? Well, if her choices didn’t mess up the girl’s life, the girl was indeed going to mess up hers. She wanted to see that thirty-six-year-old woman with the near-perfect life she’d designed to suit herself who willingly takes a teenager into her home without having a psychiatric disorder named after her. Where was she?

Like a deer with her ears to the wind her head lifted at a sudden noise ... actually a sudden lack of noise as she realized the engine in her car had gone quiet.

Swinging around, she saw a large brown SUV parked near the rear of her car—a blue and red bar of light across the top and a yellow-gold county sheriff’s emblem painted on the door. A man in khaki brown pants and a thick, darker brown jacket—also bearing a yellow-gold county sheriff’s emblem—straightened up out of her car and stood to face her.

“Ho-ly shit,” she muttered once the knee-jerk–cop-sighting alarm quit tripping her fight-or-flirt responses.

She couldn’t say she would have known him anywhere, but here in Clearfield and with the memory of him so close to the surface of her mind she not only recognized him, but she enjoyed an intense ripple of glad relief as it passed through her.

At the very bottom of her emotional barrel lingered a little unfinished business between her and Grady Steadman—a first love for both of them, with no chance for it to come to a dramatic, upsetting teenage resolution on its own. No chance at all really. Ever. A mistake, but still one of the more exciting, sweeter memories of her youth ... and it wasn’t like she had so many of those that she would easily forget him.

He put his right forearm on the hood of her car and held the open door with the other hand. And, damn, if he didn’t shift his weight to an easy stance and look up across the slanting hillside at her with that same cocky confidence he’d had as a kid. Always so sure of himself—like he had a book with all the answers to all the mysteries of the universe in it. Like he’d written the stupid thing.

She used to watch him, stare at him, marvel at him, and wonder how people like him came be. People who assumed they were liked and welcome wherever they went; people so sure that what they wanted, everyone else wanted, too ... and they did! Was he born like that or was it in the vitamins his mother fed him? And why couldn’t every mother buy the same brand?

His body was different. He’d always been tall and well proportioned—as those special people tend to be—but it was a man’s body now, not a boy’s. It was as if someone had blown into the end of his thumb and his body ballooned out to perfection, with more meat everywhere and broader shoulders. Even from a higher elevation she could see that his stomach was still youthfully flat, and she’d have bet dollars to donuts he was ripped.

Disgusting. Truly. She ought to resent someone who looked hunkier now than he had twenty years ago. Someone who was doubtless married with a litter of children, living a sweet little life in a postcard-pretty town like Clearfield ... and who had, in all probability, come to know more about the unstable insanity of her childhood than she had ever wanted him to. But this was Grady.

Grady, who once slowed his pace to hers and tangled their fingers together, who used a gentle fist to tip her chin up merely to look into her eyes. Grady, the first person to ever say she was wanted, the first to say I love you. Out loud. The first to give her hope.

No, as much as she was inclined to wish she could, she would never, could never desire anything for Grady that wasn’t good and true and wonderful. It was what he’d always seemed to expect and, in her opinion, what he always deserved.

She started down the hill toward him, watched the wind touch his hair. Dark but not black—it was more the color of bark on a maple tree, clipped short and wavy. He was in full uniform, right down to the dark cop glasses. Behind them she knew his eyes were mossy green, quick and sharp, bright with humor ... and the aforementioned confidence, of course.

She matched his closed-lip smile of recognition and prayed she wouldn’t trip and slip down the shallow hill ... because she could feel him checking her out as well. Uncomfortably aware of it. So much so, she resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at him to break the tension between them.

But then he reached up and took off his glasses. His gaze came back to her warm and receptive. His smile grew wide and white and out they popped ... two of the most incredible, ridiculous. and undeniably naughty dimples she’d ever seen in her life.

She’d forgotten about those.

“Welcome home, Hannah.”

Grady could have picked her out of a crowd at three hundred feet. It was in the way she stood ... and it was hard to describe.

A scrapper’s stance, straight and strong and ready, but more graceful, more subtle than a man would be—more guarded as well. He’d seen a similar attitude in the army, in some of the older, better Rangers who were scary-as-hell tough but didn’t really look it—in fact, they went out of their way to conceal it. It used to remind him so much of the way Hannah would try to blend in until she was near invisible, but once detected she was prepared and entirely capable of defending herself. And, of course, once you finally noticed that, it was way too late.

His body automatically responded to it. It stirred, braced itself, anticipated whatever she might throw at him. As a teenager he’d responded to the challenge ... and not because it was simply there. Not like a mountain climber who scales the peaks to boastfully say he’s done it; not just for a notch on his belt. The challenge of Hannah was never to conquer her, never to have her and brag about it—never to change her. The goal was to win her acceptance, and her trust—and there was a time in his life when he would have died for it. Gladly.

She started down the hill toward him. Still tall and trim there was a feminine softness to her figure now, real curves where only a promise had been before. But she walked the same, grace with purpose, he once called it. Restrained, controlled, no motion wasted. She was like a self-contained energy source, and the closer she got the stronger became the electro-magnetic field that emanated from her. His skin prickled with it.

He took a deep breath and put a smile on his face.

The long, thick black braid she’d always worn down the middle of her back no longer existed. Her hair was shorn short to her chin and stylish, the word wispy came to mind, but his daughter would call it something else.

Phat, perhaps, but he was always two or three words behind the times with her vocabulary. He wasn’t sure what nice was anymore. And he had no idea what language his son spoke these days, they so rarely talked—although hello, goodbye, and may-I-have-my-allowance had stayed the same.

Halfway down the hill, Hannah’s lips curved upward in response to his smile.

What he most wanted to see were her eyes. No blue Crayola in the box matched them. Not even in the giant-sized box. He’d checked.

As if she’d somehow read his mind, she reached up to remove the dark sunglasses that hid them.

He bent his head and removed his own and looking back up, there they were, not three feet away ... true clear blue, sparkling like fine-cut Sri Lankan sapphires.

He opened his mouth to breathe, his throat collapsed. His brain scrambled for one of the lines he’d prepared to greet her with. Regrettably, the only one that came to him was the one he knew she would least want to hear.

“Welcome home, Hannah.”

Though she’d been looking at him the whole time during her descent, she made a point of raking her gaze down the front of his uniform, and up again. He held his breath. Her lips twitched.

“Hey, Andy.” She startled a half-laugh out of him. He hadn’t known what to expect but teasing humor never made the list. “How’s Opie’n yer Aunt Bea doin’? And Barney?”

“Great. Twenty years and all I get is a rash of shit about the job?”

She laughed, and the sound quavered inside him.

“Grady, Grady.” She shook her head, sad and sympathetic. “What’s become of you? I turn my back for a lifetime and look what happens to you. What was it? An epiphany? Did the clouds part and the angels sing to you?”

“Not exactly. I needed a job. Since I knew all the tricks to this one, I figured I’d be good at it.”

Something new. She was deliberately teasing him. The old Hannah might have asked similar questions, but she’d have been dead serious about them. It intrigued him. What else was different about her?

“I get it. Like the devil’s child growing up to become a minister.”

“I wasn’t that bad.”

“Yes. You were. But it’s still good to see you.” She held out her hand in friendship.

Her hand! Okay, so he’d been hoping for a hug, a kiss on the cheek, something—anything that told him she hadn’t forgotten what they once had together. But the sinking feeling in his chest told him she was right. They were all but strangers now.

He stepped around the open car door, flipped it closed, and slipped his hand around hers. Cold like the weather, their palms warmed instantly.

“It’s good to see you, too, Hannah. I wish the circumstances were different.”

“It was these circumstances or none at all.” She spoke, blunt and honest—a Hannah Benson hallmark that he knew well. Her gaze wavered and she pulled her hand away, stuffed both in the pockets of her bright red jacket. “But I’m here now so what do I do next? First.”

The next was a slip and his eyes darted over her shoulder, not directly behind her from where she’d come but at a right angle where he guessed she’d gone first. It struck him as odd that he hadn’t, until that moment, thought it strange that the cemetery would be her first stop. It was she who asked the question when his eyes came back to hers.

“How did you know to come find me here?”

“I didn’t. I thought I saw you when you passed through town.” In fact, he’d been keeping an eye out for her. “I thought you were going straight out to your place ... out to the farm, so I followed. When you weren’t there, I backtracked. Simple cop stuff. I told you, I’m good at it.”

She appreciated the levity and tried to hold on to the lighter mood. “This is so strange and I’ve had so little time to think about it. Can you tell I’m a nervous wreck? How do you talk to kids? What do you say to them?”

“Hell if I know. I’ve got two of my own I can barely communicate with.”

“Two. Wow.” She didn’t seem surprised. “How old are they?”

“One’s a few months younger than Anna, the other is almost two years older.”

“Teenagers. So this is old stuff for you.”

“Teenagers are never old stuff. They change their minds every seven seconds. You never know what they’re thinking or what they’ll do next and ... I’m scaring you, aren’t I?” He gave a weak laugh and couldn’t keep from reaching out and putting his hands on her shoulders. She felt solid and real. “Sorry. Just be yourself. And don’t expect too much at first. It’s going to take time for both of you to warm up to each other. If it makes you feel any better, Anna isn’t like my kids. She likes them, they’re friends, but she isn’t like them. She’s different.” Hannah’s eyes scrunched as if wincing with pain. She knew what it was to grow up different. “Not weird different, just ... Well, she seems more mature than both my kids put together. She’s been through a lot. She grew up fast but she’s still a kid. Does that help?”

She looked at him for a second, didn’t seem to mind that he still held her.

“I don’t know if it does or not. It’s all happening so fast and I’m totally unprepared. My head is bulging with questions.” She lifted her hands, palms up. “I don’t know where to start. Her, I guess. Is she banking on this? I’m pretty set in my ways, you know? Does she know this might not work out? She won’t go around touching all my things, will she? Does she know she doesn’t have to go with me if she doesn’t want to? She’s a teenager, that’s at least a second phone line, right? Er, no, they all have cell phones now, don’t they? I don’t know anything about kids except that I hate rap music. I don’t think this is going to work, Grady. I don’t think it’s a good idea and— What are you staring at?”

“You. You’re really worried.”

She threw up her hands, turned out of his loose hold and walked a few feet away. She took a deep breath and turned back. “I need your help, Grady. I don’t know the first thing about being a mother.”

Which is why it will probably work, he thought. Anna wouldn’t know the first thing about having a mother.

“You don’t have to. It’s not like she needs to be spoon-fed or have her diapers changed. You take one thing at a time, play it by ear and do what feels right. Mostly she just needs somebody. Someone to be there, to care about her. A friend.”

“What if she hates me?”

“Are you kidding?” He looked her over. “What’s there to hate?”

“You want a list?”

He was tempted. “Maybe later. Right now, since my going out to the farm alerted them to your arrival, I think we should go out and see how it goes.”

“Them?”

“We’ve had her at our house the past couple nights, but they all went out to the farm today to straighten things up for you. And to cook. You know my mother—there isn’t anything a good meal can’t fix.”

“Your mother’s there, too?”

“Yes. And she’s dying to see you again. C’mon. Let’s go.”

“Wait. Wait a second. Shouldn’t we have some sort of plan or something?”

He liked the concerned expression on her face. She wouldn’t be concerned if it wasn’t important, if she didn’t care about the outcome.

“Okay. I think a straightforward, frontal attack is our best bet. They’re expecting us. They have youth and enthusiasm on their side, but we have experience and we control all the money. It’ll be a fair match.”

She scowled at him as she bit the right side of her lower lip to keep from smiling. “I’m serious.”

“I remember.” Did she? “But she’s just one little girl who needs you a hell of lot more than you need her right now. All you have to do is treat her like a human being and expect her to treat you the same. Everything will turn out fine. I promise.” When she still looked doubtful, he added, “If she turns on you and her head starts spinning, I’ve got your back.”

For a fraction of a second she looked appalled, but then she laughed, and it was so worth the extra time and effort to make it happen.

“There you go, that’s better. I’ll follow you back out to the farm and introduce you.”

“You’re still kidding, right?” She gave him a strange look.

“No. Why?”

“Have you forgotten how horrible it feels to look up and see a cop in your rearview mirror?” Teasing him again. He liked this new vein of sassy in her.

He raised a brow and gave her his best cop glower. “Only for someone who’s feeling guilty about something.”

She grinned and shook her head. “Only for everyone, pal. I’m following you.”

“Fine. I’ll go slow.”

She blinked and exposed a flash of memory that sent his heart wild an instant before her defenses came down like the shields on the Batmobile.

Please, Hannah. Aren’t you ever going to let me kiss you? Don’t you want me to?

I do. More than anything. But ... I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how.

Yes, you do. It’s easy.

No. I don’t. And you’ll laugh at me.

I won’t. I never will. I’ll teach you. And I’ll go slow.

She hadn’t forgotten. But that didn’t make him entirely happy, either.

“Good,” she said, and walked brisk and sure around him to her car door. He turned with her—hoping, for what he wasn’t sure. But the moment was gone. “And don’t kick up a lot of dust. I had my car detailed last week.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, putting a hand on the door as she slipped inside. She settled herself in, tossed the sunglasses on the rider’s seat and picked up the keys from where he’d put them. She fastened her seat belt; glanced up at him with her hand on the key in the ignition. She looked tired. Wary and emotionally overloaded. He couldn’t resist the urge to make her smile again.

“So you know ...” he said stern and coplike, then waited and watched as she braced herself. “I’m tough on tailgaters.”

The slow grin came all the way into her eyes. “Thanks, Sheriff. I’ll remember that.”

She was going to remember a whole lot more than that, he decided, walking around the front of his truck and getting in. There were questions he needed answers to, for Anna’s sake—for his own sake—and these two weeks might well be his only opportunity to get them.

He needed to keep a bead on the fact that a few hours earlier she’d crossed the Mason-Dixon into what she considered enemy territory because he’d asked her to come. She traveled here under his flag of protection. At least for a few days, until she could see for herself and get used to the idea that the war zone she’d grown up in was gone.





Chapter Four

Grady put the truck in gear and pulled out, watching her back out and follow in the rearview.

He would get his answers, he vowed. She was ... the unfinished overpass in the movie Speed. Except in his story, he was a kid who wasn’t prepared for it, wasn’t trained to deal with impossible situations, wasn’t used to having no time to think things through. He’d stopped the bus, hard and abrupt, on the very edge of falling, but it didn’t explode. He’d wanted it to—God, how he’d wanted it to—but it didn’t. And the passengers stayed inside, they wouldn’t get off, and he couldn’t leave them. He couldn’t move forward. Eventually, he’d had to back the bus up, rebuild speed and momentum, then jump the gap she’d left in his life and go on.

And he made it. He circled the airport for a while, got the passengers off, slid from the bottom of the bus with a different heroine—who in the end took a cruise with someone else and left him with two kids to raise—but that was a different story, though he’d managed to get through that one, too.

He slowed the truck to a stop at the intersection in front of St. John’s Catholic Church and turned left.

The point: The gap was still in his road. Oh, he knew now why she ran that night
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