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Dedication


[image: image]


EVERYONE SHOULD HAVE their very own superhero, their very own Camo Man. I met mine forty years ago. He fell in love with me at first sight (says him, not me) and has been loving me every day since. It has been a “Wylde” and wonderful ride. I love you always, Dave, even when you wear your “dress” camo... Or maybe especially then.  

And to the Most High who has made this journey so amazing. 

I am truly blessed. 
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SOMEWHERE OFF THE ROBERT C. Byrd Highway in West Virginia...

Julia Stockton had come to the conclusion Karma was one mean mother, a force who could carry a grudge across three states and wasn’t to be messed with. Too bad she hadn’t realized that little tidbit of wisdom before she’d left New York City. But in Julia’s opinion it was because of Karma she had left and was now hopelessly lost in the god-forsaken wilderness of Nowhere, West Virginia. Karma had crapped on her parade and obviously thought he still had the right. 

Oh, yes, Karma was a man. It had to be. 

“You have arrived!” her GPS happily informed her. 

“Obviously another delusional male,” she muttered under her breath, as she coaxed the limping rental car she was driving to the edge of the deserted road. She was nowhere near the mountain cabin she was borrowing for the weekend. She had not arrived.

“You have arrived!” the GPS chimed out again in that

ridiculously happy male voice that raised her ire and awakened her just-plain-mean side. 

“You are such a man.” She slapped her palm across the top of the GPS. “You don’t care what you’ve done to me. How you’ve messed up my life. How you’ve hurt me. All you care about is yourself.” 

Whoa. She sucked in a sharp breath. Pushed her hair back from her face. That was so misdirected, but so was this ill-fated journey into wild and wonderful West Virginia. This foray into finding what was missing in her life. 

She already knew what that was. 

Only everything. 

“What had you been thinking, girl?” Agreeing to this little getaway? “You had a life in New York City. A—”

She sucked in a tight breath.

“No, you don’t.” She slowly exhaled. Not anymore, she didn’t. 

And that just sucked. And if she didn’t stay mad, she’d cry. Curl up into a tight little ball and sob. And never stop. 

“You have arrived!” the GPS cheerily informed her from the great navigational beyond. 

With a snarl she pushed open the door. Stepped out of the car. Stared at the flat tire. “Crap,” she muttered. “I have arrived, all right.” 

In Wild and Wonderful Hell. 

“Why?” she wailed to the great beyond. “Why?”

She didn’t own a car, not when she could take a cab or the subway and go anywhere in the city. She had no working knowledge of how to fix a flat. She dropped her head back. 

It appeared today was just destined to get better and better. 

“Crap. Double crap,” she growled, as she ducked her head inside the driver’s side door and popped the trunk release. 

She remembered seeing a spare tire back there when the rental agent went over the details of the car with her. She walked around to the back. Kept one wary eye looking over her shoulder for a marauding bear. This deserted stretch of mountain road was a perfect place for one to prowl. And although she wasn’t a bimbo blond ripe for the plucking, as they always were in low budget “slasher” movies, she wasn’t taking any chances. She had been pretty dumb this last year. Naively dumb. Maybe even TSTL (Too Stupid to Live) dumb. 

She reached into her purse and fleetingly fingered her Mace before pushing it back down to the bottom. She dug out her cellphone instead. She stared at it. And stared at it. Her frustration sky rocketing. Her fingers squeezed the case tighter. And tighter until her knuckles turned white. 

“What do you mean there’s no service?” She banged it against her thigh in frustration. She held it out to the left. Then to the right. Down by her knees. And up over her head. Searching. Hoping. Praying with the same fervor she’d done after catching Rodger. She walked twenty steps away from the car, afraid to go any further. Like she had with Rodger. Retraced her steps and walked thirty-seven more behind it. And still— “No service. Damn.” She glared skyward. “Isn’t my life already ruined enough? Did you really have to tack this on, too?” 

She stared at the other side of the road. Where pine trees gathered like gang members in a dark alley. Their heavy evergreen boughs dipping low, encroaching onto the edge of the road. She looked back to her cellphone. Three bars might be too much to ask for, but one— “Come on, come on,” she anxiously coaxed, still holding her phone up in the air, searching for a signal. She quickly crossed the highway. She didn’t know why she was running. Or even why she looked both ways before she crossed. It wasn’t like she was going to get hit by a passing motorist. She hadn’t seen a car since she’d taken her misguided GPS’s advice and gotten off the interstate. 

A branch snapped loudly from somewhere just up ahead of her. 

“A bear.” she yelped. She just knew it was a bear. It had to be. It would be her luck. She spun around. Moving faster than a New York minute, she ran back across the road. Back to the safety of her listing car. Breathing like she’d just escaped prison. With eyes wide, she searched the trees surrounding her. 

They were no longer so picturesque. She pulled her poncho closer to her body as a shiver rattled down her spine. For all she knew there could be a Sasquatch honking around in that dense forest. And unless it had a cellphone stuffed somewhere in its ratty fur, and he offered it to her with a yellow-toothed smile, she wasn’t going to go looking for any help in that direction. 

Crap.

“Somebody will come by,” she told herself as she tried to regulate her breathing. Calm her frazzled nerves. And it would be best if she just stood here by her car waiting for them. They had to come by, right? “Right,” she reassured herself. “This is Wild and Wonderful West Virginia,” she added. Hundreds of people probably drove by here all the time. Why, it was a regular metropolis. A— She squeezed the bridge of her nose. 

“It’s crap. Crap, crap, CRAP.” 

Nobody was going to come by to help her. It was her luck. Had been her luck since Rodger.

And then she kicked the flat tire for good measure because that’s what a brash New Yorker would do. And then she huddled against the fender because that’s what scared women did. And Julia Stockton, a supposedly tough New Yorker was scared.

She wished she could muster up a little of that unwavering faith she used to have. Way back when she’d been young. And so naïve. Back before Rodger had cleaned out her bank account with his greed and hulled out her trusting heart with his deceit and betrayal. 

Would she ever be happy again?

A huge flock of big black crows flew by. Way too close to her hair. 

She shrieked. Threw her arms up over her head. Dove for the ground like she was avoiding being gunned down in a drive-by shooting. She tore her jeans and scraped her knee on a stone. Caught her poncho with her heel and took a drunken tumble onto her back. And while she untangled herself, the nasty beasts landed in the trees on the other side of the road in a flutter of wings and raucous cawing. 

They were probably laughing at her. 

Everyone else seemed to be. When they thought she wasn’t looking. When they thought she didn’t notice their whispered comments behind their hands, their knowing looks. And worse, their pitying looks.  

The branches swayed under the crow’s weight. Even from this far away, she could feel their malicious intent. Could see their beady eyes staring back at her. 

“Great.” She stood. Dusted off her backside. Huddled deeper into her poncho. “I’m going to be dessert for the little scavengers.” More likely she’d be their main course. She’d eaten a lot of ice cream trying to drown her sorrows since she’d caught Rodger and his secretary and Julia’s landlord in Julia’s bed. Together. All of them. Just one big, disgusting tangle of hairy asses, bare breasts and dangling body parts. 

And she’d never suspected a thing. 

Maybe she did deserve those snide comments. And the extra pounds. She’d been so—

Stupid. Hurt. Heart broken.

The wind picked up. A giant gust nearly knocking her over.

She gathered up her hurt, stuffed it all back down inside. She grabbed her long, dark hair in one hand and pulled her poncho tighter around herself with the other. She dropped her head back. And sighed. She’d had such hopes. Such dreams. Only to have them destroyed, Annihilated. 

Dark thunderclouds snagged the tops of the steep, tree-topped mountains nearly blocking out the sun. If there wasn’t a distinct possibility she’d be momentarily caught up in a deluge of epic proportions and probably swept off the side of the mountain edge while Karma laughed maniacally all around her offering no help, she might have taken a few moments to enjoy the fiery beauty of the October splendor surrounding her. Instead she opted to vent. 

She glared up to where she was certain Karma sat on a big fat silver-lined cloud, smoking a cigar, savoring her slow and utter demise. She shook her fist in the air. “What did I ever do—”

She stopped her tirade mid-rant. 

She knew exactly what she’d done. She’d trusted. And she’d believed. And she’d loved. And for all her efforts her life had spiraled out of control. And before she could roll into a ball and sob, the transplanted New Yorker residing inside her took over. “You know what, Karma?” She held her fist back up in the air. Shook it because it felt so good to be in control of something – even if it was only her anger. “You owe me. Big time.” 

A long, low rumble of thunder rolled down through the mountains, shaking the ground she stood on. At least she hoped it was the thunder. 

Could be a Sasquatch. 

“Crap.”

Another blast of biting wind slammed into her. Pellets of icy rain spit down on her. Either that or it was the crows spitting on her. She couldn’t stay out here. Wherever here was. She had to get help. Or find help since her cellphone was obviously another useless male draining her of everything she had. 

She walked around to the other side of the car. Took a few tentative steps closer to the crumbling edge of the pavement of the overlook. She squeezed her eyes shut and lifted her head heavenward. “A nice shopping mall, please,” she pleaded, as she pressed her palms together and lifted them up, as if in prayer. “Let’s have a nice shopping mall right below here.” She opened her eyes, wondering if she should be concerned that she was now talking to herself. 

She’d be the only one.

Even if there was a shopping mall down there, “What?” she sarcastically berated herself. “You think you’re gonna hail down a bungee cord and jump?” She sighed. Not only was she talking to herself. She was now answering herself. And snidely. 

Her ruination, her utter demise? It was finally complete. 

And unless she wanted to die out here of abandonment, starvation, or worse, old age, she had to do something. Even if it was looking over the edge of the embankment to see if there really was a nice shopping mall down there. And maybe a nice, sturdy grape vine she could use to repel herself down to it like MacGyver would. 

Now there was a man.

And there was that faith thing that never quite seemed to die inside her. No matter how hard it had been beaten down.

Even with the cynical side of her knowing what she’d find when she looked down, she still took the few steps out on faith, closer because maybe... just maybe. She looked over the edge. And down. Down. Down a steep mountain embankment. Filled with nothing but, “Trees, of course. Crap.” The gold and red and orange-leafed branches were so closely intertwined Julia could barely see the ground beneath them. 

It was breathtaking. 

Spectacular.

The kind of picture-perfect snapshot of time and wilderness she’d love to receive on the front of a postcard. Of course, the postcard would be sent to her beautiful apartment in New York City. The really nice one she’d shared with Rodger. 

And then reality slammed into her like a gale-force wind, nearly knocking her over the edge. 

She no longer had that beautiful apartment in New York City, the one she shared with the man she loved. The one who she thought had loved her back, but obviously hadn’t. She no longer had her sensational job at The Voice as his research and editorial assistant. She no longer had a life in the city she loved. And all because she’d messed with Karma and had snooped into Rodger’s personal on-line calendar. She’d known it was wrong when she’d done it. He’d never given her a reason to distrust him. 

Yet she had. She’d snooped. And she hadn’t trusted.

And now Karma was paying her back. 

Another gust of wind slammed into her. Before Karma got the pleasure of watching her get tossed off the side of this steep mountain pull-off, Julia scrambled back from the edge. And around the car to the relative safety of the driver’s side. 

“Why did I let Donna talk me into this?” 

Her best friend had offered Julia her family’s vacation cabin here. And Julia had agreed because she had nothing. The closet of an apartment that she’d moved into, after Rodger had changed the locks, she would be evicted from at the end of the month for non-payment of rent. She had no job now that her position at the paper had been eliminated. The only position eliminated in this latest round of cutbacks. It didn’t matter she’d been writing and doing most of Rodger’s job while his illicit affair had heated up her sheets. With newspapers closing at an alarming rate – even in New York City – she had no prospects for gainful employment. 

She had nothing. 

Worse than all that, she had no one to love. And no one to love her. 

She inhaled a painful breath. “Damn you, Rodger.” She would not shed a tear for a man who didn’t deserve her. And Rodger Davis had ceased deserving her the moment he’d boffed another woman. The moment the rat bastard had thought about boffing another woman. 

They were through. It was time to move on. She rubbed her chest, trying push deep her anxiety. But where? And how?

“You have arrived!” her GPS happily informed her. 

And before Julia could toss the device over the edge of the embankment, the rumble of an engine cut into her pity party. She pushed her shoulders back. Lifted her chin. Wiped her eyes and sucked it up, ready to face whatever Karma was planning to throw at her this time. 

It was an unmarked, plain white panel van. 

No good came out of plain white, unmarked panel vans. 

“Oh, great.” She sighed. “A serial killer van? You send me a serial killer van?” She lifted her eyes skyward. “You really have it out for me, don’t you, Karma?” 

The driver’s side door opened. A man stepped out. Her heart skipped and pounded at the same time. Then it just fluttered as if she were a butterfly stretching its wings after emerging from its transformation. 

The driver rounded the side of the van and walked toward her. With the sexiest walk of any man she’d every seen. 

He wore black boots that could be military. Or law enforcement. His long legs were covered in some kind of hunting gear that was suddenly sexier than any Calvin Klein’s models strutting around in their underwear. But it was the easy gait he had that spoke of a man comfortable
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