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Take me not off with the wicked,
with those who are workers of evil,
who speak peace with their neighbors,
while mischief is in their hearts.

PSALM 28:3


Prologue

THE INFANT’S MOUTH SUCKED AT HIS MOTHER’S breast.

“He seems like a real happy baby,” the nurse observed. “Somehow you can just tell whether or not a baby’s contented. I’d say that one is.”

Kendall managed only a weak smile. She could barely form a coherent thought, much less engage in conversation. Her mind was still trying to absorb the fact that she and her child had survived the accident.

In the examination room of the hospital’s emergency wing, a sheer yellow curtain provided patients with a minimum of privacy from the corridor. Next to the white metal cabinets that stored bandages, syringes, and splints was a stainless steel sink. Kendall sat on a padded table in the center of the cubicle cradling her baby son in her arms.

“How old is he?” the nurse asked.

“Three months.”

“Only three months? He’s a big one!”

“He’s very healthy.”

“What’d you say his name is?”

“Kevin.”

The nurse smiled down at them, then shook her head in wonder and awe. “It’s a miracle that you two walked away from that wreck. Must’ve been awful for you, honey. Weren’t you scared half out of your wits?”

The accident had happened too quickly for fear to register. The car was practically on top of the felled tree before it became visible through the downpour. The passenger in the front seat had shouted a warning, and the driver had sharply cut the steering wheel and stomped on the brake, but it had been too late.

Once the tires lost traction on the wet pavement, the car went into a 180-degree spin that propelled it off the road and across the soft, narrow shoulder. It leveled the inadequate barricade. From there, it was a matter of physics and gravity.

Kendall recalled the sounds as the car plunged down the heavily vegetated ravine. Tree limbs scraped off paint, peeled away the rubber nick guards, and knocked off hubcaps. Windows shattered. The car’s chassis was brutalized by boulders and tree stumps. Oddly, no one inside the car uttered a sound. She supposed resignation had rendered them silent.

Although she’d anticipated the inevitable final crash, the impact of the car hitting the massive pine tree that blocked its path was incredible.

Inertia forced the rear wheels off the ground. When the car crashed down again, it landed with the graceless, solid thud of a mortally wounded buffalo, then seemed to emit a wheezing death rattle.

In the backseat, strapped in by seat belt and shoulder harness, Kendall had survived. And even though the car was precariously perched on the steep slope, she had managed to get out of the wreckage with Kevin in her arms.

“That’s rugged country out there,” the nurse observed. “How in the world did you climb out of that ravine?”

It hadn’t been easy.

She’d known that the climb back up to the road would be difficult, but she’d underestimated the physical effort it required. Protecting Kevin in the process had made it doubly tough.

The terrain wasn’t sympathetic; the weather was downright hostile. The ground was a mush of humus and mud. Covering it was a tangled blanket of undergrowth interspersed with jutting rocks. The wind-driven rain was falling almost horizontally, and in minutes she was soaked to the skin.

The muscles of her arms, legs, and back began to burn with fatigue and strain before she had covered a third of the distance. Her exposed skin had been gouged, scraped, cut, bruised, and lashed. At several points she had thought it was futile and longed to surrender, to stop and sleep until the elements claimed their lives.

But her survival instinct was stronger than that lulling temptation, so she kept going. Using vines and boulders for handgrips and footholds, she had pulled herself up until she finally reached the road, where she began walking to seek help.

She had been on the verge of delirium when a pair of headlights appeared through the rain. Relief and exhaustion overcame her. Rather than run toward the car, she had collapsed to her knees on the center stripe of the narrow country road, waiting for the car to reach her.

Her rescuer was a garrulous woman on her way to a Wednesday night prayer meeting. She drove Kendall to the nearest house and notified the authorities of the accident. It amazed Kendall to learn later that she had walked only a mile from the site of the accident. It had seemed like ten.

She and Kevin had been transported by ambulance to the nearest community hospital, where they were given thorough examinations. Kevin was uninjured. He had been nursing when the car plunged over the cliff. Acting on instinct, Kendall had clutched him to her breast and bent forward before the shoulder harness caught and held. Her body had protected him.

Her numerous cuts and scrapes were painful but superficial. Splinters of glass had been picked out of her arms individually, an uncomfortable and time-consuming process but insignificant when compared to what she might have suffered. Her wounds were treated with a local antiseptic; she had declined a painkiller because she was breast-feeding.

Besides, now that they had been rescued and medically treated, she had to figure out how to sneak away. Sedated, she would be unable to think straight. In order to plan another disappearance, she needed a clear head.

“Is it okay if the deputy sheriff comes in now?”

“Sheriff?” Kendall repeated. The nurse’s question had jarred her from her musings.

“He’s been waiting to talk to you ever since they brought you in. He’s got to go over the official stuff with you.”

“Oh. Of course. Ask him to come in.”

Having nursed his fill, Kevin was now sleeping peacefully. Kendall pulled together the hospital tunic that she had been given after stripping off her wet, dirty, bloody clothes and taking a hot shower.

At a signal from the nurse, the local lawman stepped through the curtain and nodded in greeting. “How’re you doin’, ma’am? Y’all okay?” He politely removed his hat and looked at her with concern.

“We’re fine, I think.” She cleared her throat and tried for more conviction. “We’re fine.”

“I’d say y’all’re real lucky to be alive and all in one piece, ma’am.”

“I agree.”

“Easy to see how it happened, what with that felled tree lying across the road and all. Lightning got it. Broke it clean off at ground level. Been storming ’round here for days. Seems like the rain ain’t never gonna quit. Floodin’ all over the region. Ain’t no wonder to me that Bingham Creek sucked your car clean out of sight.”

The creek had been no more than ten yards in front of the battered car. Once she had climbed out of the wreckage, she had crouched in the mud and stared at the creek with fascination and fear. The muddy water had crested far above flood level, carrying with it all manner of debris. It roiled around trees that lined its normally placid banks.

She shuddered to think what would have been their fate if the car had skidded a few more yards following its collision with the tree. She had watched in horror as the car slid down the incline and was claimed by the raging creek.

For several moments the car had remained buoyant, bobbing its way to the middle of the swift stream before flipping into a nose dive. Within seconds it had disappeared beneath the churning surface. Aside from the scars left on the trunk of the felled pine tree and the deep, parallel furrows plowed by the tires, the accident had left the landscape unscathed.

“Miracle y’all got out in time and didn’t drown when it went down,” the deputy was saying.

“Not all of us got out,” Kendall corrected him in an emotion-husky voice. “There was a passenger in the front seat. She went down with the car.”

At the mention of a fatality, the deputy’s routine interrogation suddenly became anything but routine. He frowned. “What? A passenger?”

As though watching from outside herself, Kendall saw her face crumple as she began to cry, a delayed reaction to the trauma. “I’m sorry.”

The nurse passed her a box of Kleenex and patted her shoulder. “It’s okay, honey. After the brave thing you did, you just go right ahead and bawl all you want to.”

“Didn’t know there was anybody else in the car ’cept you, your baby, and the driver,” the deputy said quietly, in deference to her emotional state.

Kendall blotted her nose. “She was in the passenger seat and was already dead when the car went into the creek. She probably died instantly, upon impact.”

After making certain that Kevin was unharmed, and noting how quickly the creek was rising, Kendall had approached the passenger side of the car with trepidation, almost certain of what she would find. This side had sustained the brunt of the collision. The door was caved in and the window had been broken out.

At a glance, Kendall had known the woman inside was dead. Her pleasant features were no longer recognizable from the facial bones and tissue that had been ravaged. The dashboard and a mishmash of engine parts had been driven into her chest cavity. Her head lolled against the headrest at an unnatural angle.

Ignoring the blood and gore, Kendall had reached in and pressed her fingers against the woman’s neck in the vicinity of the carotid artery. She felt no pulse.

“I thought I should try and save the rest of us,” she explained to the deputy after describing the scene. “I wish I could have gotten her out, too, but, knowing that she was already dead—”

“Under the circumstances you did what you had to do, little lady. You saved the living. Nobody can fault you for the choice you made.” He nodded down at the sleeping infant. “You did a damn sight more than anybody could ask of you. How’d you go about getting the driver out?”

After determining that the passenger was dead, Kendall had laid Kevin on the ground and covered his face with a corner of his blanket. Although he would be uncomfortable, he would be safe for the moment. Then she stumbled around to the other side of the car. The driver’s head was slumped over the steering wheel. Swallowing her dread, Kendall had called his name and pressed his shoulder.

She remembered giving it a slight shake, and how startled she’d been when this caused him to flop backward against the seat. She had recoiled as blood trickled from the corner of his slack lips. There was a deep gash on his right temple; otherwise his face was intact. His eyes were closed and still, but at that point she wasn’t certain that he was dead. She reached in and placed her hand on his chest.

He had a heartbeat.

Then, without warning, the car had shifted on the uneven ground and slid several feet down the slope, dragging her along with it. Her arm, still inside the car, was nearly wrenched from its socket.

The auto came to a rocking, unsteady rest, but she’d known it was only a matter of time before it would be swallowed by the floodwaters, which were already lapping at the tires. Saturated ground was giving way beneath the weight of the car. There had been no time to contemplate the situation, or to carefully weigh her options, or to consider how badly she wanted to be rid of him.

She had every reason to fear and despise him. But she didn’t wish him dead. She would never want that. A life, any life, was worth saving.

So, with a surge of adrenaline, she used her bare hands to scoop aside mud and tear at tenacious vines that prevented her from opening the driver’s door.

Finally she managed to wedge it open, and when she did, his torso slumped into her waiting arms. His bloody head fell onto her shoulder. Beneath his dead weight, she collapsed to her knees.

Wrapping her arms around his chest, she pulled him from beneath the steering wheel. It was a struggle. Several times she lost her footing in the slippery mud and landed hard on her backside. But each time she clambered to her feet, dug her heels in, and put forth enormous effort into pulling him free of the wreckage. His heels had barely cleared the door when the car snapped free of its temporary moorings and slid into the creek.

Kendall related her story, omitting her private thoughts. When she finished, the deputy was practically standing at attention, looking as though he might salute her. “Lady, you’ll prob’ly get a medal or something.”

“I seriously doubt that,” she murmured.

He removed a small spiral notebook and a ballpoint pen from the breast pocket of his shirt. “Name?”

Buying time, she pretended not to understand. “Pardon?”

“Your name?”

The small hospital staff had been kind enough to admit them without first thrusting forms and questionnaires at her. That kind of trusting, informal procedure would be unheard of in a large city hospital. But in rural Georgia, compassion superseded collecting insurance cards.

Now, however, Kendall was faced with the grim realities of her situation, and she wasn’t ready to deal with them. She hadn’t yet decided what to do, how much to tell, where to go from here.

She had no compunctions about stretching the truth. She had done it before. All her life. Many times. Extensively and elaborately. But lying to the police was serious business. She had never gone quite that far before.

Bowing her head, she massaged her temples and reconsidered asking for a painkiller to muffle her drumming headache. “My name?” she repeated, stalling, praying that a brilliant idea would suddenly occur to her. “Or the name of the woman who died?”

“Let’s start with you.”

She held her breath for a moment, then said softly, “Kendall.”

“That’d be K-e-n-d-a-1-1?” he asked as he wrote it in his notebook.

She nodded.

“Okay, Mrs. Kendall. Was that also the name of the fatality?”

“No, it’s Kendall—”

Before she could correct the deputy’s mistake, the curtain was whisked aside with a screech of metal rings on an unoiled track. The doctor on call strode in.

Kendall’s heart skipped a beat. Breathlessly, she asked, “How is he?”

The doctor grinned. “Alive, thanks to you.”

“Has he regained consciousness? Has he said anything? What has he told you?”

“Want to take a look-see for yourself?”

“I … I suppose.”

“Hey, Doc, hold on a sec. I have some questions to ask her,” the deputy complained. “Lots of important paperwork, don’cha know.”

“Can’t that wait? She’s upset, and I can’t give her anything to calm her down because she’s nursing.”

The deputy glanced at the baby, then at Kendall’s chest. His face turned the color of a ripe tomato. “Well, I reckon it’ll keep for a spell. But it’s got to be done.”

“Sure, sure,” the doctor said.

The nurse lifted Kevin from Kendall’s arms. He remained asleep. “I’ll find this little precious one a crib in the nursery. Don’t worry about him. You go with the doctor.”

The deputy fiddled with the brim of his hat while shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “I’ll just sit out here. Then, whenever you’re ready, ma’am, to, uh, you know, finish up here …”

“Have a cup of coffee, why don’t you?” the doctor suggested, humoring the officer.

The doctor was young and brash and, in Kendall’s estimation, very full of himself. She doubted that the ink on his medical diploma was dry yet, but he obviously enjoyed asserting his limited authority. Without a backward glance at the deputy, he ushered her down the corridor.

“He has a tibial shaft fracture, or your basic broken shinbone,” he explained. “There was no displacement, so he won’t require surgery, or a rod, etcetera. In that respect, he was extremely lucky. From the way you described the car—”

“The hood was pleated like a paper fan. I don’t know why the steering wheel didn’t crush his chest.”

“Right. I was afraid he’d have busted ribs, internal bleeding, organ damage, but I see no evidence of any. His vital signs have stabilized. That’s the good news.

“The bad news is that he took quite a knock on the head. X rays show only a hairline fracture on the skull, but I had to take several dozen stitches to close the wound. It isn’t too pretty right now, but eventually his hair’ll grow back over it. Won’t spoil his good looks too much,” he said, smiling down at her.

“He bled quite a lot.”

“We’ve given him a unit of blood just to be on the safe side. He sustained a concussion, but if he’s quiet for several days, he’ll be okay. With his leg broken like it is, he’ll be on crutches for at least a month. He won’t have much choice but to lie around, be lazy, and let himself heal. Here we are.” He steered her toward a room. “He just regained consciousness a few minutes ago, so he’s still groggy.”

The doctor went into the dimly lighted room ahead of her. She hesitated on the threshold and surveyed the room. On one wall was an atrocious paint-by-number picture of Jesus ascending into the clouds; an AIDS awareness poster hung on the opposite wall. It was a semiprivate room with two beds, but he was the only patient.

His lower leg, secured in a cast, was propped up on a pillow. He’d been dressed in a hospital gown that reached only to the middle of his thighs. They looked strong and tan against the white sheets, out of keeping with an infirmary.

A nurse was taking his blood pressure. His dark eyebrows were drawn into a frown beneath the wide gauze bandage encircling his head. His hair was matted with dried blood and an antiseptic solution. A ghastly number of bruises discolored his arms. The features of his face had been distorted by swelling, contusions, and bruises, but he was recognizable by the vertical cleft in his chin and the hard slant of his mouth, from which protruded a thermometer.

Briskly, the doctor moved to the bedside and consulted the blood pressure reading the nurse had noted on the patient’s chart. “Looking better all the time.” He also murmured approval when the nurse showed him the patient’s current body temperature.

Although Kendall still hesitated just outside the door, the patient’s eyes instantly homed in on her. They penetrated the shadowed depths of their sockets, which were sunken and dark from blood loss and pain. But his unflinching stare was as incisive as ever.

The first time she had looked directly into his eyes, she had sensed and respected their keen perception. She had even feared it a little. She still did. He seemed to possess an uncanny ability to see straight into her in a way that was most unsettling.

He had her pegged from their first meeting. He knew a liar when he saw one.

She hoped that his talent for reading her thoughts would serve now to let him know how genuinely sorry she was that he’d been injured. If not for her, the wreck never would have occurred. He had been driving, but it was she who was accountable for the pain and discomfort he was suffering. Realizing this, she was filled with remorse. She was the last person he would want hovering over his hospital bed.

Misreading the cause of her hesitation, the nurse smiled and motioned her forward. “He’s decent. You can come in now.”

Battling her apprehension, Kendall stepped into the room and gave the patient a faltering smile. “Hi. How do you feel?”

He fixed an unblinking stare on her that lasted for several moments. Finally, he glanced up at the doctor, then at the nurse, before his gaze moved back to Kendall. Then in a weak, hoarse voice, he asked, “Who are you?”

The doctor bent over his patient. “You mean you don’t recognize her?”

“No. Am I supposed to? Where am I? Who am I?”

The doctor just gaped at his patient. The nurse stood dumbfounded, the hose of the blood pressure gauge dangling from her hand. Kendall appeared stunned, although she felt her emotions rioting. Her mind scurried to assimilate this shocking twist and how she might use it to her advantage.

The doctor was the first to recover. With a bravado belied by his weak smile, he said, “Well, it seems that the concussion has left our patient with amnesia. This frequently happens. It’s temporary, I’m sure. Nothing to worry about. You’ll laugh over it in a day or two.”

He turned to Kendall. “For now, you’re our only source of information. Guess you’d better tell us—and tell him—who he is.”

She hesitated so long that the moment stretched taut. The doctor and nurse looked at her expectantly. The man in the hospital bed seemed both interested in and wary of her answer. His eyes narrowed suspiciously, but Kendall could tell that, miraculously, he genuinely remembered nothing. Nothing!

This was a blessing unforeseen, an incredibly generous gift of fate. It was almost too good, almost overwhelming, too intricate to handle without having time to prepare. But she knew one thing for certain: She would be a fool not to seize it with both hands.

With remarkable calm, she declared, “He’s my husband.”


Chapter One

“BY THE AUTHORITY VESTED IN ME BY ALMIGHTY God and the state of South Carolina, I pronounce you husband and wife. Matthew, you may kiss your bride.”

The wedding guests applauded as Matt Burnwood drew Kendall Deaton into his arms. Laughter erupted when his kiss extended beyond a chaste token. He was reluctant to stop.

“That’ll have to wait,” Kendall whispered against his lips. “Unfortunately.”

Matt gave her a pained look, but, being a good sport, turned to face the several hundred people who had turned out in their Sunday best to attend the affair.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the minister intoned, “may I present, for the first time, Mr. and Mrs. Matthew Burnwood.”

Arm in arm, Kendall and Matt faced their smiling guests. Matt’s father was seated alone in the front row. He stood and opened his arms to Kendall.

“Welcome to our family,” he said, embracing her. “God sent you to us. We’ve needed a woman in our family. If Laurelann were alive, she’d love you, Kendall. Just as I do.”

Kendall kissed Gibb Burnwood’s ruddy cheek. “Thank you, Gibb. That’s very sweet of you.”

Laurelann Burnwood had passed away when Matt was a youngster, but he and Gibb spoke of her death as though it were recent. The widower cut an impressive figure, with his white crew cut and tall, trim physique. Many widows and divorcées had set their caps for Gibb, but their affections remained unrequited. He’d had his one true love, he often said. He wasn’t looking for another.

Matt placed one arm around his father’s broad shoulders, the other around Kendall. “We needed each other. We’re a complete family now.”

“I only wish Grandmother could have been here,” Kendall remarked sadly.

Matt gave her a sympathetic smile. “I wish she’d felt up to making the trip from Tennessee.”

“It would have been too hard on her. She’s here in spirit, though.”

“Let’s not get too maudlin,” Gibb cut in. “These folks came to eat, drink, and be merry. This is your day. Enjoy it.”

Gibb had spared no expense to guarantee that their wedding would be remembered and talked about for years to come. Kendall had been shocked by his extravagance. Shortly after accepting Matt’s proposal, she had suggested that they have a private ceremony, perhaps in a pastor’s study.

Gibb wouldn’t hear of it.

He eschewed the tradition of the bride’s family financing the wedding and insisted on hosting it himself. Kendall demurred, but Gibb, with his disarming, winning personality, had shot down all her arguments.

“Don’t take offense,” Matt had told her when she expressed her dismay over Gibb’s elaborate plans. “Dad wants to throw a party, the likes of which Prosper has never seen. Since neither you nor your grandmother is financially able to do it, he’s pleased to foot the bill. I’m his only child. This is a once-in-a-lifetime event for him. So let’s give him his head and let him run.”

It hadn’t taken long for Kendall to be swept up in the excitement. She selected her gown, but Gibb took control of everything else, although he considerately consulted her before any major decisions were finalized.

His strict attention to detail had paid off, because today his house and lawn looked spectacular. Matt and she had exchanged vows beneath a latticed arch bedecked with gardenias, white lilies, and white roses. Inside a large tent was an elaborate buffet of salads, side dishes, and entrees to suit every palate.

The wedding cake was a breathtaking sculpture with several tiers. The creamy frosting was decorated with clusters of fresh rosebuds. There was also a chocolate groom’s cake with fudge icing drizzled over strawberries nearly as large as tennis balls. Magnums of champagne were chilling in tubs of ice. The guests seemed dedicated to drinking every drop of it.

Despite such glamour, the reception was truly a family affair. Children played under the shade trees. After the bride and groom initiated the dancing with a wedding waltz, other couples crowded the floor until everyone was dancing.

It was a fairy tale wedding. Complete with an ogre.

Kendall, unaware of the menace surrounding her, couldn’t have imagined being happier. Matt held her close and twirled her about the dance floor. With his tall, slender physique, he seemed made to wear a tuxedo without looking awkward. He was incredibly handsome. His evenly defined features and straight hair gave him the aristocratic bearing of a robber baron.

“You have that elegant, aloof air about you. Like Gatsby,” Kendall had once told him teasingly.

She wanted to go on dancing with him for hours, but guests were vying for a dance with the bride. Among them was Judge H. W. Fargo. She all but groaned when Matt relinquished her to the judge, who demonstrated no more grace on the dance floor than he did in the courtroom.

“I had my doubts about you,” Judge Fargo remarked as he swung her into a turn that almost caused her a whiplash. “When I heard they were hiring a female to be this county’s public defender, I had serious misgivings that you could handle the job.”

“Really?” she said coolly.

Fargo was not only a terrible dancer and a lamentable judge but a sexist to boot, Kendall thought. Since her first appearance in his courtroom, he’d made no effort to conceal his “misgivings.”

“Why were you apprehensive, Judge?” she asked, struggling to keep her pleasant smile in place.

“Prosper’s a conservative county and town,” he said expansively. “Damn proud of it, too. Around here, folks have been doing things the same way for generations. We’re slow to change and don’t like it when we’re forced to. A lady lawyer is a novelty.”

“You think women should remain at home to cook, clean, and care for children, is that it? They shouldn’t aspire to be professionals?”

He harrumphed. “I wouldn’t put it like that.”

“No, of course you wouldn’t.”

Such a candid statement might cost him votes. Everything he said in public was self-censored. Judge H. W. Fargo was a consummate politician. If only he were as effective a judge.

“All I’m saying is that Prosper is a clean little town. You don’t find the problems here that other cities have. We nip corrupting influences in the bud. We—meaning myself and other public officials—intend to keep our standards high.”

“Do you think I’m a corrupting influence, Judge?”

“Not at all, not at all.”

“My job is to provide legal counsel for those who can’t afford their own attorney. The Constitution grants every U.S. citizen legal representation.”

“I know what the Constitution grants,” he said testily.

Kendall smiled to take the sting out of her mild insult. “Sometimes I must remind myself. My work brings me in close contact with an element of society we all wish weren’t there. But as long as there are criminals, they will need someone to plead their cases in court. No matter how unsavory my client, I try to plead every case to the best of my ability.”

“No one’s questioning your ability. Despite your involvement in that nasty business back in Tennessee …” He broke off and smiled unctuously. “Well, why bring that up today?”

Why indeed? The judge’s reminder of her past difficulties had been deliberate. Kendall resented him for thinking she was stupid enough to believe it had been a blunder.

“You’re doing a fine job, a fine job,” he said ingratiatingly. “I’ll admit that having a woman arguing points of law with me took some getting used to.” His laugh sounded like a bark. “You know, until you showed up for your interview, we thought we were hiring a man.”

“My name can be misleading.”

The board of directors of the Prosper County Bar Association had decided to form a public defender’s office to relieve their membership of handling defense of indigents. Even on a rotating basis, these cases could be costly in time and lost revenue.

The board had been stupefied when Kendall arrived wearing three-inch heels and a dress instead of a suit and tie. Her resumé had been so impressive that they had responded promptly to her correspondence and were almost willing to hire her sight unseen. The interview should have been a mere formality.

Instead, she had been placed in the hot seat. Knowing ahead of time that she would be going up against a wall of good-ol’-boy mentality, she had carefully rehearsed her sales pitch. The speech was worded to combat their prejudices and assuage their uncertainties without offending them.

She had desperately wanted the job. She was qualified to do it, and since her future hinged on her getting it, she had pulled out all the stops.

Obviously she had done well, because the board had offered her the job. That one blot on her professional record hadn’t factored in to their decision nearly as much as her gender. Or perhaps they believed that because of her sex, she should be cut some slack. She had made a mistake, but it was forgivable because she was, after all, only a woman.

It didn’t matter to Kendall what they thought or how they had reached their decision. In the eight months that she had been in Prosper, she had proven her capabilities. She had worked hard to earn the respect of her peers and the general public. Her skeptics were eating crow.

Even the publisher of the local newspaper, who, upon the announcement of her placement, had written an editorial questioning if a woman could handle such a difficult job, had undergone a change of heart.

That publisher moved up behind her now, wrapped his arms around her waist, and kissed the back of her neck. “Judge, you’ve monopolized the prettiest girl at the party long enough.”

Fargo chuckled. “Spoken like a bridegroom.”

“Thanks for rescuing me,” Kendall said, sighing as Matt danced her away. She laid her cheek against the lapel of his tuxedo jacket and closed her eyes. “It’s bad enough that I have to fence with that redneck-in-robes in court. It’s above and beyond the call of duty to dance with him at my wedding.”

“Be nice,” he chided.

“I was. In fact, I was so charming I nearly made myself sick.”

“The judge can be a pain, but he’s an old friend of Dad’s.”

Matt was right. Besides, she wouldn’t give Judge Fargo the satisfaction of blighting her wedding day. She raised her head and smiled up at Matt. “I love you. How long has it been since I told you?”

“Ages. At least ten minutes.”

They were nuzzling affectionately when a bellowing voice interrupted them: “Hey, kid, this is quite a bash!”

Kendall turned to see her maid of honor two-stepping past in the arms of a local pharmacist. The mousy, self-effacing man seemed bewildered to find himself in the embrace of such a vivacious, abundantly endowed woman.

“Hi, Ricki Sue,” Kendall said. “Having fun?”

“Do bears shit in the woods?”

Ricki Sue Robb’s tall beehive hairdo was bobbing in time to the music. Her face was shiny with sweat above the décolletage of her pale blue dress. It had been a challenge for Kendall to choose a bride’s maid gown that would flatter her friend. Ricki Sue’s complexion was an uneven blend of sallow skin and rusty freckles. Her hair was the color of fresh carrot juice, but, far from downplaying this distinguishing feature, Ricki Sue preferred the most elaborate styles she could devise. Her coiffures were engineering marvels worthy of architectural study.

The wide gap between her front teeth was constantly on display because she was always smiling. Her full lips glistened with fire-engine-red lipstick, an unfortunate choice considering the color of her hair.

In a voice with all the subtlety of a reveille trumpet, she blared, “You said your husband was a handsome devil, but you didn’t tell me he was also rich as sin.”

Kendall felt Matt stiffen with disapproval. Ricki Sue didn’t mean to be offensive. In fact, she thought she was paying him a compliment. But in Prosper, personal wealth wasn’t discussed in polite company. Not out loud, anyway.

After Ricki Sue and the dazed pharmacist waltzed out of earshot, Kendall said, “It would be a polite gesture for you to ask her to dance, Matt.”

He grimaced. “I’m afraid she’d trample me.”

“Matt, please.”

“Sorry.”

“Are you? At the rehearsal dinner last night you made it glaringly apparent to me that you had formed an instant dislike for Ricki Sue. I hope she didn’t notice, but I certainly did.”

“She’s not at all the way you described her to me.”

“I told you she was my best friend. That should be description enough.”

Since Grandmother’s declining health had prevented her from attending the wedding, Ricki Sue was Kendall’s only guest. If for no other reason than that, she had hoped Matt would make an effort to be friendly and cordial to her. Instead, Ricki Sue’s boisterous conversation had caused him and Gibb to cringe. They’d been embarrassed by her unrestrained, bawdy laugh, which seemed to originate in her massive bosoms.

“I grant you that Ricki Sue isn’t a genteel Southern lady.”

Matt scoffed at the understatement. “She’s coarse, Kendall. Common. I expected her to be like you. Feminine and soft-spoken and beautiful.”

“She’s very beautiful on the inside.”

Ricki Sue was the receptionist at Bristol and Mathers, the law firm where Kendall had previously been an associate. When they’d first met, Kendall had been unable to see beyond the redhead’s brashness.

Gradually, however, she came to know and like the sensitive woman beneath the flamboyant exterior. Ricki Sue was unpretentious, practical, tolerant, and trustworthy. Especially trustworthy.

“I’m sure she has some admirable traits,” Matt conceded grudgingly. “And maybe she can’t help being fat. It’s just that she comes on so strong.”

Kendall winced over his using the word fat, when other adjectives would have served just as well. Better, he could have refrained from using any derogatory adjectives.

“If you’d give her half a chance—”

He laid his finger vertically against her lips. “Are we going to quarrel at our wedding reception in front of all our guests over something so insignificant?”

She could argue that his rudeness to her friend wasn’t insignificant, but his point about this not being the time to quarrel was valid. Besides, there were several of his friends she wasn’t particularly fond of either.

“All right, truce,” she agreed. “But if I were going to pick a quarrel, it would be over all the women here who’ve glared daggers at me. If looks could kill, I’d be dead a dozen times over.”

“Who? Where?” He whipped his head around as though searching for the brokenhearted ladies.

“Not on your life,” she said in a growling tone, clutching his lapels possessively. “But just out of curiosity, how many hearts did you break by marrying me?”

“Who’s counting?”

“Seriously, Matt.”

“Seriously?” He pulled a sober face. “Seriously, I’m one of the few bachelors in Prosper between puberty and senility. So if you see a few long faces in the crowd, that’s why. The mature single women here have come one statistic closer to getting struck by lightning.”

His flippancy served its purpose—she began to laugh. “Well, whatever, I’m glad you waited for matrimony until I came along.”

He stopped dancing and drew her closer, tipping her head back and lowering his lips to hers. “So am I.”

* * *

It wasn’t easy to be inconspicuous while wearing a wedding gown and veil, but half an hour later Kendall was able to slip unnoticed into the house.

She didn’t like Gibb’s house, particularly the large living area where dark paneled walls provided a fitting backdrop for his hunting and fishing trophies.

To Kendall’s unappreciative eye, one fish mounted on a walnut plaque looked as pathetic as another. The blind stares of deer, elk, wild boar, and other game evoked sympathy and repugnance. As Kendall moved through the living room, she cast a wary glance at the head of a ferocious razorback, preserved forever with tusks bared.

Hunting and fishing were Gibb’s stock-in-trade. His sporting goods store was located on Prosper’s main street. In this mountainous Blue Ridge area of northwestern South Carolina, he did a thriving business and continued to cultivate a loyal clientele. Customers traveled for miles to spend their money with him.

He was good at what he did. Hopeful hunters and fishermen valued his opinion and whipped out their Visa cards for whatever gadget, scope, or lure he suggested that might make their forays more successful. Frequently they returned with their kills or catches, dragging carcasses right into the store, to gloat over their skill with rifle or trap or rod and reel.

Gibb was generous with his praise and took no credit for the advice he gave. He was admired as an outdoorsman and as an individual. Those who couldn’t claim to be his friend would have liked to.

When she reached the half-bath that served as Gibb’s powder room, the door was closed. She tapped lightly.

“Be out in a sec.”

“Ricki Sue?”

“That you, kid?”

Ricki Sue opened the door from the inside. She was using a damp hand towel to mop her perspiring cleavage. “I’m sweating like a pig. Come on in.”

Kendall gathered up her train and veil and joined Ricki Sue in the small bathroom, closing the door behind her. Although it was crowded, she welcomed the quiet moment alone with her friend.

“Was your room at the motel okay?” Motels were scarce in Prosper. Kendall had reserved the best room available for Ricki Sue, but it had few amenities.

“I’ve slept in worse. Screwed in worse, too,” she said, winking at Kendall in the mirror. “Speaking of which, is that handsome stud of yours as good as he looks?”

“I never kiss and tell,” Kendall retorted with a coy smile.

“Then you’re shortchanging yourself, ’cause telling is half the fun.”

At Bristol and Mathers, Ricki Sue had kept the associates and clerks enthralled with her sexual exploits. She added an episode to the ongoing soap opera of her life every morning at the coffee machine. Some of her tales were too farfetched to be believed. Amazingly, however, all were true.

“You worry me, Ricki Sue. It’s dangerous to have multiple partners.”

“I’m careful. Always have been.”

“I’m sure you are, but—”

“Listen, kid, don’t lecture. I do the best I can with what I’ve got. When you look like me, you gotta take what you can get from men. I don’t know of one who’s gonna fall head over heels for this.” She spread her arms at her sides.

“So, rather than get my heart broken time after time, or be a perpetual wallflower and end up a bitter old maid, I made up my mind years ago to be accommodating.

“I give ’em what they want, and I’ve got a real talent for it. When the lights are out and everybody’s naked, they don’t care if you look like a fairy princess or a warthog so long as you’ve got a tight, warm place for them to put it. It all feels good in the dark, kid.”

“That’s such a sad and sordid philosophy.”

“Works for me.”

“But how do you know that one of these days Mr. Right isn’t going to come sweeping into your life?”

Ricki Sue’s laugh sounded like a foghorn. “I’d have a better chance of winning the lottery.” Then her smile faded and she became introspective. “Don’t be misled. I’d trade my life for yours in a New York minute. I’d love to have a husband, a bunch of rowdy kids, the whole package.

“But since that’s not likely, I refuse to do without the fun stuff. I take whatever affection I can get and in whatever form. Behind my back, I know people say, ‘How can she let men use her like that?’ The truth is, I use them. Because unfortunately …” She paused to eye Kendall up and down with good-natured envy. “All women are not created equal. I look like a walrus with a good henna rinse, and you’re … well, you.”

“Don’t put yourself down. Besides, I thought you loved me for my mind,” Kendall teased.

“Oh, you’re smart all right. So smart you frankly scare the hell out of me. And you’ve got more guts than anybody I ever ran across, and I’ve run across some pretty tough hombres.”

Teasing aside, she looked at Kendall solemnly. “I’m glad things worked out for you here, kid. You took one hell of a chance. You’re still taking a chance.”

“To some extent, yes,” Kendall agreed. “But I’m not worried. Too much time has passed. If it was going to come crashing down, it would have by now.”

“I don’t know,” Ricki Sue said doubtfully. “I still think you’re crazy as a bedbug for going through with it. And if I had it to do over again, I’d still advise you against it. Does Matt know?”

Kendall shook her head.

“Shouldn’t you tell him?”

“What for?”

“Because he’s your husband, for crying out loud!”

“Exactly. What difference would it make in how he feels about me?”

Ricki Sue mulled that over for a moment. “What does your grandma think?”

“The same as you,” she admitted reluctantly. “She urged me to tell him.”

Elvie Hancock was the only parent Kendall remembered, having been orphaned when she was five. She had reared Kendall with a firm but loving hand. On most matters of importance, Kendall agreed with her. She trusted the woman’s instincts and valued the wisdom of her advanced years.

But on the issue of being totally honest with Matt, they had differing opinions. Kendall was convinced that her way was best. Quietly she said, “You and Grandmother must trust me on this, Ricki Sue.”

“Okay, kid. But if a skeleton pops out of your closet and bites you on the butt, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Laughing at the image Ricki Sue’s words had painted, Kendall leaned forward and embraced her. “I miss you. Promise you’ll come to visit often.”

Ricki Sue folded the hand towel with more care than it warranted. “I don’t think that’d be such a good idea.”

Kendall’s smile collapsed. “Why not?”

“Because your husband and his daddy have made plain their feelings for me. No, don’t apologize,” Ricki Sue hastened to say when she saw that Kendall was about to protest. “I don’t give a rat’s ass what they think of me. They remind me too much of my own self-righteous parents for me to care about their opinion. Oh, hell. I didn’t mean to put them down, it’s just …” Her heavily made up eyes pleaded for Kendall’s understanding. “I don’t want to be the cause of any problems.”

Kendall knew exactly what her friend was trying to express, and the sentiment made her appreciate Ricki Sue all the more. “I miss you and Grandmother more than I realized I would, Ricki Sue. Tennessee seems very far away. I need a friend.”

“Make one.”

“I’ve tried, so far without success. The women here are polite, but distant. Maybe they resent me for blowing into town and stealing Matt from them. Or maybe my career puts them off. Their lives seem to have a different focus than mine. Anyway, nobody could replace you as my best friend. Please don’t write me off.”

“I’m not writing you off, God knows. I don’t have that many friends myself. But let’s be practical about this.” She pressed Kendall’s shoulders between her hands. “Other than me, your last remaining link to Sheridan, Tennessee, is your grandmother. When she dies, turn your back on that town forever, Kendall. Sever all ties there, including me. Don’t press your luck.”

Kendall nodded thoughtfully, acknowledging the merit of her friend’s advice. “Grandmother won’t live much longer. I wish she had moved here with me, but she refused to leave her home. This separation is breaking my heart. You know how important she is to me.”

“And vice versa. She loves you. She’s always wanted what’s best for you. If you’re happy, she’ll die happy. That’s the best you can wish for her.”

Kendall knew that Ricki Sue was right. Her throat tightened. “Look after her for me, Ricki Sue.”

“I call her every day and go see her at least twice a week, just like I promised I would.” She took Kendall’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “Now, I’d like to get back to the party and all that wonderful champagne and food. Maybe I can wheedle another dance out of that druggist. He’s kinda cute, don’t you think?”

“He’s married.”

“So? They’re usually the ones most desperate for some of Ricki Sue’s famous tender loving care.” She patted her large breasts.

“Shame on you!”

“Sorry, that word’s not in my vocabulary.” Chuckling deeply, she scooted Kendall aside and opened the door. “I’m outta here. Much as I’d like to stick around and see how you go about it.”

“Go about what?”

“Taking a leak in a wedding gown.”


Chapter Two

“WILL THERE BE ANYTHING ELSE, MISS?”

The question yanked Kendall from her daydream about her wedding. She remembered even the smallest details of that day, but she felt completely removed from it, as if it had happened to someone else, or in another lifetime.

“That’s all, thank you,” she replied to the clerk.

Despite the inclement weather, Wal-Mart was packed with customers. The aisles were jammed with shopping carts filled with everything from roller skates to rolling pins.

“One forty-two seventy-seven. Cash, check, or charge?”

“Cash.”

The young man hadn’t taken any particular notice of her. She was just one of hundreds of customers to be checked out that day. If asked later, he wouldn’t recall her, couldn’t describe her. Anonymity was what she sought.

Last night, when she finally lay down in the bed in Stephensville Community Hospital, she had been more tired than she remembered being in her entire life. Her whole body was sore and throbbing from the accident. The ordeal of getting out of the ravine had left her with cuts and bruises that hurt worse the longer the night wore on.

She had desperately craved oblivion, but she had lain awake throughout the night.

Who are you? Who am I?

He’s my husband.

The words had echoed inside her head. From her pillow, she had stared with gritty eyes at the acoustical tile ceiling, replaying those words in her mind and wondering if having spoken them would turn out to be fortune or folly. It was too late now to recall them, and even if she could she wouldn’t.

His amnesia was only temporary. So, while he was locked in forgetfulness, she had to make the most of it. She hoped this would give her time to save Kevin and herself. After all, saving Kevin was the purpose behind everything she had done thus far. Protecting the baby was worth taking any chance, even one this risky.

He had caused quite a scene when informed that he had amnesia. His recovery would require rest and relaxation, the doctor had told him. He would have to take it easy in order for his leg to heal, so why not enjoy the unexpected, imposed vacation? The more pressure he placed on himself to regain his memory, the more elusive it would become. A mind under duress could be stubbornly uncooperative. He was continually urged to relax.

But he hadn’t relaxed, not even when, at the doctor’s suggestion, Kendall carried Kevin into his room. The sight of the child had only increased his agitation, which didn’t abate until a nurse took Kevin away.

The doctor, much more subdued than he had been earlier, had tried to reassure Kendall. “I recommend that we let him rest undisturbed through the night. Amnesia’s tricky. Tomorrow morning when he wakes up, he’ll probably remember everything.”

At first light, she had dressed in a uniform one of the nurses loaned her and anxiously returned to his room. His memory had not been restored during the night.

When she walked in, he self-consciously raised the sheet to his waist. The nurse had just completed giving him a bed bath, which had obviously embarrassed him. She withdrew, taking the paraphernalia with her and leaving them alone.

Kendall gestured awkwardly. “I’m sure the bath made you feel better.”

“Some. But I hated it.”

“Generally speaking, men make terrible patients.” She gave him a wavering smile and moved closer. “Is there anything I can do to make you more comfortable?”

“No, I’m fine. Are you okay? You and the kid?”

“Miraculously, Kevin and I walked away unscathed.”

He nodded. “That’s good.”

Kendall could tell that even this much conversation was taxing him. “I’ve got some things to attend to, but if you need anything, don’t hesitate to call the nurses. They seem competent.”

Again he nodded, this time without comment.

She was about to leave, when, as an afterthought, she turned back, leaned over him, and kissed his forehead. His eyes, which had closed, opened suddenly. Their impact reduced Kendall’s voice to a hushed whisper. “Rest well. I’ll be in to see you later.”

She hastily left his room. Shortly afterward, she approached a nurse and said, “I need to run some errands. Is there taxi service?”

Laughing, the nurse produced a set of car keys. “Forget calling a taxi in this town, honey. My car is yours to use until my shift ends at three this afternoon. Take my raincoat, too.”

“Thank you so much.” She had welcomed this unexpected generosity. “Kevin needs some essentials and I can’t continue dressing in a nurse uniform. I really need to do a bit of shopping.”

The nurse gave her directions to Wal-Mart, then said hesitantly, “Forgive me for getting personal, honey. But, seeing as how your stuff, including all your identification, went down with the car, how’re you fixed for cash?”

“Fortunately I had some money zipped into a pocket of my jacket,” she told the nurse, who would have been shocked at the amount of cash Kendall actually had on her. It was more than just “spending money.” She had saved a lot, anticipating a catastrophe such as this. She and Kevin could survive for a long time on what she had. “It’s wet, but spendable. I can afford to buy some things for Kevin and myself, and find us a place to stay.”

“This one-horse town only has one shabby motor court. Don’t spend your money on that. As long as you need a bed, you can stay here at the hospital.”

“That’s very kind of you.”

“Don’t mention it. Besides, when your husband recovers his memory, you’ll want to be here, day or night.” She touched Kendall’s arm consolingly. “This is a lot for you to handle all by yourself. Are you sure there’s no one you can call to help out? Family?”

“No one. We don’t have an extended family. And by the way, I want to thank you and the rest of the staff for agreeing not to mention the fatality to my husband. He’s already confused and upset. I see no reason to make matters worse.”

The deputy too had agreed that sharing that information with the amnesiac was unnecessary at this point. The officer had returned to the hospital that morning to give Kendall an update about the car. Divers had been sent down, he told her, but had not been able to locate the wreckage. Apparently it had been washed far downstream from the site of the accident.

Shaking his head with regret, he said it was anyone’s guess when and where it might turn up. “Bingham Creek runs through pure-dee wilderness for the most part. The ground is too saturated to get heavy equipment in there. Since it looks like we’re in for more rain, it’ll prob’ly be several days before it’s safe to go exploring.”

Several days.

They were without positive identification. For the time being, the wrecked car and everything inside it was lost. No one knew where they were. He had amnesia. She had time.

If she kept her cool and was very clever, she could escape with a good head start. If she failed, the consequences would be terrible. But since when had possible consequences deterred her from taking action when action was called for? She had been desperate when she moved to Prosper.

And even more desperate when she fled.

“Miss?”

Kendall shook herself alert. “I’m sorry. Did you say something?”

“’S that it?” The Wal-Mart clerk was looking at her with puzzlement. The last thing she wanted was to call his attention to the woman in the nurse’s uniform who seemed dazed and disoriented.

“Oh, yes. Thank you.”

Hastily she grabbed her purchases and moved through the checkout chute toward the exit, where shoppers, reluctant to go outside, had formed a bottleneck.

Kendall didn’t hesitate. She ducked her head and plunged into the downpour. She drove the borrowed car to the nearest filling station and purchased a local newspaper. She scanned it quickly, then went around to the side of the building to the pay phone mounted on the exterior wall.

“Hello? I’m calling about your ad in the newspaper. Have you sold the car yet?”

“So his physical injuries aren’t that serious?”

“A broken right tibia and a gash on his head. That’s it.”

Kendall had waylaid the doctor in the hospital corridor. He was wearing street clothes and enough cologne to perfume a platoon. He was obviously in a hurry to end his shift and get on with his plans for Saturday night, but Kendall had questions that had to be answered. With her steady stare demanding more information, he released a heavy sigh.

“Neither of those injuries is a day in the park, but they’re not catastrophic. If your husband stays off his leg, it should heal in six weeks or so. We’ve already had him up today, trying out the crutches. He won’t win any sprints, but he can maneuver.

“His sutures can come out in a week to ten days. His scalp will be tender for a while, and there’ll be some scarring, but nothing grotesque. He’ll still be handsome.”

“So you’ve said before,” Kendall reminded him, ignoring his sly smile. “I’m mostly concerned about the amnesia.”

“It’s not that uncommon following a blow to the head and concussion.”

“But usually all that’s lost are the few minutes leading up to the concussion and the events that immediately follow, isn’t that right?”

“Usually is a word that doesn’t apply to medicine.”

“But it’s rarer for the memory to be wiped completely clean, isn’t it?”

“Rarer, yes,” he admitted tersely.

That afternoon, she had researched amnesia in all its various forms, reading everything on the subject in the hospital’s limited library. What she had read coincided with the doctor’s assessment. Still, she wasn’t satisfied. She had to cover every possibility, no matter how improbable.

“What about anterograde amnesia?”

“Don’t borrow trouble.”

“Indulge me.”

He folded his arms over his chest and assumed a “let’s get this over with” stance.

Unfazed by his impatience, Kendall continued. “The way I understand anterograde amnesia, my husband may not be capable of storing information in his memory now. So, even if he recovers his memory of things that happened before the accident, he may not be able to recall events that occurred between the memory loss and the time of recovery. He would remember everything else, but this period of time would be blocked out.”

“Basically, your facts are correct. But, as I said, you shouldn’t worry about that until it happens. I don’t think it will.”

“But it could.”

“It could. I’d rather look on the bright side, okay?”

“Will it take another blow on the head for his memory to come back?”

“That only happens in the movies,” he quipped. “It’s usually not that dramatic. His memory may return gradually, a little at a time. Or everything may burst through at once.”

“Or it may remain lost forever.”

“That’s highly unlikely. Unless there’s a reason why your husband wants his memory permanently blotted out.” He arched his eyebrow, implying a question.

Kendall ignored his ill-concealed curiosity, but she knew she had opened up an opportunity for him to elaborate, and he couldn’t resist strutting his stuff.

“See, his subconscious could be using his head injury as a valid excuse to forget something he doesn’t want to remember, something he finds difficult or even impossible to cope with.” He gave her a penetrating look. “Is there a reason why he’d subconsciously want to be protected by amnesia?”

“Are you licensed to practice psychology, Doctor?” Her voice remained deceptively sweet, while her eyes conveyed her true opinion of the question. He flushed with indignation. “Which brings me to my next question,” she said before he could offer a comeback. “Shouldn’t we consult a specialist? Perhaps a neurologist from a larger hospital?”

“I already have.”

“Oh?” She was slightly taken aback by this news.

“I called a hospital in Atlanta,” the doctor said. “Got the staff neurologist on the phone, faxed him your husband’s charts, and described his condition and reflexes. I told him that our screening indicated no cerebral bleeding. I said that the patient shows no signs of paralysis or numbness in the extremities, no slurred speech, blurred vision, or mental incapacity—none of the symptoms that signal serious brain damage.”

He finished smugly, “The neurologist said it sounded to him like the patient had taken a knock on the noggin that blew a fuse in his memory box. His prognosis matched mine to the letter.”

Kendall was relieved to hear it. She intended to turn his amnesia to her advantage, but she didn’t wish him permanent brain damage.

As to when he would recover his memory, that was still a giant question mark. It could be at any moment, or it could be a year from now. How much time did she have?

She must presume that it was limited and act accordingly.

She smiled at the doctor. “Thank you for taking the time to answer my questions. I’m sorry I detained you. Hot date tonight?”

Now that she had learned what she needed to know, she wanted to distract him. The best way to do that was to appeal to his ego and turn the subject to him. It was a tactic she often used on jurors to divert their attention from evidence damaging to her client.

“Dinner and dancing at the Elk’s Lodge,” he replied.

“Sounds like fun. Don’t let me keep you any longer.”

He said good night and headed toward the main exit at the front of the building. Kendall waited until he was out of sight before she slipped into the patient’s room. She hesitated just inside the door.

Above the bed was a dim night-light, the metal tent directing the light away from his face and onto the ceiling. She couldn’t tell that his eyes were open, so it startled her when he spoke.

“I’m awake, and I’d like to talk to you.”


Chapter Three

THE SOLES OF HER NEW SNEAKERS SQUEAKED ON the vinyl tiles as she approached his bed. He lay perfectly still, silent and watchful, tracking her with his eyes.

“I thought you were asleep,” she said. “Kevin’s sleeping, so I thought I’d use this time to check on you. They told me you ate some soft food for supper. An appetite is an encouraging sign, isn’t it?” She raised her arms to her sides and executed a neat pirouette. “Like my new outfit? Stunning, isn’t it? It’s all the rage.”

When he failed to respond to her bright prattle, she dropped her arms and her phony grin. In his position, she would resent anyone trying to placate her with banalities and lame jokes. He was in pain, humbled by being helpless and dependent. He was probably a little afraid—afraid that he would never regain his memory, afraid of what he would learn about himself if he did.

“I’m sorry this happened to you,” she said sincerely. “It must be absolutely terrifying not to remember who you are or where you came from, what you’re about, what you do, what you think and feel.” She paused for emphasis. “But it will come back.”

He raised his hand to his forehead and pressed his thumb against one temple, his middle finger against the other, as though to squeeze information from his cranium. “I can’t remember a damn thing. Nothing.” He lowered his hand and looked at her bleakly. “Where exactly are we?”

“The town’s called Stephensville. It’s in Georgia.”

He repeated the names, as though trying them out on his memory. “Do we live in Georgia?”

She shook her head. “We were traveling through on our way to South Carolina.”

“I was driving,” he said. “To avoid hitting a felled tree blocking the road, I must’ve overcompensated. The road was slick. Our car swerved, plunged down into a deep ravine, crashed into a tree, then was lost in a flooded creek.”

Kendall’s mouth went dry. “You remember all that?”

“No, I don’t remember. Those are the facts the sheriff told me.”

“Sheriff?”

He was quick to catch the alarm in her voice and looked at her quizzically. “That’s right. A deputy. He came by earlier today, introduced himself, and asked me some questions.”

“Why?”

“I guess he wanted answers.”

“I gave him answers.”

After a long silence, during which he gazed at her thoughtfully, he said softly, “Apparently he thought you were lying.”

“I’m not!”

“Christ.” Grimacing in pain, he again raised his hand to his head.

Kendall was instantly contrite. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to shout. Are you in pain? Should I call the nurse?”

“No.” He closed his eyes tightly and gave a deep sigh. “I’ll be all right.”

Feeling bad about her thoughtless outburst and wanting to make amends, Kendall refilled his water glass from the sweating plastic carafe. She
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