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When Kyra Aimes’ alcoholic and abusive husband died last year, he left her teetering on the brink of bankruptcy before she’d even reached her 30s. Now she swears to never let herself be so vulnerable again. Love is for others, she’d rather live her life alone.

 

Randon Bolton made a mistake, one he can't forgive himself for. He’s trying to outrun his demons by taking short term jobs and always moving on to the next one in a vain hope of redemption. With salvation always out of reach, he’s better off by himself.

 

Long dead teen sweethearts Laura and Johnny just want to be in one another’s arms. But something went wrong years ago and they are tethered to the car that killed them. What will it take to release them forever? For the living and the dead, their lives and future are intertwined. The key to unlocking the ghostly teens’ bondage on Earth is both simple and impossible. Kyra and Randon have to fall in love.
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PROLOGUE

 

 

She’d never tire of his crooked smile.

Laura leaned against the door of the ‘55 Ford Fairlane and let her gaze trace Johnny’s face. His warm brown eyes met hers, the soft glow in them a companion to his rakish smile.

“Come and kiss me, Laura,” he growled in that half-man, half-boy voice. A shiver skittered down Laura’s spine at the sound.

She hesitated, just to let him know she wasn’t about to let him order her around. Then she inched away from the door, sliding slowly across the Ford’s vinyl bench seat. The skirt of her frothy homecoming dress slithered across her knees, reminding her of Johnny’s fingers skimming her calf, dipping just beneath the hem of her dress.

Her breath caught at the memory of his touch, in anticipation of feeling it again. As he slid out from behind the steering wheel, his gaze fixed on hers, intense, filled with a power reflected in her own eyes, her own heart. He tipped his head down, a thick lock of brown hair dropping across his brow.

She paused just as she reached the center of the big bench seat, waiting for him to close the distance.

Oh please, let it happen this time, oh please.

She trembled, waiting, head tipped up in invitation. He bent lower, eyes shutting.

A sizzle and a flash sputtered between them, driving Johnny back. As he stared at her, anger and frustration playing across his face, phantom tears pooled in Laura’s eyes. She, who’d cried at nothing while alive, felt new grief all these years after her and Johnny’s death.

Johnny’s fist smashed against the unseen barrier between them, sending up a fountain of sparks. Laura jumped back, although she knew from long experience the fireworks were all show and couldn’t hurt her.

“I thought it’d be different this time,” Johnny said angrily.

“Me, too,” Laura said, her words a sigh.

Johnny looked around, out the black windows of the Ford. “It feels different.”

Laura peered through the expansive front windshield, straining to see something, anything in the endless darkness. But she saw only shadows, black on black nearly as dark as the nothing that filled her eyes during the in-between times, when she didn’t even have this car, when she didn’t have Johnny.

Johnny fixed his gaze back on her. “Can you feel it?” he asked fiercely.

She wanted to say yes, tried to push the lie past her throat. But Johnny knew what a lousy liar she was. The silvery tears that never wet her face gathered again in her eyes, spilled over as she shook her head.

“Well, I can,” Johnny insisted. He thrust his chin up the way he always did when he was certain he was right. She saw the little boy in him then, the sixteen-year-old young man giving way to a child.

Laura smiled and leaned closer to the unseen barrier. “Can you feel me?”

Johnny’s face changed and the young man returned. “I can.” He spread his hand on his chest. “Right here.”

He tipped his head, bringing it inches from her, and held himself there, waiting. With a sigh, Laura closed the distance as best she could, feeling the energy of the barrier scudding across her brow. She shut her eyes, not wanting to see the space that still separated them.

A steady thrum sounded in her ears, the ghost of her heart, the phantom of her love for Johnny. The sound soothed her, sustained her through the long in-between times, when even her memories were black and empty.

The barrier between them seemed to thicken, to stiffen. Something pulled at Laura, pulled her away from Johnny. “What’s happening?”

“We can’t be going back yet,” Johnny said. “It’s too soon.”

Terrified of the black limbo that awaited, desperate to say the words, Laura shouted, “I love you, Johnny!”

His hands came up, reaching for her. “I love you, Laura.”

“Next time, Johnny.” Her eyes never leaving his face, she waited for the gray that would segue into the interminable black of in-between.

But although the endless night outside the car window changed, lightened, the color of the ether seemed more rose than gray. And now Laura could discern shapes beyond the broad sweep of the Fairlane’s windshield, irregular edges and broken curves.

“What is it, Johnny?” she murmured as tantalizing glimpses materialized beyond the Ford.

“Another chance,” he said, a familiar, long-forgotten glow lighting his face.

In the next moment, Laura was alone, and standing in the brilliance of an ordinary summer morning.


HEARTS REDEMPTION


[image: ]



CHAPTER 1

 

 

Kyra Aimes bent over in her chair and tightened the laces on her heavy tan work boots. She rose from the wheeled office chair and shoved it under the chipped Formica desk, upsetting a precarious stack of paperwork. She grabbed for the slithering sheets, barely resisting the urge to ball them all up and toss them into the trash.

Dumping the heap back on the desk, she left the windowless office for the service room beyond. Old Jackson stood alone, fielding the queries and purchases of the early morning visitors to Kyra’s wrecking yard. He turned briefly from the six-deep queue at his payment window, a smile creasing deeper seams in his dark brown face.

“Looks like that girl’s late again,” Jackson said.

Damn Trish and her teenage unpredictability, Kyra thought as she stepped up to the second window. She pulled the CLOSED sign from it and nodded to the next customer in line. The wispy-haired seventy-something man, his faded blue coverall splotched with oil, clunked a carburetor from a ‘74 Granada on the counter in front of Kyra. He nodded at her, pale blue eyes intense as he pushed the grease-encrusted part closer to her.

“How are you this morning, Mr. Carson?” Kyra asked as she searched for the carburetor price in her antiquated computer.

He didn’t answer Kyra. He hadn’t yet in the half dozen odd times she’d seen him. Trish had told her he rebuilt carburetors and alternators in his garage, then sold them to the local auto shops.

“Hot as blazes out there already, isn’t it?” Kyra said, keeping up the one-sided conversation.

Kyra looked past him at the heat shimmering off the rows of wrecked cars. Late August in the Sacramento Valley rivaled anything Mephistopheles could conjure up. Nine A.M. and it was already toasting in the mid-eighties, cooking along to a three-digit climax by late afternoon. They were predicting a high of one-thirteen, and the asphalt and sheet metal of Kyra’s wrecking yard would add ten degrees to that.

The swamp cooler above Kyra coughed out gusts of cool air, fighting a battle it would lose by four o’clock. It didn’t matter anyway; Kyra would be out in the yard by then, continuing her endless cycle of environmental paperwork, making sure FourStar Pick-n-Pull dotted every T and crossed every I the state asked for.

As Mr. Carson dug out the wrinkled bills for the carburetor, Kyra heard Trish’s high, sweet voice call out to Jackson. Kyra turned to see her errant clerk effervesce into the room.

“Morning, Kyra. Hey, Mr. Carson,” the eighteen-year-old said as she slung a book bag under the counter. Mr. Carson gave the girl a sour look in response before snatching up the carburetor and sidling off.

“You’re late,” Kyra said, stating the obvious. She tossed the change from Mr. Carson’s transaction into the till and shut the drawer. “Again.”

Trish scruffed up her spiky hair, tossing Kyra a placating grin. “Car wouldn’t start.”

Excuse number twenty-nine, used three times this month already. “Jackson’s backed up. Give him a hand.” Kyra gestured to the queue that had swelled to eight.

Kyra waited until Trish was shouldering her load before she headed out into the broiling sunshine. She fidgeted with the clipboard she carried, tapping it against her thigh as she wove through the rows of cars. Her boots crunched on the gravelly asphalt as she passed the ‘83 Chevys, bits of broken chrome and shattered side view mirrors giving off an eye-hurting glare.

She ran a mental list of everything she had to do today, anxiety creeping up on her. The unfinished, overwhelming details from yesterday, from last week, from last month, piled heavily on her, dragging her down like Marley’s chains. Her conscience took the form of her late unlamented husband, his snarling voice ringing in her mind’s ear.

Got those payables done yet, lazybones? I had to finish those state reports, then work the service window. Don’t give me your damn excuses. How the hell we s’posed to stay in business if we don’t pay the damn bills?

The Snake. Kyra hadn’t referred to her husband by his real name, either verbally or mentally, since he committed the ultimate act of betrayal by dying.

Kyra hunched her shoulders in reaction to his memory, then threw them back again irritably. She’d never missed paying a bill out of neglect. Only when the Snake had run through the month’s receipts in booze and trips to the Indian casinos.

She turned left at the rank of ‘91 Olds and serpentined her way to the back gate where the auction purchases had been delivered. Eight new totaled vehicles fresh from the insurance company auction crowded together against the cyclone fencing. She scanned them, taking a quick mental inventory of body panels and windshields, headlights and front grills.

When she’d first started working at the FourStar wrecking yard, a new bride still snowed by her husband’s charm, surveying the damaged cars always gave her a chill. Had there been a family in this one, piled into the car for a Sunday drive? A young man in that pick-up truck, on his way to work? What had happened to them? Had they survived the crash, had they walked away, grateful to be alive?

The increasing bitterness over her marriage only added to the hard shell she’d grown over those empathetic concerns. Now, when she viewed the line of twisted metal, she shut off those thoughts before they started, shunted them into the same dark abyss she’d routed her hopes for a happy marriage.

Instead, she focused on the eight sets of tires her mechanic, Mario, would have to pull for disposal, the eight radiators full of antifreeze to be drained and the contents discarded safely. Not to mention the used motor oil in the engine case and Freon from the air conditioners, all accompanied by the mountain of paperwork the state of California demanded.

Kyra swiped a line of sweat from her brow as she worked, the sun beating brutally on the back of her neck and shoulders where her navy tank top didn’t cover. She’d forgotten her hat, and though her thick, short-cropped black hair protected her ears, she missed the shade the ball cap’s bill provided her eyes.

Damn, she’d give a month’s receipts for a day of winter right about now. Even a bitter cold December storm would be welcome. Fat drops of rain hammering the asphalt, Alaska chill cutting to the bone. Of course, any decent rain chased away her customers and flooded half the south end of the yard.

Maybe summer wasn’t so bad, she thought wryly as she hoisted herself up on the running board of a jacked-up pickup. She peered at the interior, checking the condition of the upholstery. A half-dozen beer cans littered the foot well of the passenger seat and a faint odor of hops lingered.

She dropped back down to the pavement with a grim smile, remembering the same collection of empties in her husband’s car. Thank God her misbegotten spouse had died in a drunken fall down a flight of stairs, not in a car crash on Highway 50. At least the Snake didn’t take anyone with him when he went.

Just a piece of her soul, Kyra thought. She scrubbed at her face, wiping away the ugly memories. She’d be damned if she’d let the no-good louse harass her in death the way he had in life. The grief she’d felt at his passing had shocked her, until she’d realized her sorrow hadn’t been for the Snake’s expiration as much as it had been for the death of her dreams.

She moved away from the pickup and scanned the line of cars again. The invoice had read eight vehicles, but she only counted seven. She turned slowly, looking around her, trying to spot the missing vehicle.

The glint of chrome caught her eye and she turned back. She sought out the tell-tale glare. There, back behind the row of ‘78 Toyotas, almost wedged in between the Toys and the fence. A pair of fins and round red tail-lights peeking out from behind a battered Corolla.

Kyra’s brow creased as she moved closer to the car. A ‘55 Fairlane? She glanced at the list on her clipboard, but the car she hadn’t yet located was a late-model Chevy, not a vintage Fairlane. Yet the notation at the top said eight cars.

When she neared the car, she was even more puzzled. The rear end was nearly pristine, with only a few minor dents. The worst of the damage was a broad smear of mud sullying the strawberry-ice cream pink of the plump front fenders.

How did Jackson manage to snap up a nearly cherry classic ‘55 at the auction? He knew her budget, had assured her he’d kept it to the penny. How could he have outbid the competition on such a prize?

Kyra shook her head, sending off a shower of sweat from her hair. Her tongue felt glued to her mouth, and she cursed herself for forgetting to bring out her water bottle. She had to find the damn Chevy and get back inside before she expired of heatstroke. She’d leave the puzzle of the Fairlane for later, when she could ask Jackson.

She turned to go, but something drew her back. Sunlight glared brilliantly off the white trunk of the two-tone car, tempting her to touch it, to soak up the heat of the sun-warmed metal. The line of chrome separating the pink from the sweep of white winked at her, a teasing glitter of silver. She reached out, pressed her palm against the trunk.

The metal was cold.

She snatched her hand back, staring down at the car, eyes fixed on the trunk lock just above the empty license plate frame. Her hand trembled, remembering the chill centered in it. A cool streak of sensation shivered down her spine.

Before she realized what she was doing, she’d hurried several steps away, fear goosing her. Feeling ridiculous, she turned back to the car, retraced her steps. She put out her hand, held it above the Fairlane’s trunk lid. Waves of heat radiated from the white metal. Jaw set with determination, she lowered her hand to the lid.

The warmth of the metal nearly burned her. As it should, as it would with any other car in the lot, baking in the late morning heat. What she’d felt before, she hadn’t really felt it. She’d imagined it. No doubt a product of her wistful wish for winter, for the cool rains of December.

Chin high, she moved away from the Fairlane. Her eyes again scanning the row of new arrivals, she finally spotted the Chevy. With a purposeful stride, she headed over to inventory the last car on her invoice.
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Randon Bolton let his pickup coast down Highway 50’s Bass Lake grade, his eyes fixed on the haze of the Sacramento Valley below. He’d meant to get an earlier start today, before the sun rose to its zenith and pinned all beneath it with its fire. The A/C on the truck had long ago given up the ghost, and the gust of tepid air from the vent did nothing to cool him.

He’d been through Sacramento before, a good fifteen years ago as a wet-behind-the-ears nineteen-year-old. Rachelle was a senior in high school by then and had had two years to recover from the death of their parents. Randon figured the neighbor woman would do as well as him taking care of his younger sister, maybe better.

So he’d left her behind. He’d called her every day he worked the California State Pair as a carnie, checking to be sure she was eating right, keeping safe. Had she gotten the check he’d sent? he’d ask. Had she bought herself some school clothes?

That lasted for five years, Randon eking out an income with this job or that, always on the move, never spending more than a fraction of his paycheck so that Rachelle could reap the benefits. He couldn’t be with her anymore, couldn’t stand to be in one place that long, but he could assuage his guilt by making sure she was provided for.

Until that day he received his check back with a polite note from Rachelle’s husband—husband? Randon hadn’t even known his sister had married—that he would be supporting Rachelle from here on out, and Randon should keep the money for himself.

Except that Randon hadn’t a clue how to spend money on himself. So he continued his frugal ways and put the extra into something a rodeo wrangler had called a “mutual fund.” He had a vague idea of giving the money to Rachelle’s kids. But from what he heard from his sister, the few times her letters caught up with him, her husband Tom had done well for himself. Their two boys wouldn’t be needing Uncle Randon’s money as much as they would Uncle Randon himself.

Randon tipped back his cowboy hat to rub away a line of sweat, then settled the hat back on his head. The temperature seemed to rise with each foot he descended into the valley. A prickle started in the back of his neck, not so much from the heat, but from that persistent nag of guilt that he’d given so little of himself to his nephews.

Especially now, since that phone call from Rachelle’s husband, when he told Randon about Rachelle’s problem.

He couldn’t even say the word, not even in his mind.

I’ll make it up to them, he swore silently as he pulled off the highway at Sunrise. Maybe when I’ve finished this job, I’ll go pay them all a visit.

He’d promised himself that very thing just a month ago when he’d finished his stint on a Carson City ranch. And at the tail end of last year, when he’d wound up that flood control work just before Christmas, he’d had every intention of dropping by Rachelle’s. But somehow a stack of presents made its way to Rachelle’s Redding home without him. And as much as he might tell himself that that was enough, he couldn’t ignore the sharp tug of pain when he received the boys’ e-mailed thank you note, complete with a photo of the two wearing the twin cowboy hats he’d sent.

Randon continued south down Sunrise, eyes scanning either side of the boulevard, watching for the wrecking yards. The movie’s production designer, Jeffrey Evans, had torn two pages from the motel phone book and handed them to him, along with a digital camera and a tablet computer to upload the photos. An effete little man with a gray-streaked ponytail, Evans had given Randon his directions in his mincing, flighty way, although Randon knew the man was straight as an arrow. The way he flitted around would have made the gay cowboys Randon had met squirm with embarrassment.

All part of the act, Randon supposed. Evans saw himself as an “artiste,” never mind the rock-bottom budget and the raunchy script for the grade B horror movie.

Randon reached the stretch of Sunrise lined with wrecking yards on either side. No way of knowing where to start. No way of knowing what would satisfy the self-satisfied pretender he worked for. He’d make a random choice, snap a few pictures, then move on to the next one. If he was lucky, he could finish this today.

Something glittered off to the left, catching his eye. Sunlight off a car mirror, no doubt, or a bit of chrome. Randon looked back over his shoulder at the place he’d just passed, decided it was just as good a choice as any.

He slowed the pickup and made a U-turn at the next intersection, heading back up Sunrise. He pulled the pickup into the parking lot and found himself a scarce patch of shade in which to leave the truck.
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“It was just some guy,” Trish said, counting out change to hand to a waiting customer. “He had the Fairlane. He had his paperwork.”

Kyra tapped the clipboard against her palm in a steady staccato. “But people don’t just sell vintage cars to a wrecking yard for scrap value.”

“He showed me his salvage license,” Trish insisted. “He had his paperwork from the state. You tell me not to be nosy. I didn’t ask questions.”

“Maybe you should have this time,” Kyra said. Irritation bubbled up at Trish’s negligent shrug of her shoulder, and Kyra knew it was time she isolated herself in her office. Haranguing the girl who had only done as Kyra had asked would only cause hurt feelings.

Kyra tossed the clipboard on her desk and shut the office door. She’d just as soon collapse on the worn sofa crowded in the corner, lumpy as it was, but if she lay down, she doubted she’d be up again before dark. She hadn’t slept well in her tiny Placerville Victorian. She often spent the early morning hours wandering the narrow rooms of her house, seeking a bit of cool peace to rest in.

Somehow the sultry heat of her office acted as a soporific, tempting her to put aside the oppressive stress of her life in an afternoon of slumber. But sleeping away her day wouldn’t get the bills paid, wouldn’t answer the question of the ‘55 Fairlane ensconced in the back of her yard. Ignoring the sofa, she sank into her office chair.

She’d have to call the county sheriff and check to see if the car was stolen. It wouldn’t be the first time an inept thief had towed in a vehicle, hoping to make a little money off the scrap value. They weren’t the professionals of stolen car rings and chop shops, but the hapless bumblers or the estranged husbands whose idea of revenge was to sell their wife’s transportation for parts.

Another fine endorsement of marriage, Kyra thought sourly, then shook her head at her own bitterness. The institution had worked well enough for her parents. They had loved each other dearly before her mother died. It was just she who had been inept in matrimony, who couldn’t discern the difference between love and charm, ambition and deviousness.

She dialed the number for the sheriff and waded patiently through the voice mail system. When she hung up the phone a few minutes later, she kept her hand on the receiver a long moment, puzzled. No record of a stolen ‘55 Fairlane. She owned the car, fair and square.

Kyra reached for the stack of bills, determined to get them out in the mail today. She’d just flipped to the first one when the office door rattled with the “Shave and a Haircut” of Trish’s knock.

“Someone to see you, Kyra,” Trish called through the door.

“Who?” Kyra called back.

“Some guy,” Trish said. “A real hunk. He asked to see the owner.”

“Salesman,” Kyra muttered as she pushed back her chair and rose. She already had a ton of junk in the back storeroom, stuff the Snake couldn’t resist buying. Boxes of pens with their address misprinted, car sun shades emblazoned with the lascivious silhouette of a nude woman.

“I don’t think he’s a salesman,” Trish said as Kyra strode from her office. “Not this guy.”

Kyra stepped into the service room, eyes roving the three windows. When her gaze fell on the man waiting at window three, she stopped abruptly.

The long tall drink of water in a battered white cowboy hat bore no resemblance to a salesman. His faded blue T-shirt had seen better days. The muscles in his tanned arms were ropy, no doubt from real work, not from lifting samples cases. He fidgeted with what looked like a digital camera, passing it from hand to hand as if he wasn’t quite sure what to do with it.

She’d known men who styled themselves as men of power. They piled up stacks of money and influence, flaunted their affluence, flexed their riches instead of their muscles. But the man who stood in the broiling midday heat, waiting with edgy energy, exuded a true power, that of his own self-confidence. His authority sprang from his own fingertips, encompassed not only what lay within his grasp, but what lay beyond, within his reach.

Kyra experienced a fleeting urge to let Jackson handle him. She could justify it. That growing mountain of paperwork in her office wouldn’t process itself. Jackson knew every inch of the business; he could handle whatever the man wanted as well as she.

She’d nearly opened her mouth to call Jackson’s name when the stranger outside leaned into the service window and shifted his gaze to her. The gray eyes, deep-set in the sharp planes of the man’s face, fixed on her. They widened, as if to enfold her image, as if to pull her in to him.

He wouldn’t be the first man to study her with that avid interest. Although she was small of stature, Kyra had long ago resolved herself to being what one man had crudely described as “stacked.” She’d given up trying to hide her generous bustline back in her twenties, instead relying on a cold stare to discourage rude perusals of her anatomy. But the man wasn’t studying the line of her breasts filling the tank top. His gunmetal-gray gaze fixed on her face, traced the curve of her jaw, settled on her lips. When Kyra flicked a tongue out to wet them, his eyes narrowed, darkened.

Angry, flustered, irritated, Kyra turned on her heel and headed for the door to the outside. She ignored the temptation to confront the man with the barrier of the service counter between them, and strode out to meet him face-to-face.

Damn, he was taller than she’d thought. Short as she was, she had to crane her neck to look up at him. And the way those blue jeans hugged his body was downright indecent.

She pasted a pleasant smile on her face. “Can I help you?”

“I was looking for the owner,” he said with the slightest hint of a drawl.

She maintained her smile with an effort. “You’re looking at her.”

He gazed down at her doubtfully, then flicked a quick glance inside the service room. “Your husband not in today?”

Anger knotted in Kyra’s throat and she tamped it down impatiently. “I said, I’m the owner,” she said tightly. “What can I do for you?”

A moment’s hesitation, then he juggled the camera into his left hand and thrust out his right. “I’m Randon Bolton.”

As much as she might like to, she couldn’t refuse his proffered hand. “Kyra Aimes.” She pressed her palm to his.

Despite herself, she found she liked the firmness of his grip. It wasn’t the limp gathering of her fingers in a pseudo-handshake so many men used greeting a woman. The calluses on his fingertips brushed the back of her hand and something curled low in her belly in reaction. She pulled her hand back, shoved it into the pocket of her shorts.

“What can I help you with?” she asked again.

He stared at her a long moment, the gray eyes puzzled. Then he seemed to come back to himself. He gestured with the camera. “I need some cars. For a movie.”

Kyra narrowed her gaze on the tall stranger, her perspective of him shifting 180 degrees. “You’re making a movie?”

“I’m just the propmaster.” He grinned, his face going from zero to sixty on the devastating scale in seconds. “Or at least that’s what the guy I’m working for calls me.”

Kyra felt the immediate peril of that heart-lifting smile, felt a warmth spread within her. She thrust the threatening softness aside. “This is a wrecking yard. Nothing out there runs.”

He’d seen the moment of weakness in her; she could see it in his speculative gaze. “They don’t have to run.” He shifted the black digital camera from one callused palm to the other. “They don’t even need engines.”

Nothing in his tone suggested he was coming on to her. His eyes remained fixed on her face, not once flicking down to her chest. But Kyra could feel a heat rise in her cheeks nonetheless.

She edged back a step. “I can’t pull engines for you.”

His grin had faded to a faint smile, its wistfulness just as compelling. “I’ll just take them as they come. With engines, without.” He hesitated, just a heartbeat. “I only need the bodies.”

Irritation rose in Kyra, making her edgy. He wasn’t trying to be suggestive, was he? That she couldn’t tell for certain; that she reacted with a pleasurable warmth instead of cold disdain as she did with other men only unsettled her more.

She’d been out in the damn sun too long, that was all. Imagining, maybe even hoping for some interest from a good-looking cowboy. There had been no one since the Snake died last year, and little enough when he’d been alive. She was allowed a little fantasizing.

She pushed back her hair with her fingers, putting more distance between herself and the cowboy in the process. “You pay for whatever’s left on the car.” She looked out over the yard rather than at him. “I won’t have you leaving a damn mess.”

“I won’t.” An edge had crept into his voice.

Kyra turned back to him, lifting her chin in response to his annoyance. “And you’ll have to pay Mario to tow them.”

“No problem.” He leaned toward her so that the brim of his hat shadowed his face. “You know I could go to one of the other places just as easy.”

The words were out before Kyra could stop them. “No one’s keeping you here, cowboy.”

His gray eyes darkened in his shadowed face. “I would think you’d be glad to get the business.”

She took a step toward him. “Not if I have to deal with an attitude.”

His eyes widened as if he couldn’t believe what she’d said. “Lady, the only attitude here is yours.”

She advanced on him another step. “And I damn well don’t need you leering at me like some pervert!”

He barked out a laugh. “You’re sure as hell overestimating your attraction.” He grinned as if the very thought of her appeal were amusing.

Heat rose in Kyra’s cheeks, mortification urging her to look away. But she stubbornly kept her eyes on his.

“There are a half dozen other wrecking yards along Sunrise,” she said evenly. “I suggest you check them out.”

For a long moment, he glared down at her. Something burned in his eyes, something like rage, something like fire.

“Fine,” he snapped, then turned on his booted heel. Ten long strides and he’d reached his pickup in the lot beyond. The roar of his engine and the spitting of gravel signaled his departure.

Hell, why had she done that? She’d just thrown away God knew how many hundreds of dollars. Enough to pay off a few of the bills she’d been juggling since Peter ran out of money to pay Paul.

With a sigh at her own stupidity and a wry grin for Trish, who watched, rapt, from the service window, Kyra headed back to her office.
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Johnny! Oh, God, Johnny, where are you?

Laura turned in place, looking around her at the tumbled wreckage of cars. Her gaze fell on the ‘55 Fairlane an arm’s length away. She bent to peer inside the front windshield again, but he wasn’t there.

A dark head moved between the rows of cars and her heart lifted until the man moved closer—not Johnny. The man called out to a blonde woman near him and the two walked past Laura, close enough for her to reach out to them. But they never looked her way, as if she didn’t exist.

Well, of course you don’t exist, silly. You’re dead.

Dead, but in the real world again. Real sunshine spilled down, would have warmed her shoulders if she could still feel. And a real sky arched overhead, brilliant blue hazed faintly with clouds. But no one could see her. Not the dark-haired man and his blonde companion, not the older couple meandering down the rows, nor the Mexican man leaning under the hood of the car three feet away. If no one saw her, heard her, returning was pointless.

Oh, where was Johnny? Every time before, they’d come back together. Never able to touch, but side by side. It had made the long dark times in between tolerable. How could she bear to be back in the world without him?

She would wait for him, that was it. She would climb inside the Ford and curl up on the seat and wait for Johnny.

But when she moved toward the car, a most peculiar thing happened. Sparkles of light surrounded her like crazy fireflies, and the air grew thick as cotton candy. The more she pushed toward the car, the heavier the air became until it stood firm as an implacable brick wall. She could not even reach her hand through it to touch the pale pink fender of the Fairlane.

Her heart wrenched inside her chest as if the living organ still beat there. “Johnny!” she cried again, her whole being in the call. “Johnny!”

Then a wonderful thing happened. Three people standing nearby, the old folks and the Mexican man, turned their heads toward her, eyes alert. They peered in her direction, listening a moment before returning to their business.

There was hope, then. She might well be able to reach one of them, to ask them what she and Johnny had been asking for so very long. And maybe this time, they’d find an answer.
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Randon caught up with Kyra first thing the next morning, just as she was heading out into the yard. His hat literally in his hands, he called out her name, halting her before she’d reached the first row of cars.

He hesitated a moment before striding over to her, his face set. He stopped a decorous three feet away.

“Could I please look around your yard?” he asked, eyes on her.

A long night of pondering past due notices had dissipated any lingering pride. “Of course. I’m sorry if I was rude yesterday.”

He nodded. “Me too, ma’am.”

She tipped her head in return, then gestured out to the yard. “Help yourself.”

He planted his hat back on his head and slid the digital camera from his back pocket. “Thank you.” Another long look, then he moved away from her, heading toward the first row of cars.

“Randon!” she called out, the question nagging at her. He turned back, attentive.

“Why did you come back?” she asked.

He waited a beat before he answered. “I couldn’t find what I wanted.”

A chill skittered up Kyra’s spine, a sudden premonition. But before she could put her finger on it, Randon disappeared among the wreckage and the sensation dissolved in the summer heat.


HEARTS REDEMPTION
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CHAPTER 2

 

 

Randon couldn’t shake her image. He caught glimpses of her across the yard, moving gracefully between the rows of trucks and cars, her petite, curvaceous form winking in and out of sight. But even when he couldn’t see her, she remained in his mind like an afterimage, the short, glossy, dark hair slipping into her eyes, scooped back with slender fingers, the sleeveless cherry-red blouse hugging her curves. He liked women, enjoyed thinking about them, but this woman... She was an obsession.

Why had he come back? He’d prowled three other wrecking yards yesterday afternoon, the sun’s heat dragging after him like an unwieldy cloak. He found several cars amongst the endless lines of wrecks that surely would have satisfied the production designer. But each time Randon raised his camera, his finger on the shutter release, her face intruded. The dew of sweat on her brow, her wide, angry hazel eyes, the soft curve of her lower lip that he couldn’t seem to pull his gaze away from.

And he wouldn’t snap the picture. In fact, each time he’d had to stifle the urge to fling the damn camera across the lot, or smash it into a windshield. Somehow Kyra had grabbed hold of him and he knew he had to go back. Had to tease out the reason for the attraction, then dismiss it and go on as he always had. So here he stood at FourStar Pick-n-Pull mooning over a prickly, stiff-backed woman he had not the slightest inclination to get to know better. That her curves would tempt a saint was beside the point. There was something behind her frank gaze that tugged at him, lured him, and that should be enough to set his feet running in the other direction.

Damn, he was looking for her. He’d stopped walking, had cocked his hip against a white Toyota with a streak of primer gray and was scanning the tops of the cars. He pushed himself away from the battered fender and cast his gaze resolutely down, closing his line of vision to a narrow few feet. He moved away from the Toyota. A cool chill raised gooseflesh on his arm. He snapped his gaze up, stopped in his tracks. A classic Ford Fairlane stood stoutly against the cyclone fencing. Mud caked the hood and front fenders, concealing the pink-and-white paint job dulled by years of oxidation.

He stepped closer and felt the chill again. A prickly sensation danced along the hairs on his arms and he shuddered. His feet didn’t seem to want to approach the car; they remained rooted to the pavement. What the hell? Randon looked around him, seeking a culvert or a drain pipe nearby. Even in the height of summer, a little water flowing in a nearby ditch would produce a gust of coolness. But there was nothing beyond the gravel and asphalt of the wrecking yard except acres of scrub and hip-high dried grass.

Shaking off the tension in his shoulders, Randon pushed himself forward. As he stepped up to the passenger side door of the Fairlane, he felt nothing but the ordinary heat of day radiating from the two-tone pink and white metal of the car. An odor drifted from the interior, faint as a memory, nagging at him to identify it. But then the sun seemed to bake it away, consigning it to his imagination.

He reached for the silver-bright chrome door handle, curved his fingers around it. His thumb hovered over the release button and his arm tensed, ready to pull the door open. The door lock was down, and he reached through the open window to pull it up. Coolness danced across his arm.

He looked up, left, right, searching for the source of the chill breeze. The scrub in the empty fields beyond lay motionless, not a twig touched by moving air. Yet he felt it, skimming along his arm, skittering up his neck. He looked back down, at the door lock. It was up.

The door handle seared his hand and he jumped back, releasing it. He could feel a line of warmth, sketched across his palm by the sun-heated metal of the handle. He checked his hand, surprised it was unmarked, then shook his head at his own flight of fancy. He looked sidelong at the car. The door lock was down, as it had been all along. That he’d seen otherwise was a trick of heat, of light and shadow. Nevertheless, he’d lost all inclination to open the Fairlane’s door.

“Randon.”

He whirled at the soft-spoken sound of his name, his heart suddenly hammering in his chest. It’s only Kyra, he thought, his heart taking a brief respite, then racing again like a thoroughbred when it realized “only” would never apply to Kyra.

He took off his hat and scraped back the sweat-curled hair falling across his brow. “Hello,” he said, settling the hat back into place.

“Finding what you need?” She hugged a clipboard across her chest.

What would it be like to have her hold him like that? His face buried in her softness, his flesh burned by the heat of her. The sweet comfort of her woman’s body easing away the long years of loneliness...

He slammed a lid on that line of thought, as if it were a yearling colt jerked to a stop with a stud chain. Lord, if she had a clue to what he was thinking, she’d throw him out of here on his ass. But wouldn’t that be better, to get away from her? She drew at him, tugged at his emotions, at the empty place inside him. If he had a teaspoonful of sense, he’d run the other way. And yet he’d come back.

He rubbed a hand over his face, wiping away his stray fantasies. “I’ve found a few,” he said, finally answering her question. “Snapped some pictures to show the production designer. He’ll have to approve my choices.”

“Then you won’t be taking the cars today?” She didn’t seem too happy about that.

“In a hurry to get your money, sugar?” He drew out the endearment, knowing the verbal caress would rile her. “Or just wanting to get rid of me?”

Her jaw worked, but her face remained neutral. “I couldn’t care less whether you’re here or not. I just can’t guarantee the cars will be here when you return.”

“How about I leave a deposit for the cars I choose?” he suggested. “You can mark ‘em sold.”

“That should be acceptable,” she said, although she looked as though she wished she could have found fault with his recommendation. She tilted her head up at him, narrow-eyed. “What’re you doing working on a movie, anyway?”

She must have realized how rude she sounded, because she flushed. He grinned at her discomfort. “I don’t look like the Hollywood type?”

“I wouldn’t know,” she said, shifting to lean against a Chevy 4x4. A scent floated from her, tempting him to seek its source. “But film making wouldn’t have been my first guess of your profession.”

“I wouldn’t say I have a profession, exactly.” He shrugged, resisting the urge to drag in a lungful of her fragrance. “This is just a job that came along.”

She tugged a lock of dark hair off her forehead. “What kind of movie is it?”

“Depends on who you ask, me or the director.” He cocked a hip against the truck, a few inches away from her. “He calls it art. I’d call it a cheap slasher flick.”

She had to raise her chin higher to meet his eyes. “Then why’d you take the job?”

“It pays for beer.” He watched for her frown of disapproval. She didn’t disappoint him.

“I suppose that would be enough for a man like you,” she said with a prissy tilt of the chin.

He felt himself lean toward her, like a skittish horse easing toward a grain bucket. “And what kind of man would that be?” he asked softly.

If she had an answer, it was trapped in her eyes, a message he couldn’t quite translate. Her face entranced him, the curve of her cheek, her moist lower lip. He itched to draw his thumb over her chin, to see if she would open her mouth, to see if she would let him kiss her.

He straightened abruptly, taking a step or two away from the pickup, away from her. What the hell had happened to his sense of self-preservation? Burned in the fire of that longing in her eyes.

“I don’t really have time to talk, sugar,” he said harshly, gesturing with the camera. “I’d just as soon get this done today.”

She stiffened, irritation washing away the heat, the imagined passion. He figured that was just as well.

She backed away. “I’ll need a record of the cars you pick. The number off the windshield.”

He nodded agreement, then turned his back on her. He could feel her gaze on him, as palpable as an angry touch. Then the sound of her brisk strides away from him rasped at his ears.

Perfect. Great. He’d just go take his damn pictures and get the hell out. He’d give her tow driver the numbers on the cars and let him handle transporting them.

He moved blindly through the lot, snapping shots left and right. He finished the pack of film, tucked the snapshots in his jeans pocket and headed for the exit at a half-run. Good riddance, Kyra Aimes, he thought as he gunned his truck out of the lot. Good riddance and good-bye.
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Johnny hung close by the chain-link fence and watched the woman storm toward him. She sure looked mad, just like Laura that time she caught him talking to the homecoming queen. He saw in the woman’s face the same balance between anger and tears. It wouldn’t take much to tip a woman over to brimming eyes that could drive a dagger of guilt into a man quicker than lightning.

The woman reached the row of cars lining the fence, started to pass Johnny. She lurched to a stop, one hand outstretched as if feeling something in the air. Then she snatched her hand back and held it close to her. She looked around wildly.

Was she looking for him? Had she somehow sensed him, recognized that something unseen occupied the ether near her?

Johnny stepped away from the fence, approached the woman. What had the man called her? Kyra? What if he called her name? Could he get her attention? Would she hear him?

Kyra! He willed the name, shouted it in his mind. It sounded loudly around him, but the word wouldn’t shape in his mouth, only inside him. It was clear Kyra hadn’t heard. She’d already closed herself off to the possibility of him, had taken a half step away.

Kyra! he called again, this time with his very soul. But Kyra walked away without hesitation, no doubt dismissing the very notion of Johnny.

Aching to his depths, Johnny cried out again, this time a name as familiar as his own heart. Laura!

He imagined her answer, I love you, Johnny, soothing his fear, his pain. Johnny returned to the fence, staring out across the auto graveyard, holding that fragment of Laura close inside him.
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Randon stared at the production designer in disbelief. “What do you mean, none of them will do?”

Evans waved a hand at the tablet computer that displayed Randon’s photos. “They aren’t what I was looking for.”

Randon turned to examine the images again. “They’re late-model cars, all with extensive damage.” Randon gestured to one shot. “Look at this one. Bashed front end, shattered windshield. It’s what you asked for.”

“But now that I see them, they’re not what I want,” the production designer said adamantly. He shoved the tablet back into Randon’s hands. “I want older cars. Find them.”

Randon gripped the tablet, suppressing the urge to shove it down Evans’s throat. “I thought we were on a tight schedule.”

The diminutive man fluttered his fingers. “Art can’t be rushed.” Then he minced off toward the grove of black oaks where the cinematographer had set up a late afternoon shot.

Randon glared after Evans darkly, then turned on his booted heel toward his truck. Along the way, he deleted the photos from the tablet. Then he dug into his pocket for his keys, longing for a cold shower at the tatty motor inn down in Placerville.

“Hey, Randon.”

He whirled to see the assistant director stepping down from one of the trailers parked at the location. Melinda tossed back a hank of shoulder-length light brown hair, and made her way sinuously toward him.

The A.D. had made it clear from the moment Randon had arrived that she was ready for action. No doubt she was the reason Joe, his stuntman buddy down in L.A., had recommended Randon for this job. Randon had heard

Joe’s wife nag him to hook Randon up with this female friend or that. Melinda must be their latest choice.

“Where ya headed?” Melinda all but batted her blue eyes at him.

She was willowy, her slender waist begging a man to span it with his hands. Her breasts crowded the V-necked knit top she wore, drawing his eyes to her deep cleavage. The scent of musk wafted from her warm flesh, suggesting tangled sheets and enthusiastic sex.

“To the motel,” he told her.

Her eyes lit up, somehow reading an invitation in his neutral tone. “I’m done for the day. We could have dinner.”

He smiled, shaking his head. “I’m pretty beat, Melinda. I thought I’d grab a burger and eat it in my room.”

She took a step closer, her musk scent growing thicker. The smudge of blue on her eyelids seemed to weigh them down.

“So we grab two burgers,” she murmured, “and we eat them together.”

He gazed down at her, willing a yes from his lips. He had only to accept her offer and for the next few hours he could chase away the emptiness, distracted by Melinda’s lithe, willing body. He tried to picture Melinda’s long legs wrapped around him, her lush lips pressed against his flesh. But instead he saw Kyra, her hazel eyes meeting his, angry one moment, clouded with sadness the next. The fragility of her, sheathed in steel.

He retreated, out of reach of Melinda’s cloying scent. “I don’t think so, sugar. Maybe some other time.” He turned and continued on to his truck.

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow?” she called out after him.

He waved without turning; the ambiguous gesture could mean anything she wanted it to. If he didn’t look at her, he wouldn’t see if it were anger or hurt in her face. He’d damn well caused the latter enough times.

He started the truck and gunned away from the location site, guiding the truck toward Highway 50. The glare of the setting sun nearly opaqued his windshield as he headed west toward Placerville, driving a needle of brilliance between his eyes. Setting his teeth against the pain, he focused on his own spreading loneliness, the familiar sense of isolation. But despite all efforts to the contrary, Kyra’s sweet, wary face intruded in his mind’s eye, until the blast of the sun was a welcome distraction.
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Kyra leaned her elbows on the top of the washer and buried her face in her hands. She tried to ignore the water lapping around her stocking feet and spreading across the floor, but the soapy wetness oozed between her toes and sopped her socks. The grinding roar of the washing machine finishing its spin cycle punctuated her despair, and she bowed her head lower to rest it on her arms.

A flooded floor wasn’t the end of the world. But teamed with a failing refrigerator and a stove with only two working burners, it was all just too much to bear. She’d kissed the microwave good-bye three weeks ago and had resigned herself to giving up toast when the toaster went, but damn, she needed a working washer.

A questioning yowl brought her gaze slanting to the left. Her cat, Bubba, speared her with his golden gaze, the expression in his jet-black face unsympathetic. There were issues of greater import than washing machines in Bubba’s universe. Crunchies in a food dish, gophers in the yard, a soft nest on the bed. An empty, lonely bed. Unbidden, an image seeped into her mind of Randon Bolton stretched out between her sheets. He would dominate the narrow double bed she’d purchased to replace the one she’d slept in with the Snake. If comfort could be doled out by size alone, Randon Bolton would certainly provide a generous measure.

Dangerous, dangerous thoughts. She slept alone because that was the way she wanted it, to avoid another disaster like her marriage. She was just feeling down over the series of catastrophes plaguing her, vulnerable to trouble in a well-muscled six-foot-plus package.

Kyra lifted her head and gazed out the window into the backyard. The sun neared the horizon, but still hung stubbornly above it, unwilling to release its heated grip on the Sacramento Valley and the nearby foothills. The air-conditioning in Kyra’s tiny house was thankfully new; its efforts coupled with the shade of the massive oaks in her yard lent a blessed coolness.

So at least she could mop the laundry room floor in relative comfort. Kyra sloshed across the floor and grabbed the sponge mop and bucket. Leaning the mop against the washer, she peeled off her socks and tossed them on top of the dryer.

The sun had finally surrendered to the early evening dusk by the time Kyra finished swabbing the laundry room. After putting the mop away, she pried the sodden load of clothes from the washer and tossed them into the dryer. At least the machine had completed its rinse cycle, forestalling a trip to the Laundromat for a day.

She filled a pot with water and set it on a back burner, one of the two that still worked. She’d throw in some rotini after she’d showered and toss it together with some veggies for a pasta salad.

But when she padded out barefoot, skin damp, hair dripping from her shower, the water still hadn’t boiled. Cinching her robe tighter, Kyra held her hand close to the burner under the pot. The black coil was stone cold.

With a sense of inevitability, Kyra turned the knob for what should have been the last operating burner. She waited a full five minutes, her hand hovering over the coil. Maybe she’d lost her sense of touch, she thought whimsically as the black metal refused to yield heat. Then with a growl that sent Bubba skittering out his kitty door, Kyra snapped both knobs into the off position and stomped off to her bedroom. Shedding her robe and tossing it onto the bed, she dug a tank top and shorts from the dresser.

Kyra tugged on her clothes, then grabbed her purse as she headed out the door. If she couldn’t scrape together enough money for dinner at Mama D’s, she’d beg Mama for a meal. Damned if she’d eat half-gone milk on Frosted Flakes another night.
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Randon hung up the phone, dropping the receiver from nerveless fingers. He lay back on the lumpy mattress of the motel bed and stared at the wall of the tiny, shabby room. A weighted fist had taken hold of his middle, each finger etched with the words his brother-in-law Tom had just spoken. Her test came back positive.

He wanted to roar at the four walls of his room, to wrench the damn phone from its cord and slam it against the floor. He wanted to erase those words, to force them back into Tom’s throat, to turn the truth of them into a lie. God, how could You? No answer from that quarter. Randon didn’t doubt the Almighty’s existence, he only recognized that God’s priorities didn’t include the life and sorrows of a worthless wanderer. But Rachelle...Rachelle was another matter.

Randon scrubbed at his face, surprised at the moisture wetting his cheeks. Since he damn well didn’t cry, it had to be something left from his shower or sweat from the stifling warmth of the room. Not tears. He couldn’t let it be tears.

Rolling off the bed, he hit the floor with his bare feet and prowled the four square feet of empty space beside the bed. A scream of rage bubbled in his chest, clawing to get out, goading him to put a fist through a wall. He hadn’t trashed a motel room in years, and back then it was from sheer drunken idiocy, not this creature of fear that had sprung into life inside him with those five simple words. Her test came back positive.

He had to get out. He looked around him frantically for his clothes. He scrambled into a worn T-shirt, shoved bare feet into boots, grabbed up his wallet. He didn’t bother with the keys to his pickup. He had to walk, to work off this terror blooming inside for Rachelle.

As he strode across the parking lot of the motel toward Broadway, he forced back the panic, the urge to run. He would keep himself under control. He would walk from one end of town to the other, once, twice, three times if necessary. And he’d beat back the five little demons that danced at his heels. Her test came back positive. Randon swallowed a groan and walked a little faster.
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Kyra mopped up the last of the gravy on her plate with a bit of roll and popped it into her mouth. Sliding her plate across the counter, she leaned back in her seat with a sigh and smiled up at Mama.

“Fabulous,” she told the narrow-faced woman behind the counter, “as usual.”

Mama nodded her miserly approval, then slapped down the check next to Kyra’s plate. “Pie comes with the special,” the older woman said, one hand on a cocked hip.

Kyra flicked a glance at the specials board; it said no such thing. Mama kept her sharp gaze riveted on Kyra, daring her to contradict.

Kyra just smiled. “I’d love some pie. Apple if you’ve got it.”

Mama gave her a look before turning back to the pie case. Of course they had apple. Didn’t Mama’s brother own an orchard up in Apple Hill? Mama even put apples in the pancakes.

“What kinda ice cream you want on it?” Mama asked, a plate of warm apple pie in one hand, ice cream scoop in the other.

As if Kyra had a choice. “Vanilla.”

Mama mounded on the ice cream, then set the plate and a fork before Kyra. Kyra picked up her fork and contemplated the golden brown pie, the puddle of melted ice cream. An emotion welled up in her, gratitude for Mama’s kindness, so sparingly doled out. The small gesture brought back to Kyra memories of her own father, a quiet, gentle man whose love and caring she lost the day she married the Snake.

She shook off the ridiculous, incipient tears, and forked up a big bite of pie. The flavor of the delicate pastry coupled with creamy vanilla exploded in her mouth. She closed her eyes, reveling in the tastes and textures.

“Boyfriend of yours?” Mama asked, intruding on Kyra’s sybaritic pleasure.

“What?” Kyra’s head bobbed up, she looked around her. “Who?”

Mama pointed out toward the street. “The one at the window. The long, tall one lookin’ like a lost puppy.”

Kyra swiveled her seat, turning toward the front of the coffee shop. Looked past the hanging plastic ferns, the other customers.

And saw Randon, at the window. Staring in at her like a lost soul who’s just found salvation.
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Laura drifted between the rows of cars, gazing up at the black arch of sky littered with stars. A dull ache fisted in her chest, never mind that she was long dead, that there was nothing left of her body to pain her. Johnny was lost to her, and she was alone in this ugly, alien place. The thought of a second night without him was unbearable.

She traced the hood of the car next to her with her fingertips, watched her hand pass palm deep into the solid metal as she moved. A silvery glitter followed the path of her touch, skittering off the hood. Johnny, her heart cried, Johnny!

She continued down the row of cars, looking inside each one. The other times she and Johnny had come back, they’d returned to that spot on the river, to the tomb of mud and trash and deadfall. They’d never had a chance to see how the world had moved on in the years since their deaths. The changes were beyond her imaginings.

The strange lines of the cars, the gadgets displayed across their dashboards. People didn’t even dress the same. How many years had passed? Johnny!

She tipped her head up, looking around her. Where was the Fairlane now? Much as she’d tried, she’d found it hard to stay close to the car. Something always seemed to force her away. Back to the man. He was tall, and he wore a cowboy hat. She supposed he was handsome, for an old guy, but half the time he scowled as if he were angry about something. It especially seemed to make him mad when she drew near him. Laura suspected the man could sense her presence and he didn’t like the feeling. Was he the one?

He was gone now, along with all the others that had wandered the junk yard. Her only company was a restless German shepherd that looked like Rin-Tin-Tin. And the dog wouldn’t go near her.

She had to find the Fairlane again. If she couldn’t be with Johnny, she needed the comfort of something she knew, something real. She could curl up on the seat and dream of him, picture his sweet kisses, the feel of his hand in hers.

Looking around her again to get her bearings, she chose a direction that seemed right and threaded her way between the cars. A breeze sighed across the yard and she pretended it sifted through her long blonde hair, lifting the strands off her neck. Just like Johnny’s touch, right before he kissed her.

When she saw the Ford, she started to run, afraid some unseen hand would snatch her away, toss her to the other side of the yard. But each step brought her nearer, until she could see the glare of moonlight off the windshield and the brilliant white of the hood. Now, rather than push her away, the car seemed to pull her to it, like the welcoming porch light of home.

Laughing with excitement, Laura rounded the front of the car to the passenger side. She grabbed at the door handle, tugging the shiny metal to open it, but her fingers slithered through the handle in a shower of sparks.

She stared at the door in frustration, wondering if she’d have to climb through the broken window to get inside. Then the realization came to her in a shock of awareness.

She didn’t have to open the door.

She gazed down at the car, the windshield opaque in the moonlight. Moving tentatively, Laura reached out, fingertips brushing the stark white. Ignoring the glittering display, she pushed her hand farther, knuckle deep in the door, wrist deep. She thrust her arm in up to the elbow.

When she paused, the gentle tingle grew sharper, more painful. So she continued to press herself through the car, shifting her body as she would if she’d been climbing through an open door. She wondered fancifully if her bottom would slip through the car seat when she tried to sit, if she would find herself dropping onto the rough gravel beneath the Fairlane. But as soon as she’d passed inside, the car seemed to solidify around her. The vinyl seat bounced as she dropped onto it, and her hand banged the inside of the door when she reached out in reaction.

She leaned against the seat in satisfaction, closing her eyes. She lifted her chest as if taking a breath, imagining Johnny’s scent in her nostrils. Then she let it out in a sigh.

“Laura.”

She froze at the sound, hoping against hope. Then she opened her eyes and turned slowly so as not to frighten away a miracle. She screamed in jubilation. There was Johnny, big as life, sitting on the seat beside her.
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