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Chapter One

 


An acrid smell filled my nose. My left hand
ached, and I felt as if someone had punched me in the face. I
reached up to touch my nose. There wasn’t any blood.

The deflated airbag hung in my lap. It was
hard to believe a pliable bag could make so much noise and cause so
much pain. I slowly moved my limbs and swiveled my head before
deducing I was without serious injury.

A glance out the front window showed smoke
pouring from under the crumpled hood of my car. I unhooked my
seatbelt and stepped out to assess the situation. The vehicle that
had just slammed into mine was a behemoth of a car - an older model
Lincoln Continental. It didn’t appear to have a scratch on it. An
elderly woman sat motionless in the driver’s seat. I rapped on her
window.

“Are you ok?” I asked.

She turned her head and stared at me for a
few moments before rolling down her window.

“You wrecked my Belle,” she shouted.

I was taken aback by her words and
demeanor.

“No,” I said. “You ran a red light.”

She didn’t back down. “The light was yellow
for me. You ran the light.”

I didn’t want to argue with her. I knew the
light was green when I pulled onto the street from the restaurant
parking lot, and it was still green when I entered the
intersection. An overgrown group of bushes had blocked the view to
my right, so I hadn’t seen her coming.

It was obvious this was going to be my word
against hers and probably wouldn’t end well. I pulled my phone out
of my coat pocket to report the accident.

“911 operator. What is your emergency?”

“My name is Susan Raines. There’s a car
accident at the corner of…”

I looked around but didn’t see any street
signs. I asked the woman, “Do you know the name of these
streets?”

She sniffed and rolled up her window.

I told the operator, “I’m just outside The
Sunnyside Up diner. I’m at the southern edge of Hapsburg off Route
7.”

“Are there any injuries?” she asked.

“No. I think we’re both fine,” I said.

“Please hold while I connect you to the
local police department.”

I glanced around for witnesses. There was
very little traffic, and everyone simply drove around us. No one
came out of the restaurant to see if we were injured or to offer
assistance.

I heard the 911 operator give information to
the local dispatcher who then came on the line with me.

“You’re at The Sunnyside Up?” she asked.
“That’s a nasty intersection. We get three or four calls a month
for accidents there even with the traffic light. I’ve had near
misses there more than a few times myself. Officer Jessie is on his
lunch break right now, but he’ll be around to give you a hand in
about ten minutes.”

Not only was I surprised by the chattiness
of the dispatcher, I couldn’t believe the officer was going to
finish his lunch before coming by.

I hung up and waited. The other woman’s car
was still running, and she was staying put where it was warm. I
assumed I wasn’t welcome to wait with her. The temperature was
hovering around eight degrees. I didn’t want to get back into my
car with the talc residue and unpleasant smell from the airbag. I
was dressed appropriately for the weather, so I chose to pace back
and forth in front of the vehicles to keep warm.

What was I going to do about my car? The
company-owned Toyota had considerable damage to the front end on
the right side. I needed a rental.

I dialed 411. The information operator
informed me that the nearest car rental agency was approximately
twenty miles south in Steubenville.

Mick was in New York at a job site. There
was nothing he could do from there, and I didn’t want to worry him,
so I called my number two for backup. Darby answered on the first
ring.

“Hi, Sunshine. What’s up?”

“I’m stuck in Hapsburg,” I said. “Any chance
you can run down here and give me a hand?”

“Sure,” he said. “What happened to your car?
Are you ok?”

“I’m fine. I stopped to grab some lunch, and
when I left the restaurant, a woman ran a red light and plowed into
the front end of my car.”

His tone conveyed immediate concern. “Susan,
honey, are you sure you’re ok?”

“I’m positive. I think the airbag did more
damage than the actual accident. If you can run me into
Steubenville, I can pick up a rental car for the week.”

“No problem. How long will it take me to get
to you?”

“About an hour, and the roads are clear all
the way.” I looked over my shoulder and saw a patrol car pulling up
behind the Lincoln. “Darby, I have to run. The police are
here.”

I gave him directions to my location and
told him I’d wait for him inside The Sunnyside Up. By the time I
turned to walk to the patrol car, the unpleasant woman was out of
her car and informing the officer that I had run the red light.

He stood with his hands on his hips. “Are
you sure about that, Agnes?”

“Of course I’m sure,” she said. “I wouldn’t
ever put my Belle in this position.”

The officer looked to me for an
explanation.

I shook my head in disagreement. “The light
was green when I pulled out of the restaurant parking lot, and it
was still green when I entered the intersection.”

“Were there any witnesses?” he asked.

“No,” Agnes said.

“Not that I’m aware of,” I offered.

He handed each of us a clipboard with a form
to fill out. “Write down what happened.”

It only took a few minutes to fill in the
information. Agnes took forever. It was possible that Darby would
show up before she was finished.

When the officer had our reports, he said,
“I have no other option than to cite both of you.”

Before I could protest, Agnes said, “You’ll
hear from my lawyer on this, Jessie.”

She turned and walked back to her car with
as much of a stomp as she could muster for her aging frame. A tow
truck rumbling to a stop next to our vehicles kept me from hearing
what she said as she walked past me.

The officer looked to me again and asked,
“Where do you want your car towed?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not familiar
with the area. Can you recommend someone?”

“Take it over to Ed’s,” he told the driver.
“He’ll know if it can be repaired or not.”

The driver reached into his truck and pulled
out a business card. He handed it to me. “This is Ed’s card,” he
said. “Give him a call in a day or two, and he’ll let you know
about the car. Do you want to ride along? There’s a motel across
the street from the garage. You can stay there.”

“No thanks,” I told him. “I have someone
coming to pick me up.”

I watched as the woman backed her boat of a
car out of mine. If looks could kill, I would have been dead on the
spot from the one she shot at me as she pulled away.

“Agnes Mills,” the officer said. “She’s a
real character around here. This is her fourth accident in the last
year, but this one has been the most serious. That car protects her
like a tank, and I think she feels invincible in it. She won’t want
the points on her license, so I expect her to fight the
ticket.”

Just like with the dispatcher, I was
surprised by the amount of information the officer was sharing. I
didn’t say anything, but I didn’t want points on my license either
– especially for an accident that wasn’t my fault. I knew this
could affect car insurance rates, and there might even be
repercussions from Slimmers management because of my citation.

I glanced at my watch. It was almost one
thirty. The employees at the Slimmers Weight Loss in Buxley were
expecting me at three o’clock for a staff meeting. Darby would be
here soon. If I could rent a car quickly and get back on the road
right away, I might not be too late. I called the center.

A girl answered the telephone with a simple,
“Hello?”

I thought I must have punched in a wrong
number. My gloves weren’t bulky, but my fingers were starting to
feel frozen.

“Is this Slimmer’s Weight Loss?” I
asked.

“Yes it is. We’re not open for business yet.
You can call back on Wednesday,” the girl said.

I knew no one had been to the center to
train the employees yet, but I still winced at her lack of
professionalism.

The regional director for the central part
of the state wasn’t supposed to have her baby for another four
weeks, but the baby had other plans and arrived three weeks ago. It
was a last minute decision at Slimmers headquarters to send me for
a week of on-the-job training for the employees and to assist with
the grand opening.

“This is Susan Raines. I’m expected there
for a staff meeting at three o’clock, but I’ve been delayed. Please
tell Regina I’ll be there closer to four.”

“Ok. Will do,” the girl said and hung
up.

I couldn’t help sighing. I had a feeling the
coming week would prove to be challenging.

With the tow truck pulling away with my car,
and the officer following, I was left alone on the side of the
road. I walked back to The Sunnyside Up.

After sitting at the counter for lunch, I
chose to sit at a table near the window. It would be easier to
watch for Darby to arrive.

A man staring at me from the table across
from mine distracted me. I wondered if I knew him and couldn’t help
staring back for a few seconds.

“I bet getting hit by that Lincoln was quite
a jolt,” he said.

I didn’t want to engage in conversation with
him, but I also didn’t want to be rude. “It was, but I’m ok,” I
said.

“Did the old lady get a ticket?” he
asked.

“We both did,” I said.

He pushed his plate back and moved his
coffee cup into the empty space. The waitress promptly filled the
cup.

“That’s a shame,” he said. “She ran the
light.”

I nodded. “She did. You saw the accident
happen?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I watched you leave. I saw
her run the light and hit you.”

His words excited me. “Would you be willing
to be a witness for me if I fight the ticket?”

He pondered the idea for a few moments
before saying, “Have dinner with me, and we’ll discuss it.”

“I’m married,” I said.

“It’s only dinner,” he said. “Think about
it.”

He finished his coffee and stood to put his
coat on. On his way out, he handed a card to me that wasn’t exactly
a business card. It was a simple white card with his name and phone
number handwritten on it. Duck Hutton. He had to be
kidding.

“Your name is Duck?” I asked.

“Yep. It’s on the birth certificate. And
before you say it, I get it all the time – gone duck huntin’. My
parents were comedians.”

I couldn’t suppress a giggle. “Have you ever
thought of using a nickname?”

“Duck is its own nickname,” he said with a
broad smile. “People never forget me.”

I was sure they didn’t. It’s not every day
you meet a Duck.

“Call me,” he said. “We’ll discuss your
ticket.”

He left, and I didn’t know what to think. I
didn’t want to come back to Hapsburg to deal with a traffic ticket
unless it was absolutely necessary, and I wasn’t certain I wanted
to talk with Duck again. He seemed nice enough, but there was
something about him that was off. I guessed him to be in his
forties. He was on the scruffy side. His jeans, cowboy boots, and
Stetson added to his rugged look. I couldn’t put my finger on
exactly what bothered me about him. I even wondered if he was
telling the truth about seeing the accident.

I watched as he walked across the parking
lot and climbed into the cab of an eighteen-wheeler. I tried to
read the name of the trucking company on the door as he pulled out
of the lot, but the only thing I could make out was a graphic
design of a cutesy duck with a shotgun. He obviously owned his own
rig.

He pulled out of the parking lot and
promptly had a near miss at the traffic light with a garbage truck
lumbering through the intersection. I couldn’t be certain, but for
a moment, it appeared the light was green in one direction and
yellow in the other.

I watched for several turns of the light,
but it functioned properly with each change. I was surprised when I
saw a red Chevelle cruise through the intersection. Darby had only
taken the car out a few times this winter, and I couldn’t believe
he was driving it today.

He parked away from the other cars and
stepped out into the sunshine. There wasn’t anyone as handsome as
Mick, but Darby came in a close second. Where Mick’s looks were
dark and sexy, Darby’s lighter, blonde, blue-eyed appeal couldn’t
be denied. Not surprisingly, he looked like a model in a gray pea
coat with a long maroon neck scarf. He had tucked his black jeans
into brown boots that were only laced halfway.

When he walked in, he rushed over, leaned
down, and kissed me on my nose.

“Ouch,” I said and reached up to gingerly
rub the bridge.

“Are you sure you’re ok?” he asked. “Maybe
we should stop by the hospital on the way out of town.”

“The nearest hospital is probably in
Steubenville,” I said. “I’m ok. I might be sore for a couple of
days, but nothing really hurts – except my nose. The airbag hit my
face pretty hard. I’m glad I didn’t have my sunglasses on.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I should have noticed
your nose is a little red.”

I put my hat, coat, and gloves on and began
gathering my things. “I’ll be fine. Do you want some coffee for the
road?”

Even though it was obvious we were leaving,
the waitress rushed over and batted her eyes at Darby. I had to
stifle a laugh.

“Can I get you something to eat or drink?”
she asked.

She couldn’t have been more than eighteen or
nineteen, and she couldn’t have been flirting any harder.

Darby gave her his most charming smile, made
a point of looking at her name tag, and said, “Yes, Ashley. As a
matter of fact, I’d like two coffees to go.”

The girl appeared mesmerized for a few
moments. She shook her head as if to snap herself out of his spell
and went to get the coffee.

“You have a new admirer,” I said with a
laugh.

“She was just being nice,” he said as we
walked over to the register. “Did you get everything out of the
car? We can always double check before we leave town.”

“Oh my gosh! What was I thinking? I have my
briefcase, but I completely forgot my suitcase in the trunk. I
never gave it a thought when the car was being towed. We have to
find Ed’s.” I pulled the business card out of my purse and looked
at it. “Ed’s Service Garage. It’s on West Griffin.”

The waitress came to the counter with the
two cups of coffee. “It’s on the house,” she said sweetly.

“No,” Darby protested. “Let me pay for
them.”

She shook her head and wouldn’t take no for
an answer. He slid a five-dollar bill to her and said, “Then this
is for you. Maybe I’ll see you again on my way back through
town.”

She was visibly affected by him. She did
everything but tilt her head, put her hands under her chin, and
sigh. For her, seeing Darby was apparently love at first sight.

When we stepped outside, I said, “You’re
bad. You shouldn’t tease the girls like that.”

“What?” he asked, oblivious to his charm.
“She was just being nice.”

I laughed loudly. “You are so gullible. Go
back in there and ask her where Ed’s garage is. Pay attention. That
girl thinks she loves you.”

It was his turn to laugh. “You’re crazy.
I’ll be right back.”

I waited for him by the car. He came out a
few minutes later with a big grin on his face.

“Ok, maybe she likes me a little,” he
said.

I rolled my eyes. “A little? If you asked
her to marry you, she’d say yes. Does Nate ever get jealous?”

He winked and said, “Not from the girls. Do
you want to drive?”

I did want to drive. I missed driving the
Chevelle. It was always available to me with Darby and Nate living
next door, and Darby always said I could borrow it any time, but I
never wanted to take advantage.

“Yes,” I said. “But no. After getting hit by
Agnes Mills, I think I’d rather be a passenger for a while.”

“Are you sure?” he asked. “You know, maybe
you should get right back on the horse.”

I laughed. “The Chevelle is not a horse, and
I’d rather ride until I can get the rental in Steubenville. Where’s
Ed’s Service Garage?”

We climbed in, and Darby started the engine.
I snuggled down into the seat and sighed. I loved this car. It was
smart to sell it after Lizzie was born, but that didn’t mean I
didn’t miss driving or riding in it.

“Turn right at the light, go down two
blocks, turn right again, and Ed’s is halfway down the street
across the street from the Camelot Motel.” He pulled out of the
parking lot and stopped at the light.

“This is where I had my accident,” I
said.

“You’d think someone from the restaurant
would have seen it happen,” he said.

“One man did,” I told him. “His name is Duck
Hutton, and he said…”

Darby cut me off. “Duck Huntin’? Like going
duck hunting?”

“Hutton,” I said and spelled the name.
“H-u-t-t-o-n. He’s a truck driver. He said he’d be a witness for me
that I didn’t run the light - but only if I had dinner with him. He
gave me a card with his number. That’s one call I’m not going to
make.”

It only took a few minutes before Darby
pulled into the garage’s parking lot.

We walked into the office, and I was shocked
to see my suitcase open on the counter. A woman was rummaging
through the contents.

“What are you doing?” I asked
incredulously.

“Is this yours?” she asked. “You got some
real nice stuff in here.”

If I was rude for the next few moments, it
couldn’t be helped. I stepped around the counter and began shoving
my belongings back into the case.

A man came through the doorway from the
garage. He was wiping his hands on a greasy rag. “Is this your
Toyota just come in?”

Darby answered for me, “Yes. Can I get a
look at it?”

The man nodded and took him into the
garage.

The woman who had been going through my
things said, “I’m sorry. It wasn’t locked, and I was looking for
something with your name on it, so I could call you and let you
know it was here.”

She sounded sincere, but her reason didn’t
make sense to me. “Why didn’t you leave it in the trunk? Why would
you take it out in the first place?”

“That car can’t be repaired. The insurance
company will total it. We ain’t got a secure place for the junk
cars, so we clean ‘em out.”

“It’s only been here an hour,” I said. “Why
were you going through it so soon?”

“Look, lady, I’m sorry if you’re offended,”
she said. “I was just doing my job. If you want your stuff stolen,
I can put it back in the trunk. It’ll be gone by morning.”

I tried to refold the clothing as best I
could before closing the case and pulling it off the counter. Darby
came through the doorway and said, “Let’s go.”

I quickly followed him. He tossed my bag
into the back seat, and we climbed in.

“What did you make of that?” I asked. I was
still doing a slow burn about the contents of my suitcase being
handled by a stranger.

“Something was going on in there,” he said.
“Your car was up on a lift. If Ed there already thought it was
going to be totaled from looking under the hood, why was it on a
lift? I made him bring it down and let me have a look. I’m no
mechanic, but other than body work and the radiator, I didn’t see
anything wrong with the engine. It will be interesting to see what
the insurance company says.”

As if to enhance the sudden unpleasantness
we experienced in Hapsburg, the sun disappeared behind an onset of
clouds. The day instantly felt colder and dreary.

Darby tried to lighten the mood by talking
about Lizzie’s upcoming birthday in a few weeks. She was going to
be three, and with Darby and Nate taking care of her while
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