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CHAPTER 1


  
  
    Seventy-five miles per hour. Chris Copestakes shifted her eyes from the speedometer to the narrow portion of her face in the rear-view mirror. Worried brown eyes stared back. She watched the road ahead, her fingers gripping the worn steering wheel tighter than necessary. Her gaze shifted to the map scrawled on the scrap of paper. She shouldn’t be meeting her boyfriend, Alan, at some strange address. Instead, she should be going straight to the police. Couldn’t the flat tire have been an omen against going? Shifting on the cracked vinyl seat, she found it hard to get comfortable—her uneasiness of mind manifesting itself in the physical.

    Would her life with Alan become shattered pieces of a sinister lie? She already knew the answer. There was no denying what she had just discovered. Alan—handsome, charming, and full of secrets. He was her one voyage into murky waters, and now she was drowning. He had begged for the chance to prove his innocence. What kind of proof would he have? Could there be some plausible explanation for it all?

    The change in the sound of the tires brought her back to present. Not another flat tire, she hoped. She swallowed hard, her fingers gripping the wheel. No, the Crystal Bridge. That irrational fear of driving over bridges returned full force. She laughed aloud, trying to force the building tension away. Hah! A fear of bridges and born and raised in Colorado.

    She slowed down and stared straight ahead, careful not to look at the deep pit of rock that dropped hundreds of feet on either side. Her throat was suddenly dry, and her heart beat a little faster.

    Rapid movement in the rear-view mirror caught her attention, a black semi zooming up behind her. Too fast, she thought as her stomach clenched. It’s too early for drunk drivers to be out. Just wait ten more seconds, and then you can be on your way. Don’t you dare pass me on this bridge!

    In seconds, its huge chrome grill filled the mirror. She jumped at the blast of a horn but didn’t go faster. Her gaze kept shifting between the thin strip of road ahead and the truck in the mirror. With a squealing of tires, the rig swerved around her, roaring up beside her car. Her GTO rocked in the heavy current of air as the semi revved its engine and started rumbling past.

    Chris’s fingers froze on the wheel, holding the car steady. Damn you, impatient jerk! You’ll get us both killed. 

    Determined to file a complaint against the driver, she shot a glance at the truck for identification. Two painted elf shoes caught her attention a fractured second before the truck slammed into her sideways.

    The resounding thunderclap ripped through the car. Oh my God, oh my God. She jerked the wheel to the left. Disbelief turned to panic—the trailer was blocking her. Metal grated against metal. She couldn’t swallow or breathe. Grinding breaks. Shattering glass. She smashed through the guard railing. Then a whooshing sound as she dropped down, down. Silence before the scream tore from her, releasing the terror inside. The world turned black as she mercifully fell unconscious an instant before impact.

     

    ***

     

    “We’re losing her,” a controlled voice called out. “Come on, come on!” another voice urged.

    Chris looked around at the icy whiteness of the room, at the doctors and nurses rushing frantically to retrieve instruments from various tables. She tried to listen to their quick, efficient dialog over the roaring noise. What is happening? Where am I? 

     No one looked at her or gave the slightest clue that they had heard, too busy doing whatever it was they were doing.

    A long steady beep pierced the air, and the orderly chaos halted. With defeated faces, they moved slowly away, and Chris now saw the body below her, a tangled mass of blood and torn flesh, legs twisted into bizarre angles. No. Not me.

    The person on the table had no recognizable features. The face was so swollen, it barely looked human.

    “I was amazed she made it here alive in the first place,” a voice softly said.

    “She must have had one heck of a will to live,” another voice uttered. “Call it.”

    “Time of death: 4:35.”

    Panic gripped her as some of the orderlies left the room. What about me? You can’t just leave me here! I’m still alive. Can’t you see me? 

    No one looked at her, no one heard. She tried to move toward the floor, toward the body on the operating table…and then she screamed, a hollow sound that faded the second it left her throat. That twisted flesh was her! She was dead.

    The body she occupied now was misty, like a cloud. She struggled to move toward her physical body. I have to get back! I have to talk to Alan. He may have done something horrible, and I have to tell someone. I have to tell my sisters what happened. She knew no way to accomplish it.

    Panic subsided, turning to regret. I haven’t done anything with my life yet. I haven’t finished school so I can help rejuvenate the state forests; I haven’t really and truly loved a man; I never got married and had a baby. I never told my sisters how much I love them.

    How much time passed, she had no clue. Time didn’t exist in this place. Floating just below the white ceiling tiles, she watched a young woman unhooking the IVs, trying not to look at Chris’s body as she did so. Chris wasn’t afraid to look at her body. Even as she saw her mortal wounds, she felt no pain. That body is not me; I am here, floating above it. That was a shell, but this, this is my soul.

    A man walked in the room and covered her body with a white sheet. When he opened the doors and wheeled her out, heart-rending sobs poured in from the waiting area. Her mother and sisters. She knew their voices, felt their grief. Getting the hang of moving around in her disembodied state, she moved toward the wall, wondering if she could go through it.

    At that moment, a dazzling light filled the room and pulled her gently into its warm embrace. She turned toward the source and found that the light did not blind her. With the light came a sense of overwhelming peace and love. God.

    He spoke to her, not in words she could hear but thoughts. You are not ready to die?

    Her own voice was the same, not spoken, yet heard. There are things I need to do. Things I want to do. But I will come with you. 

    
      Your willingness is appreciated, child, but it is not your time yet.
    

    Even with the light, she could clearly see the room below. She looked at the space her body had once occupied. But my body is broken. How will I live in it?

    
      You will not. You have a new task.
    

    
      I will do whatever you wish. What is my task?
    

    
      Find his heart.
    

    Before she could ask what He meant, she fell backward as a blanket of darkness wrapped around her. Gone was the freedom of her spiritual body; she felt blood pumping through her veins again, the rhythm of her heartbeat, and dull pain. Then the deepest, darkest sleep she had ever experienced claimed her.

     

    ***

     

    Jamie DiBarto’s wife was not dying beyond those doors. He paced in the hospital waiting room, glancing every two minutes toward the operating room doors. He refused to believe the paramedics’ mutterings about a brain hemorrhage and coma. The feeling that he’d had riding with her in the ambulance…Jamie shook his head.

    He wanted to attribute it to the shock and panic of her collapse, the fear that built in him as he watched the blood drain from her face. Yet the feeling still lingered, the feeling, knowledge almost, that she was gone. While he had held her hand in the ambulance, he could feel her soul—her essence—slip from her body. He ignored it, yet afterward the body that lie in front of him seemed empty.

    He shook his head again, refusing to believe it. She was alive, her heart was beating, her lungs breathing. By machine, but she was alive, dammit. It seemed like hours since some stone-faced entity told him the doctor would be out soon. He was almost glad that his mother and Hallie’s mother wouldn’t be arriving for another few hours. He wanted to take the news alone.

    “Mr. DiBarto?” a soft male voice asked.

    Jamie jumped at the sound of his name. “Yes, that’s me. How is she?”

    The dark-haired man held out his hand, and Jamie grabbed it as a drowning man might clutch at a rope. The doctor’s healthy, California glow looked out of place in a hospital filled with sickness.

    “My name is Doctor Barrett Hughes. I’d like to talk to you in private. Please follow me.”

    In private. Those words made Jamie feel cold all over. It wasn’t good news. The doctor gave you good news right there in the waiting area. They gave you bad news in private.

    Jamie followed the doctor down another corridor to a closet-sized room with a large window that let sunlight filter in. There was a tiny desk, and chairs for up to five people to receive bad news at the same time. He chose the one farthest from the desk, as if that could put distance between him and the words on the papers Dr. Hughes held so tightly in his hand. Instead of sitting behind the desk, the doctor took the seat next to Jamie.

    “I’m afraid the news isn’t good. We can’t be hopeful about your wife’s condition.”

    Jamie’s throat tightened, and he couldn’t swallow. He suddenly felt warm, then cold as a chill possessed him.

    The doctor continued. “Hallie suffered a massive intracerebral hemorrhage near her brain stem. She had a stroke. Right now, she’s in a coma.”

    The ocean roared in his ears. The room spun around, leaving him disoriented and clutching the arms of his chair. Suddenly he wasn’t feeling so brave about taking the news alone.

    Jamie found his voice. “It sounds…bad. But she’s going to be all right, isn’t she?”

    Dr. Hughes’ dark eyes were blank, his mouth a grim line. “Your wife had one of the most serious kinds of stroke. Of the many patients I have seen with this massive a CVA, that is, cardiovascular accident, most don’t live very long. It’s usually fatal, perhaps within an hour, a day. It’s hard to determine.”

    Jamie stood up, his balance precarious. “There must be something you can do. You’re a doctor. All this instrumentation, these gadgets and machinery…there has to be something that will save her.”

    Dr. Hughes touched Jamie’s arm in a silent request for him to sit again. “We have on staff one of the best neurosurgeons in the country. His judgment is that surgery is useless. And possibly dangerous at this point. The worst of the bleeding is already over.”

    Jamie sat staring into space, feeling cold turn into the heat of despair and anger. He thought of that warmth, soon to be absent from Hallie’s body. Finally, he tuned into the present and asked, “She’s going to die?”

    “Yes.”

    Jamie’s heart turned to stone.

    The doctor rested his chin on steepled fingers. “Most people go through a whole range of emotions while the realization process takes hold. Give yourself time to accept each one.”

    “It sounds so damned clinical.”

    Dr. Hughes smiled faintly. “I’m sorry if it seems that way. Comes with the territory.”

    “Can I see her?”

    “Of course. And I would suggest you call her family and let them know that there isn’t much time.”

    “Her mother is on the way now. No one has any idea where her father is. That’s all the family she has.” Jamie’s voice sounded flat, as if it came from a cardboard box.

    “Follow me to ICU then.”

    He couldn’t believe he was walking down the sterile corridors of the hospital to say what might be his final words to his wife. Their marriage had shattered long ago, but the thought of her dying still ripped him apart.

    
      Dying. Hallie dying.
    

    Hallie lay in a glassed-in room, a fragile creature in a protected environment. Jamie stood alone by the door for a few minutes, sustaining a hope that perhaps this was the wrong woman. As long as he didn’t see her face, there was the smallest chance that Dr. Hughes had gotten Hallie mixed up with this dying woman. But soon he was drawn to her side, and the limp hand he held was definitely Hallie’s.

    His mind tried unsuccessfully to erase the tubes from her mouth and nose, the IV stuck in her arm. The respirator issued a soft, wheezing sound every time it gave her a life-sustaining puff of air. He couldn’t understand the green scribbles on a nearby monitor but was thankful that something was happening.

    Life flowed under the serene exterior, but where was her soul? Right there, he told himself, still locked inside her body. He squeezed her hand hard, as if by holding on, he could keep her from slipping away. He envisioned himself in a tug of war with Death. Of course, Death would win. Jamie had to keep reminding himself of that; it hadn’t sunk in that she would actually die.

    He had heard that people in comas could sometimes hear the sounds around them. So, he would talk to her then and try to pull her back. Starting from the first time he’d ever seen her, he told her how stunning she’d looked in that sparkling blue dress.

    Throughout the night, in between the times when her mother spent time alone with her, Jamie went back and forth between forgiving her for the heartbreak she’d caused, and asking her why she had betrayed him. How he wished he would have asked her before. Now he might never know why she wouldn’t fully open herself up to him, or give her heart to him.

     

    ***

     

    Chris swam up from the depths to consciousness, lured by a man’s voice. She didn’t have the strength to open her eyes or respond, but slowly her mind began to recognize his words and put them into logical order.

    “You actually died last night. You were gone and then you came back to life. That has to mean something. Dammit, it has to mean that you’re going to come out of this coma.”

    I’m here, Alan. Or is it Dad? Then she realized what he had just said. She had died and come back. She had gotten her second chance! Only vaguely did the memory of her twisted body return. She felt no pain, only a spear of panic as she wondered what her life would be like now. It didn’t matter, she was alive! She clenched her fists, testing.

    “You moved again.” He took her hand in his, and his warmth felt good on her chilled skin. “Oh, Hallie,” he said, drawing it out into a sigh. “Dr. Hughes keeps reminding me that it’s not unusual for people in deep comas to move or twitch. He calls it posturing or something like that. But I can’t help wondering if you’re trying to tell me you’re in there.

    “So many times…” He took a deep breath, and his voice sounded more strained when he continued. “So many times in the last two years I wanted to rip that wedding ring off your finger. I couldn’t, God help me, I just couldn’t do it. Now that it’s not there, it seems strange. The hospital sent all your jewelry home with me.” He forced a laugh. “You’d be hollering how naked you feel without it.”

    Wedding ring? Chris groped for memories of her life. Alan. They were dating, but not married. She slowly opened her eyes, focusing in on her surroundings. The machines didn’t surprise her; she had expected that. But the man did. His arms were outstretched on the wall opposite her, his head was pressed against the glass. His breath made a circle of fog in front of him.

    He was not Alan, nor her father. She could only see him at an angle from the back, but she already knew she had never seen him before. His straight blond hair tapered down the back of his neck. His wrinkled shirt and jeans outlined a lean, muscular body.

    When he started to turn around, her eyelids fell shut under the weight of fatigue. Why was he in her room, talking to her like this? She needed more time to figure it out.

    It took little effort for Chris to keep perfectly still. He came close and gently rubbed one hand, then the other. When he laid her hand down, she had to quell a desire to reach for him.

    “I guess I should tell you that Mick is not on the list of people allowed to visit you. Maybe you’d be mad at me for that. I don’t know. As soon as he heard, he came right here. Then he blew up in the lobby when he was refused admittance. Family only. Color me old-fashioned, but I don’t think it’s right, your lover being in here.”

    Chris could hear his shoes scrape the floor as he paced next to her bed. Her lover, Mick? Now she was sure this man had the wrong room. She wanted to open her eyes and tell him he’d made a terrible mistake, tell him how crazy it was, his thinking she was his wife. But all she could do was listen.

    “And I know about your plans to take off with Mick. I found the plane tickets when I grabbed your suitcase after the stroke. Even you couldn’t lie your way out of two one-way tickets to France with both your names on them.” He laughed softly. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to hold that against you now. Hell, I’m even gracious enough to wish you all the happiness in the world.”

    This is crazy! I’ve got to tell him he’s made a mistake. How can he think I’m his wife? Just when she started drowning in a sea of confusion, she got a reprieve.

    After a whoosh sound, Chris could hear a vast array of noises from the hallway: a distant conversation, a doctor being paged. A feminine voice said, “Excuse me, Mr. DiBarto. You’re going to have to leave for a little while. You can come back in about an hour.”

    The door quietly closed, leaving the drone of machines to press down on her. After a few minutes, Chris forced her eyes open, looking everywhere around the vacated room. She moved her hand again, and smiled to feel it there. And she smiled just because she could. Then she realized there were tubes in her nose and mouth, and one started to cause a strangling sensation in her throat.

    When her hand reached up over her mouth, she jerked her head around, ready to encounter the owner of the graceful fingers with long bright-pink nails. She had never worn nail polish, nor had nails long enough to paint. She stared at the hand that hovered shakily over her face, and moved a finger. One long finger moved. Then another moved at her will.

    The hand moved lower, and pulled the tape away before pulling the tube from her throat. The slight gagging sensation was followed by the wonderful feeling of taking a breath on her own. She could breathe! Next came the tubes in her nose. But the hand still looked foreign to her.

    Chris tried to remember what had put her there. An accident. Yes, she could hear the distant memory of crunching metal, screams. Her screams. It hurt to think of anything else. She had to get up, to see herself and make sure she was whole. Her arms felt weak, but she pushed herself up a few inches at a time. The room started to spin, and she closed her eyes and held fast. Finally, it passed, and she tried to still the waves of nausea pulsing through her stomach.

    Once she felt stable again, she held her breath and looked down. The blankets had slid down to her waist, and she pushed them to the floor—and stared. Not at herself, not the straight, boyish figure and skinny legs. Something was wrong, terribly wrong! This was not her body!

    She moved legs that seemed twice as long as her own, shapely legs with small feet and painted toenails to match those fingers. They moved in unison with her thoughts. Her arms moved at will, and her eyes widened. Her chest was not the barely-a-B she was used to seeing, but much more than that! Beneath her hospital gown, voluptuous breasts rose each time she inhaled. Her hands moved to her head, desperately wanting to feel the kinky curls she had hated all her life. She pulled a handful of long dark-blond hair in front of her face.

    Panic twisted her heart, and dazed confusion rushed through her blood. Or was it her blood? Nothing else was hers! No, it had to be a horrible, distorted nightmare.

    The picture filled her mind, this time vividly. Her twisted body, the blood, oh, the blood. But there was so much more than that. She remembered floating above her body, feeling detached from it. The clear, bright light telling her that it wasn’t her time yet. He’d said something about a new task. She had been given another chance as…Chris’s gaze fell to the plastic band on her wrist: H. DiBarto. She was in another woman’s body!

    “Hallie! You’re awake.”

    The man who had been talking to her earlier rushed to her side, followed by a tall woman in her fifties. Chris looked at them blankly, the reality of her situation crashing in over her.

    “Hallie, it’s Jamie, your husband. This is your mother. Are you all right?” Then he shook his head, smiling. “You’re okay. I knew you’d come back.”

    Jamie leaned over and hugged her, followed by a crushing hug from the woman who was supposed to be her mother. The woman touched Chris’s face, hair and arms, as if to assure herself she was really seeing her daughter and not an apparition.

    Chris tried to talk, but nothing came out. Finally, a sound croaked from her throat. “Why am I in here?” She gestured to all the equipment around her.

    Her mother leaned forward and gripped her hand. Chris wasn’t sure whose hand was shaking, but their clutched hands quivered. “You had a brain hemorrhage, sweetheart.”

    Chris’s weight pulled her back to a prone position. All the while, she kept staring at Jamie, keeping her focus on one person to keep her mind from exploding into a thousand directions.

    His face was finely sculptured, and his eyes were the lightest shade of blue she had ever seen. He had one of those regal noses seen in advertisements for cologne and blue jeans. He must have been staring at her with the same disbelief that filled her face. Then he smiled, and the whole room seemed to light up. Maybe she was in Heaven after all, and he was an angel.

    The illusion of Heaven was disrupted when a nurse pushed her way in after looking through the large glass window. Everything happened quickly after that. She called the doctor in, ushered Jamie and her mother out of the room, and put her through a battery of embarrassing and lengthy tests. All the while, the doctor kept asking her questions.

    “What’s your name?”

    “Hallie…” She stole a glance at her bracelet. “DiBarto.”

    “How old are you? Where were you born?”

    The questions kept coming, and she didn’t know the answers to most of them. At least the answers that belonged to the body she was in. Her own life was clear and the memories vivid up until the day she died. She squeezed her eyes shut. Who am I now?

    “Are you all right?” asked one of the nurses.

    Chris shook her head. No, she wasn’t all right. She would never be all right again.

     

    ***

     

    Jamie, his mother, and Hallie’s mother all gathered in the closet-sized room with Dr. Hughes. The bad-news room. He tried to keep telling himself that Hallie was all right now, but another dark thought kept pressing into his mind, spurred on by the memory of that blank look on Hallie’s face: brain damage. What would he do if she never recovered mentally?

    Dr. Hughes looked at his paperwork, then set it down on the desk with a short sigh. “I have been a doctor for fifteen years, and all I can tell you about Hallie’s recovery is that it is a miracle. I have never seen someone in so deep a coma awaken so suddenly. Her movements are purposeful, hand and eye coordination much better than anyone could ever expect.”

    “She’ll be okay?” Hallie’s mother asked, nervously fingering the frosted hair piled on top of her head.

    “Well, Mrs. Parker…”

    “Please,” she interrupted, placing a hand on Dr. Hughes’s sleeve. “Call me Velvet.”

    Jamie always cringed at the mention of her mother’s name, Velvet. Her real name was Hedda, but she kept the stage name she used when she had been an exotic dancer years ago.

    Dr. Hughes leaned back in the brown vinyl chair. “We’ve run tests, numbers of them. There isn’t a trace of the hemorrhage or any damage. Physically, she’s perfect.”

    Jamie pushed out the words, “And mentally?”

    Dr. Hughes tilted his head. “That’s what we’re not too sure about. Both long and short-term memory are impaired. She seems to know little other than her name, and the nurse saw her peek at her name band for that. With the kind of recovery she made, it’s going to be hard to predict her progress. In normal cases it could take up to two years for her memory to return, and even then, some of it may never return.”

    Velvet’s face registered shock. “You mean she might always look at me with that nothing look on her face?”

    “I’m not saying that at all. But you may have to fill in the blank spaces for her.”

    Jamie leaned forward. “Will she be the same? I mean, her personality and all?”

    “Yes, in time she will become basically the same person she was. She will, of course, be different in some ways. This kind of experience changes a person. She’ll probably appreciate life a lot more.”

    “Hah!” Velvet’s deep, harsh laugh seemed to ricochet off the walls. “She already did.” When she noticed Jamie’s right eye narrow, her smile died.

    Dr. Hughes cleared his throat, perhaps in an attempt to clear the air of tension. “I would like to keep her here for a few days, just for observation. Then she’s free to go home, although she should stay near the hospital for a few weeks.”

    A sick feeling churned in Jamie’s stomach. “Do you think she’ll have another stroke?”

    “No, not at all. The last CAT scan we did came out completely clear.” He shook his head and looked away for a moment, as if still stunned. “It might be a good idea, though, to keep her nearby in case of complications. This isn’t an average case, so it’s hard to foresee any problems that might occur.”

    Jamie turned to his mother, squeezing her hand in question, trying to read those beautiful but icy blue eyes of hers for an answer. As usual, they revealed nothing, but the slightest nod of her head confirmed it.

    “She’ll recuperate at my mother’s home in Los Almeda,” Jamie announced.

    Velvet spoke up. “I don’t think that’s appropriate, considering the circumstances. She should…”

    “She’s staying with us. You don’t have the time, nor the room, to house her comfortably.” She also didn’t have the wits, but he wasn’t going to get into that. “Besides, she’ll be closer to the hospital. When she’s up to it, she can do whatever she pleases.”

    Dr. Hughes stood up, holding his clipboard against his chest. “Good. We’ve moved her to a regular room, 425. You can go in to see her now if you’d like.”

     

    ***

     

    After hours of being treated like a lab specimen, Chris was escorted to her new room. The end result? No one had a medical explanation for her miraculous recovery, except that it was a miracle, as one doctor had whispered reverently. Oh, how she wanted to tell someone about her experience, about the love and peace, and the light.

    As soon as the nurse tucked her into her crisp, cold sheets and left her alone, Chris shoved out of bed and studied herself again. It still wasn’t her body. Her hands moved up to her face, touching her cheeks, following the lines of her bones. What did she look like now? She had to find out.

    After a wary glance toward the door, she climbed out of bed and walked stiffly to the bathroom. She felt the hesitation of meeting someone new. Being afraid is silly. It’s still you, Chris. 

    For the first time, she was able to do more than snatch a vague reflection off the face of some monitor. A deep breath served to inject a few ounces of bravery into her, and she stepped up to the mirror and stared. A stranger stared back. She touched the mirror, just to make sure it wasn’t a window into her neighbor’s bathroom. A long slender hand moved with her to touch the glass.

    Chris moved back, taking in the stranger’s reflection. Blond hair hung limply around her face, looking flat and oily. Her nose was petite, her lips shapely, not too large, not too small. Her eyes were a deep blue, set just a little too far apart. And her body…Chris shook her head. Pulling the thin cotton gown tight from the back, her curves showed through. What was she going to do with a body like that?

    “What are you doing out of bed?”

    A concerned male voice rocked her out of her thoughts, and she whirled around. The man was definitely not a nurse, dressed in a red shirt and black jeans. He walked right into the bathroom with her and hugged her fiercely before pulling her back to bed.

    “Leave it to you, Hallie, to come back from the brink of death and be worried about how you look. Don’t you know you’re beautiful, no matter what? Come back and lie down, dear.”

    Chris had been about to object to this stranger’s forwardness when his familiarity indicated he was someone else she was supposed to know. Oh, boy. She followed him to her bed and let him tuck her back under the sheets. His hair hung in strands around his face, and beneath thick glasses, she saw worry and strain grow into love. He knelt on one knee beside her bed and took her hand in his, planting a long wet kiss on it.

    “I would have been here sooner, but that damn husb—” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. I’m here now, you’re here.” He squeezed her hand, and his brown eyes grew shiny with tears. “I thought I’d lost you. My heart would have shriveled up like a pea without you.”

    “To match your brain?” Jamie’s flat voice asked from the doorway.

    The man stood, still gripping Chris’s hand. She wanted to pull free but was too mesmerized by the fire in Jamie’s eyes to move.

    Jamie stepped forward, power in his strides. “Who let you in here, Mick?”

    “You can’t restrict her visitors anymore, James. Besides, she needs me.” Mick tilted his head up, as if daring Jamie to challenge him.

    Jamie’s gaze flicked to her, then back to Mick. His slight smile was a bit crooked. “How can she need you if she doesn’t know who you are?”

    Mick’s panicked expression heightened when he looked at her. He leaned closer and stared into her eyes. “You know me, darling, don’t you?”

    Fatigue was beginning to shroud her, and she wanted nothing more than to close her eyes and not answer any more questions. But she couldn’t ignore the earnest face hovering in front of hers. “You…you’re Mick, Hall—” She’d started to say Hallie’s lover, as if talking about someone else’s life. It was, in a sense. Jamie’s expression bit into her, though, his obvious disappointment in her remembrance of Mick. Actually, she’d only deduced his identity.

    Mick grinned triumphantly. “When she’s released, I’m taking her home with me.”

    Jamie’s voice returned to the flatness it had earlier, and his eyes narrowed. “As long as I’m her husband, she’s my responsibility. At least until she gets better.”

    Mick’s face reddened. “Hallie’s a grown woman. She can do what she wants.” He turned to her and asked, “Do you want me to take care of you?”

    “She can stay with me, too,” Hallie’s mother added from her place behind Jamie. “Who do you want to stay with, darling?”

    Chris looked at the faces around her as they waited for her response. Mick appeared as though his life hung on the balance of her answer. Honestly, he gave her the creeps. Velvet didn’t inspire much confidence in her caretaking skills. Jamie looked resolute, despite offering a choice. She looked at each face, not sure where they fit into Hallie’s life. Her gaze drew back to Jamie. “I want to stay with you.”

    Mick dropped her hand and took a step back. Velvet crossed her arms over her large chest and pursed her lips. But Jamie looked the most surprised of all. She left them all and slipped into a haven of darkness.

     

    ***

     

    Sometime later, Jamie’s voice pulled Chris from sleep again, much like the day she had come out of her coma. This time another male voice spoke with him, in soft, hushed tones. It sounded like Dr. Hughes’ voice. “Have you given any thought to our earlier conversation?”

    “You mean what to do with her if she’s…brain-damaged?”

    Chris strained to hear their whispers coming from the far side of the room. She kept perfectly still, holding her breath.

    “Right now, all we know for sure is that she’s lost a good deal of her memory. Her friends and family can deal with that. But if she experiences lapses in logic and reality, or starts having seizures, it may be too much to handle. Remember, thinking about it won’t make it happen. It’s better to be prepared.”

    “I know that.” After a pause, Jamie said, “What about the Sharp Rehabilitation Center in Sacramento? You said that was the best in the area.”

    “Absolutely. They’ll work with her, take care of her as long as she needs it. She’d make friends there. And maybe some of their advanced methods would help her to eventually become independent again.”

    “But we don’t know that she has any damage, right?”

    “There seems to be no indication yet. But keep an eye out for unusual behavior in the next few weeks. If she…”

    Dr. Hughes’ voice drifted out into the hallway and was swallowed in hall noise as the door opened, then closed. Her eyes snapped open. The Sharp Rehabilitation Center? A mental hospital? What would they think if she told them that her real name was Chris Copestakes from Colorado, that she had died, and God had given her a second chance in Hallie’s body? Would that be considered a lapse in logic? They would surely think she was brain damaged. Or just plain crazy. Then off to the Sharp Rehabilitation Center they would send her, just like her Uncle Tom.

    She had vivid memories of Tom, playing tag with her and her sisters in the yard, helping in the kitchen during the holidays. He hadn’t acted crazy, but her mom had confided that he was manic depressive. He had an episode that put him in a mental hospital.

    Her mother visited him every Saturday afternoon. She told Chris that if she didn’t go, he would cry out for his sister at the top of his lungs, pounding on the walls until the orderlies restrained him. Chris went with her mother one time, for support. And curiosity.

    The sprawling one-story building had smelled like a hospital, sterile with the faint odor of decay and urine. What struck Chris the hardest was the absence of hope in everyone’s eyes. Nurses and doctors looked as much like zombies as the patients did, bringing the gown-clad man who had once been a baseball player into the visitor’s room with mechanical efficiency.

    The sight of him had horrified her: not the Tom she remembered but a shell of the man, vacant eyes, fits of irritability over nothing. She had stared at his fingers, covered with spots of red flesh where he continually picked at the cuticles. He had chewed his nails to the bloody quick.

    It was the medication, her mother had said, trying in vain to get it changed to something better.

    Chris shut the memory away, as she had done so many times during her life. She would not go to a mental hospital.

  

  




  
  





CHAPTER 2


  
  
    Chris’s stay at the hospital was finally behind her; four miles behind her, to be exact. Los Almeda sprawled lazily among the hills and valleys of Southern California. Chris immersed herself in the scenery, trying to absorb the life that pulsed everywhere around her. Everything had a new vibrancy, a new meaning to her. Where did each tree fit into the scheme of life? What of the creatures that depended on that tree to live? There were so many things to think about now, so many different ways of looking at everything around her. She watched the wild shadows dance across Jamie’s face as they passed a park with towering eucalyptus trees.

    The town looked as if it had been plucked from Mexico and cleaned up for the wealthy, with its picturesque red tile roofs and adobe-style shopping centers. Flowers bloomed everywhere, and palm trees swayed on their ridiculously tall, skinny trunks in the afternoon breezes.

    As they headed inland, the town quickly turned rural, and shopping centers turned into country clubs and nurseries. Sprawling homes were perched on hillsides to catch a glimpse of the ocean, and she felt even more out of place from her middle-class, small-town origins.

    She had seen little of the cast of characters in her new life during her last three days at the hospital. The Sharp Rehabilitation Center All plagued her thoughts. Now she had a chance to prove that her mind was intact, if in the wrong body. Jamie had picked her up at the hospital that morning, but a glimpse of Mick lurking near the lobby had sent an eerie panic pulsing through her. After the scene in her room that day with Jamie and Mick, she was glad Jamie hadn’t spotted him. Now she occasionally glanced back to check for suspicious cars.

    “Mick’s not back there,” Jamie said in a matter-of-fact way.

    Chris looked at him with widened eyes. “You saw him at the hospital?”

    Jamie stared ahead. “Did you?”

    “Only in the lobby. He looked like he was hiding.”

    “He was spying on you. He likes to do that.”

    She tried to still the shudder that ran through her. “Why?”

    His shrug was pronounced, perhaps not as casual as he might have intended. “I never could figure out the guy. Or your attraction to him.”

    She looked at his profile, at the blond bristles that covered his chin and jaw, the faint darkness beneath his eyes for lack of sleep. Even so, he was far better looking than Mick could ever be.

    “You’re not angry about…the affair?” She didn’t want to claim it as her own by saying myaffair.

    “We all make our choices. Sometimes they’re not the right ones, but we have to live with them.”

    Was he talking about Hallie’s choice to cheat or his choice to marry her? The short conversation left tension in the confined space of the car. Chris wasn’t sure what else to say. Exactly where these two men fit into her life wasn’t clear yet. In fact, where she fit into her life wasn’t clear.

    They drove farther up into hills spotted with brown and green sagebrush in bloom, white stalks reaching for the sky. Red tile roofs dotted the hills to the south, and huge boulders created bald spots on the mountains to the north and east. The wavy, beige strip snaking horizontally along the side of one of the mountains caught her eye. She had heard about the flumes that brought water to cities with none of their own.

    Jamie drove between two wrought-iron gates and onto a zigzagging drive. Through the haze, she could see the deep blue of the ocean in the distance. The grounds that stretched out on either side looked like a golf course, with rolling hills, ponds and perfectly manicured grass. The house itself was magnificent, a fortress of the rich. It was set off from the other homes in the distance by its charcoal tile roof. She closed her mouth and tried to hide her awestruck expression.

    When they pulled into the circular drive, one of the massive front doors opened, and a tall man with a thin build stepped outside. He was dressed like one of those butlers she’d seen in old movies. She realized that he actually was a butler when he walked over and opened her door before Jamie could get around the car.

    “Good to see you feeling better, Mrs. DiBarto,” he said in a dull voice, no smile to indicate he felt the least bit glad to see her alive.

    Jamie helped her out of the car, and she stood a little shakily in the sunshine. The butler pulled a couple of suitcases out of the trunk and walked inside. A short blond woman in her early fifties passed him on the way out. She issued some instructions to the butler, then continued walking toward them. The woman’s face glowed with a smile as she reached up and bussed Jamie on his cheek.

    Chris could see some resemblance between them, and guessed her to be his mother. She looked like the perfect Italian mother, warm and loving. It made her ache for her own parents, still alive and mourning her death. When the woman turned to her, that warmth froze over, and her steel blue eyes were colder than Jamie’s when he’d walked in and seen Mick at the hospital.

    Jamie turned his mother toward Chris. “Do you remember her?”

    To pretend to remember, or to pretend to have amnesia? The more she remembered, the more she would appear normal, recovered.

    Chris smiled. “Your mother,” she guessed in a confident tone. When she saw that she was correct, she asked, “Did I call you mom?”

    If someone like Jamie’s mother could snort, that is what Chris would have called the sound. “No, you called me Theresa.”

    “I see.”

    “You’re feeling much better, no? I told my son you could recuperate here for a few weeks. It could be even less time before you’re on your way, maybe?”

    Chris didn’t know how to react. She had never done anything to this woman; the question was, what had Hallie done? “I—I don’t know.” She turned to Jamie.

    He looked at his mother, a silent demand for peace in his eyes. “As long as necessary.”

    She touched his hand, her small blue eyes issuing a stern warning that Chris didn’t understand. Then Theresa waved them inside as she walked toward the open door. Chris glanced at Jamie, but his gaze was aimed straight ahead. She had never felt so lost in her life.

     

    ***

     

    Jamie knew that bringing Hallie here was not going to be easy. He wasn’t even sure why he had been so adamant about it. Mick would have probably been attentive. He seemed almost obsessed with her. Velvet was her mother, and that had to count for something. Then there were her dozens of friends in San Diego and Los Angeles. Of course, they were too busy partying or being self-involved to care for someone else. So, Mick would have been the obvious choice. He had been anyway.

    There was something, though, something about the way she had looked at Jamie in the hospital. And, given the choice, she had chosen to let him take care of her.

    They followed Theresa up the winding staircase to the second floor. Solomon had already put the luggage on a bench in the second master bedroom.

    “James, we’re going to have dinner around six o’clock,” Theresa said. “You look exhausted. Why don’t you rest before then?”

    Jamie smiled. Mothers never stopped mothering. Just the mention of looking exhausted made him yawn. “I probably will.”

    He found Hallie just standing there, looking at the room as if she’d never seen it before. Usually she darted directly to the bathroom and, amid complaints about the long flight, immersed herself in a bubble bath and long beauty routine. How much memory had she lost?

    He looked at the bed, then at the chest of drawers and armoire. “I’m going to sleep in the room on the other side of the balcony, considering…” No need to state the obvious.

    She sat down on the bed and looked up at him, seeming more like an innocent girl than the woman he knew so well.

    “Considering what?”

    He walked closer, leaning against one of the wooden posts on the bed. “Considering what happened before your collapse.”

    Uncertainty lingered in her eyes. “What was I doing when I had the hemorrhage?”

    “You were asking me for a divorce.”

    Hallie’s face paled. “Oh.” Her voice sounded so small. “What did you say?”

    His upper lip twitched involuntarily. “I said, ‘Absolutely.’ I had my reasons for letting our marriage go just as I once had reasons for holding on.”

    Jamie studied her reaction. He didn’t think she could get much paler, but she did. She seemed to be bracing herself on the bed. “What were the reasons you wanted to hang on?”

    “They don’t matter now.”

    She chewed her bottom lip, looking up at him with a wide-eyed expression. “And you said go, just like that?”

    He pressed his forehead against the post. He didn’t want to get into the painful discussion they had that day. Obviously, she didn’t remember it. The doctor had warned that people with brain damage usually didn’t remember events just prior to the incident.

    “We had an argument after I walked in on a phone conversation you were having with Mick. I told you that something had to be done about the farce we called a marriage, and you stormed out. I followed you to get some answers and that’s when you asked for a divorce. Then you got one of your awful headaches, only it was worse than usual. You said you couldn’t feel your arm and then you collapsed.”

    Hallie shook her head. “There’s a lot I don’t remember.”

    “Do you remember me?”

    She nodded, but he sensed a trace of hesitancy. Was it raw alarm he saw in her eyes? He had a sudden desire to sit down beside her and hold her. He tightened his grip on the post, as if to keep a strong wind from blowing him toward her. She was vulnerable now, and the rare state was touching the outer edges of a heart long frozen. It would pass. Soon her memory would return, and with it her old self. By then she would be living in France.

    “How do you feel?” he asked, noticing the color slowly returning to her cheeks.

    “I couldn’t begin to tell you. I don’t even know myself.”

    He nodded. “Rest for a while. I’ll come by around dinner time to get you.”

    When the door clicked shut, he leaned against it. Maybe it had been a mistake to bring her back here. Right now, she was delicate, weak. He had never seen her that way before, and it had the most curious effect on him. But it was his duty, as her husband, to take care of her. Once she was back on her feet, he would set her free.

     

    ***

     

    Chris sat on the bed, her knees pulled up to her chest. Jamie had left a few minutes ago, but his presence still lingered like good aftershave. The drapes were drawn, but the grim darkness seeped inside her. Hallie had left her a mess to deal with. A wrecked marriage, an affair with a man Chris had absolutely no interest in.

    She knew only two things at this point: she could not tell anyone that she was someone else in Hallie’s body, or Sharp Rehabilitation Center would be the next stop. Therefore, she would have to pretend to be Hallie, to actually be the woman. That was why she lied when Jamie asked her if she remembered him. Her memory loss would seem plausible, but she was going to have to assume Hallie’s life in full. To do that, she would have to find out more about the woman.

    She got up, pushed apart the lace drapes and walked to the nearby mirror. It startled her every time she looked at her reflection, still expecting the tomboyish girl with kinky brown hair and brown eyes.

    She was no longer tired, just curious. Her quest was to find out more about the woman she was. She had two weeks more or less, and then she was on her own. Jamie could go on with his life, and Mick would have to forget about their trip to France.

    Chris opened the suitcases on the bench. Everything had been thrown in haphazardly. Everything, except the collection of perfume bottles that were wrapped in hand towels. She pulled out linen shorts, silk shirts, and jewelry, jewelry, jewelry. The makeup kit filled the entire carry case. She found the two tickets to France. And two tickets to the San Diego Opera. She had never been to an opera before. If the former Hallie had liked it, then she would have to give it a try. She tossed the opera tickets on the long dresser next to the line of perfume bottles.

    In the armoire were suits, dresses, and shoes. Obviously, they went to fancy parties when they stayed in Los Almeda. She touched the tuxedo, picturing Jamie stepping out of a white limousine, his wide shoulders filling the jacket, the black of it setting off his blond hair.

    Shaking the thought from her mind, she turned and was caught short by a photograph on the wall: Hallie and Jamie on their wedding day. She no longer had to imagine what Jamie might look like in that tux. Hallie had been gorgeous, glowing. Jamie looked handsome and happy. The date, inscribed on a gold plate, was three years before. They had been in love then. What had happened?

    The small plastic bag with the hospital label on it caught her eye. It contained even more jewelry, what Hallie had been wearing the day she collapsed. She laid out the necklaces, watch, earrings, Hallie’s wedding ring. A large perfect diamond surrounded by a swirl of smaller diamonds. She slipped it on her hand and let the strange feeling of suddenly being a married woman wash over her.

    Chris walked out onto the balcony, breathing in the fresh, slightly salty air. The distant mountains looked majestic and hazy in the distance. She would enjoy living in California, she decided. Still, the mountains reminded her of home in Colorado. A tidal wave of homesickness washed over her as she remembered her parents, her three sisters, her friends, her dogs.

    Alan. There was a pang of a different sort when she thought of him. She had been so in love with him, and so unsure where she stood.

    A faint knock drew her back into the room. When she opened the door and realized it wasn’t Jamie, a spike of disappointment poked at her. It was the solemn face of the butler.

    “Ma’am, you have a visitor. A Mrs. Mellondorf.”

    Chris’s expression went blank. “Oh. Okay, send her up.”

    The butler’s eyebrows rose, making his face seem even longer. “Ma’am, we don’t invite guests into the bedrooms. You may receive her in the living room where she waits for you.”

    “Oh. Right. I’ll be down in a minute.”

    He turned and walked away. With a panicky feeling, she realized that she had no idea where the living room was. Catching up to the butler, she sheepishly asked, “Can you show me where the living room is? I’m afraid I can’t remember.”

    “Certainly.”

    He continued walking, and she fell into step behind him, imitating the stiff way he lifted each leg straight up before moving it forward. When her stifled giggle reached his elongated ears, he turned around. The grin disappeared, and she looked back at him as if she had no idea why he was staring at her. Boy, did I need that laugh. She followed him down the winding staircase, and just to the right of the entrance, he pointed to a closed door.

    “Thank you,” she said.

    As her hand closed over the doorknob, she took a deep breath. Another person to deal with. She hoped this one was friendlier than the other three occupants in the house.

    “H-a-a-l-l-i-e!” the woman squealed out, then leaped at her before Chris could even get a good look.

    Chris hugged her back, her face lost in a mass of curly red hair somewhat like her own had been. Finally, the woman moved back, a warm smile on her face.

    “Let me see you! I was so worried! But you look great, well, as great as you can look without makeup or your hair styled, which is pretty great. I hate you.” The woman stopped to catch her breath, then said, “Why are you looking at me like that? You’re mad at me because I didn’t come visit you at the hospital, right?” She plopped down on the blue velvet sofa. “I wanted to, I really did, but Stan was in a pissy mood all week just because I took off with some friends to the Baja and didn’t give him a month’s notice! You know how he is, such an old fuddy-duddy when it comes to my having fun with my friends. Anyway, if I told him I’d be leaving again to visit a friend in the hospital, you know he’d never believe me.”

    Chris smiled, grabbing onto a tiny thread in the conversation and going with it. “Yeah, your dad can be a bummer sometimes.”

    Now it was the woman’s turn to look blank. “My dad? I’m talking about Stan. My husband, Stan. Hallie, are you all right?”

    “I’ve lost some of my memory from the stroke. I don’t remember you.”

    The woman’s mouth dropped into an open-mouthed pout. “You don’t remember your best friend, Joya? We grew up together.”

    Chris touched her hand. “Joya, I don’t remember anyone. It’s kind of like starting over.”

    Joya’s brown eyes widened. “You didn’t remember Jamie? Or Mick?” she added in a low voice.

    Chris shook her head. “I even had to ask the butler where the living room was.”

    Joya leaned her head back and hooted. “I’ll bet he loved that! Considering how much he likes you, I mean.”

    “I got the impression he wasn’t too friendly, but I thought butlers were supposed to act like that. They do in the movies.”

    Joya gave her an odd look. “How come you remember butlers in movies, but you don’t remember Solomon?”

    Chris shrugged. “Good question. So, why doesn’t he like me?”

    “Well, the way you told it, and I wouldn’t know firsthand since I wasn’t invited, but you got drunk at a party Theresa threw here and propositioned him. Then you started to strip off his clothes to a jaunty tune. It sounded hilarious! I guess neither he nor your mother-in-law were too happy about it. Or Jamie,” she added. “Then again, he’s no fun at all.”

    Chris reddened at the thought. That man was cold toward her because she’d embarrassed him in front of Theresa’s friends and acquaintances. And she didn’t even do it! Chris would never do such a thing. She hardly drank at all.

    “Aw, don’t sweat it,” Joya said with a flip of her hand. “He’s only a servant.”

    “Yes, but he’s a person, too.”

    Joya laughed again, then sobered. “You’re serious? Oh, get with it. Ever since you were ten years old, you liked picking on people. It’s no time to stop now.”

    Chris forced a laugh. She wasn’t too sure she liked Joya, but at least she was the first friendly person she’d met. Besides Mick, of course, who was too friendly.

    “You’d be surprised how dying and coming back can change a person,” Chris said. “I hope we can still be friends.”

    “Friends? We’re more like sisters.” Then her expression became serious for the first time. “I really was worried about you, hon. Did you say dying and coming back?”

    “Yes, I did die. I got a second chance.”

    Joya reached out and touched her arm. “You actually came back from the dead? I can’t believe it. Remember when we were kids and watched that old movie your mother loved Heaven Can Wait? How neat we thought that was, that you could get a second chance. Hallie, you got that chance! Look, it gives me chills!”

    Chris got chills, too
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