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      Curious about her birth mother, Jenna Caldwell leaves Chicago and sets off to find the woman who gave her up for adoption. But her life is turned upside down one fateful night. After surviving an automobile accident, which leaves one woman dead, Jenna realizes her life has been stripped away. She’s trapped in the body of another woman.

      Jack Bolinger finds it hard to believe his wife doesn’t remember him, their daughter, or their rocky marriage. He finds it even harder to believe he’s falling in love with this woman. But something is different about her since the accident, which left her with amnesia, or so he thinks. In fact, he swears she isn’t the same person at all. However, when he suspects that prior to the accident she may have hired someone to kill him, he soon realizes the mistake he’s made by trusting her.

      Jenna must try to stop a vicious killer from harming Jack. At the same time she must try to prove her love for her newfound husband, along with proving her innocence. Starting over with so many lies standing between them, and a killer on the loose, could be the biggest challenge of their lives. But these two people have no choice but to forget about their pasts and let love save them.
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      Want to know when I release a new book?  Signup for my newsletter.
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      For my nieces – Amy Chirumbolo and Paige Druckenbrod, Whitney and Taylor Styduhar— Our family would not be complete without you.  Each of you has a special place in my heart.
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      Divorce was an ugly word.  Something Jack Bolinger swore, once he married, would never happen to him.

      “Jack, are you sure you want to do this?”

      “Yes, I’m sure.”  There was no hesitation in his statement.  In fact, Jack had never been more certain of anything in his life.  He looked into the eyes of his best friend and attorney, Sam Hewitt.  As Jack sat down in the rattan chair across the desk from Sam, he sucked in a long breath before slowly letting it out.

      For years, he’d promised himself he would not end up like his parents.  They had split after twenty years of marriage and two sons.  Jack was sixteen and his brother Garret only twelve when they went to live with their father.  It had sucked—being in the middle of his parents’ name calling and manipulations.  And he never wanted to do that to his own kid.  Yet Jack had reached the point where he no longer had a choice.  He couldn’t pretend to be happily married any longer.

      Sam shook his head and sighed.  He ran a hand through his dark blond hair before scrubbing it over his face.  “Paige isn’t going to let you take her daughter from her.  Not without a fight.”

      “Madison is my daughter too.  As far as I’m concerned, Paige isn’t fit to be her mother.”

      “This isn’t the dark ages, you know.  Committing adultery doesn’t constitute her as unfit to raise a six-year-old.  It’s going to get messy.”

      Jack narrowed his gaze.  “Whose side are you on, Sam?”

      “I’m on your side.  You know that.  But you’re not exactly being rational here.”  Sam steepled his fingers together, then placed his hands flat on the glass topped desk.  “Listen, I know how you feel, but you’re never going to convince a judge that Paige is unfit.”

      Jack’s anger rose as he pushed himself to his feet and loomed over the desk.  “You don’t know anything about the way I feel.  I walked in on them, remember?  It was like she wanted me to know about the affair.  Wanted to hurt me deliberately.  What if that had been Madison who opened that bedroom door?”  He sucked in a gulp of air.  “Tell me you wouldn’t want to take your kids away from Lisa if she’d done what Paige did.”  The way his father had taken him and Garret away from their mother after finding out she had been sleeping with another man.

      Sam looked up at Jack while keeping his features deceptively repressed.  His jaw clenched, but he didn’t say anything.

      Though he was annoyed with Sam’s cool appraisal, Jack sat down and fought hard to keep his composure.

      He took in the new décor of Sam’s office.  The updated digs looked more like a page in a Pottery Barn catalog than a successful legal office.  Lots of rattan chairs, bright colored cushions and shelves filled with jars, bottles and knickknacks alongside dozens of law books.  Lisa’s doing, no doubt.

      Jack let out a long breath.  “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.  Lisa would never cheat on you.”

      “Nor would I cheat on her,” Sam said with an accusing look.

      “I never cheated, Sam.  When I met Alicia I had already broken it off with Paige.”  He’d only been dating Alicia Stevenson for a few weeks when Paige showed up on his doorstop announcing she was pregnant with his child.  He’d decided to do the right thing by marrying her, had felt certain they could make it work.  “Besides, that was a long time ago.  Since then there was only one night that got a little out of hand, but we stopped before things went too far.  And in spite of Paige’s recent accusations, Alicia and I are just friends.  I’ve been a good husband to Paige ever since we’ve been married.”

      “I happen to disagree.  Jack, you’re a good father, but you’re a lousy husband.”

      Jack started to open his mouth in defense, but Sam raised a hand to still him.  “I’m sorry.  You’re my best friend, and I know you tried really hard in the beginning, but because of your resentments toward Paige, I have to admit you’ve neglected her.”

      Jack bit back a laugh.  “Neglected her?  I built her a million-dollar house in the suburbs and a house worth twice that in Palm Beach.  She belongs to the country club where she plays tennis, swims and lollygags around all day while I’m at work.  She travels all over the world, has no less than fifty pairs of shoes in her closet at one time, and buys all the latest designer fashions she chooses.  Yeah, I’ve been real neglectful,” he said without masking the sarcasm.  “Most women would do anything to have her life.”

      “Maybe she wants something more.”

      His voice escalated.  “What the hell more could she want?”

      “Maybe she wants you.”

      Jack stared at Sam like he was crazy, and then shook his head to clear it.  He replayed Sam’s words in his head.  Maybe she wants you.  It was too late for that.

      Yes, he’d thought he had fallen in love with Paige when they had first married.  The chemistry had been strong, the sex good.  She’d seemed happy.  Then once she gave birth to their daughter, she’d changed.  And Jack realized it had all been a facade.  Motherhood seemed to get in her way as much as Jack did.

      He’d wanted to make it work in spite of slowly falling out of love with her over the years, but no matter what he did to try to hold the marriage together, she always found fault with him.  He had to be honest.  He didn’t love her, didn’t trust her, and most of the time he didn’t even like her all that much.  She was selfish, conceited and rude.  As soon as she’d get back from one trip, she’d start planning the next one.  Paige was never content or satisfied.  Although he knew she loved their daughter, she rarely made time for her.  And as much as Paige swore she loved Jack, he didn’t believe it for a minute.  It was all about the lifestyle.  The money.  Putting on a show.  But not love.

      “It’s over, Sam.  I don’t love Paige anymore.  I haven’t loved her in a long time, and I could never love her again after what she’s done.  Draw up the papers.”  With that, Jack got to his feet and let himself out of Sam’s colorful office.
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      Jenna Caldwell flew into the parking lot of Daphne’s Day Spa and Salon and threw her ten-year-old VW Beetle into Park.  In her three-inch heels she raced toward the side door, managing to dodge a pothole along the way, and trotted up the three stairs.

      She’d no sooner opened the door marked Employee Entrance when the manager blocked her way with his beanpole body.  “You’re late.  Again,” he finished in a loud huff, crossing his scrawny tattooed arms in front of him.  An assault of aromas hit her in the face at once.  Perm solution, hair products, formaldehyde and nail lacquers.

      “I know, Lamar, and I’m so sorry.”  Jenna gave the man an innocent look, batted her lashes even though she knew he was gay.  “It won’t happen again.”

      “You said the same thing last Tuesday.  Charlotte Hopkins said if you can’t be on time she is going to start asking for someone else to do her haircuts and bikini waxes.”

      Jenna didn’t bother to make excuses.  Lamar had a point.  She’d been moonlighting three nights a week as a bartender the past year, which meant by the time the doors closed and she cleaned up the bar, she’d be lucky to get home by three am.  She’d prefer to work a later shift at the salon, but her clientele list, which had grown considerably over the years, wouldn’t allow for that.  So if one of her patrons needed an early morning appointment, how could she refuse?  Besides, she needed the money and Charlotte Hopkins tipped well.

      “I’ll make it up to her.  I’ll wax her eyebrows for free.”  She squeezed by the angry manager and headed for the locker room.

      Behind her she heard Lamar say, “This is the last time.  I’m not covering for you anymore.  If Daphne finds out . . . well she’d better never find out, or we’ll both be out of jobs.”

      Lucky for Jenna, the owner of the shop, Daphne Nicopolas, traveled most of the time, leaving the spa to Lamar to run.  Daphne had strict policies and expected her employees to toe the line.  Lamar was constantly frazzled, always trying for perfection and didn’t need Jenna being late to add to his stress.  She turned, hurried back to the multi-colored-spiky-haired man and gave him a quick hug.  “I promise I’ll be on time from now on.  And lunch is on me today.”

      “You still owe me a lunch from last week when you were late.”

      She cringed at his comment, pretending not to hear, as she raced once again toward the locker room.  Was Lamar right?  Maybe so, but she certainly didn’t have time to argue with him about it now.  After dumping her Gucci knock-off bag in her locker, trading her heels for flats and grabbing her apron, she headed upstairs to the waxing room.

      Her client lay on the table, wearing a scowl on her face, her naked body draped in a bright pink sheet.  The woman was rail thin with dark hair cropped too close to her scalp.  The cut made her look masculine, yet even with Jenna’s hints she should grow it out, Charlotte refused.  She claimed the style was easy to manage for a professional woman.

      “Good morning, Charlotte.  I’m sorry I’m late.”  Jenna began stirring the wax in the heated pot, testing it with her finger.  Ouch!  She adjusted the temperature a bit.

      “Why do you let me make appointments for eight in the morning if you’re not going to show up until twenty after?” the woman complained.  “I am a professional person and I, unlike you, have a career I care about.”  Charlotte was close to Jenna’s age, twenty-nine, give or take a year.  She was a junior associate at a prominent Chicago law firm which had a no-tardy policy, according to Charlotte.

      “I am so sorry.  How about I wax your eyebrows for free to make up for my tardiness?”

      “You know I like my brows tweezed.”  Charlotte waggled a finger at her.  “Remember the last time I let you talk me into waxing them?  I walked out of here looking like Attila the Hun.”

      Yes, now that she mentioned it, Jenna remembered the reaction Charlotte had and how red and swollen her brows had been.  The puffiness had lasted for days, making her eyes look like tiny slits, according to Charlotte.

      “Okay, then how about I refuse to take a tip today?  Does that sound fair?”  Daphne paid Jenna and the rest of the technicians a percentage of each service plus they got to keep all tips.

      “What about half price and no tip?”

      Jenna frowned and turned toward the table with the wax pot.  That seemed a bit extreme to her, but what choice did she have?  “Fine,” she agreed, knowing full well Lamar was not going to be happy about it.  “And, just so you know, I care about my career too.”

      “Seriously,” Charlotte answered with a tsk sound, moving her head back and forth on the pillow.  “You could have fooled me.”  The woman let out a sigh while picking at a thread on the sheet.  “And make sure you get all my butt curls.  You missed a few the last time.”

      Was she for real?  Rolling her eyes, Jenna picked up the spreader full of gooey hot wax from the pot, and made her way back to Charlotte.  She inched back the sheet to expose the woman’s bikini area and touched the spreader to her—

      “Omigod!  That is scalding hot!”

      “Don’t be a baby, Charlotte,” Jenna said with great satisfaction.  “You know what they say.  No gain without pain.”

      Jenna had been serious when she said she cared about her career.  She really needed this job.  The real estate market had tanked right before the death of her parents, and her parents’ home was now worth less than what was owed on it.  Her savings was just about depleted, trying to keep up with the payments on the place she lived as a child and the condo she had bought—with her parents help—a few years back.  Thus the reason for working the second job as a bartender.  It was killing her, but she was determined to hang on to both places until the market turned around.

      She had just about finished the wax job when Erica Scott, the nail tech, tapped lightly on the door and opened it.  “Jenna, you have a phone call.”

      “Can’t you have Karen take it?  She has the schedule book.”

      “Um, it’s not a client.  Karen said it’s a personal call,” Erica whispered, nervously twisting her hands together.

      Jenna scrunched her brows at the perky blonde.  Daphne did not permit personal phone calls unless they were urgent.  “Who would be calling me here?”

      Erica took a step closer.  “That private investigator you hired.  He said it was important.”  She raised her shapely brows.  “Maybe he found her.”

      Instead of feeling hopeful, Jenna stood there with her knees locked.  The detective may have found her, Erica had said.  Could it be true?  Part of her wanted it to be true.  The other part of her was scared silly.

      “Go on,” Erica said, giving Jenna a nudge toward the door.  “Go see what he has to say.  I’ll take over here.”

      Jenna sucked in a long breath, handed Erica the plastic spreader and headed toward the door.

      Charlotte lifted her head from the small pillow and speared Jenna with an unhappy look.  “Hey, you can’t just leave me here.  I’ll be late for work.”

      “I’m sorry, Charlotte.  I really have to take this call.  Erica is going to finish you up.”

      “But what about my butt curls?  I don’t want strangers poking at me.”  She made her eyes go wide, and then looked at the blonde standing at the end of the rollaway bed.  “No offense.”

      “None taken,” Erica said in a flippant tone.  She turned away from the client and gave

      Jenna a grimacing look.

      “Butt curls?” Erica mumbled so only Jenna could hear.  “Gross.”

      Ignoring Erica and Charlotte, Jenna walked hurriedly on shaky legs, down the stairs and out front into the reception area.

      “He’s on line two, Jenna,” Karen Devonshire said, handing over the cordless phone.  Karen was Daphne’s receptionist.

      Jenna brought the receiver to her ear.  “Hello?”

      “Miss Caldwell.  Finally.”  Riley Walker’s gruff voice didn’t match his meek manner.

      “Mr. Walker, what is it?” she asked, trying to mask her anxiousness.  She’d hired the man more than eight months ago.  He usually checked in with her every few weeks.  But he’d never called her at work.  He’d always called her cell.  Then again, she’d forgotten to charge the thing last night and discovered it was dead this morning.  Maybe he’d tried the cell first.

      “I found her!”

      Jenna stood there, stunned, letting his words sink in.  She’d told herself just last month she was wasting her money, money she could not afford to waste, and Riley Walker’s time.  But now . . .

      “Did you hear me?  I said I found her!  I found Eva Currie, your birth mother.”

      Staring back at Karen’s blue gaze, Jenna was stunned as she spoke into the receiver.  “Are you sure?”

      “I’m almost positive.  However, since I promised you I wouldn’t approach her, we won’t know for sure until you question her.”

      Jenna struggled with her thoughts.  “So, she’s alive, and well?”

      “Yes.  In Ohio.  Living in a place called Ashton Falls.”

      “Ashton Falls,” she repeated.  “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “It’s a small town between Akron and Cleveland.  She’s working as a live-in housekeeper for a family by the name of Bolinger.  The Bolingers are pretty important people around there.  Ever hear of Bolinger’s Emporium?”

      “Yes.”  She recognized the name of the trendy boutique that was popular in Chicago, where she lived, as well as all the major cities across the country.  Not that she could afford to shop there.  The one and only time she’d visited the shop to check the price tag on a blouse in the display window, she’d been outraged.  The darn thing cost more than she made in a week, tips included.  Who in their right mind would pay that much for a blouse?  Someone like Charlotte Hopkins, probably.

      “So, when do you want to meet her?”

      “I . . .” she paused, frustrated, seeing Lamar zooming in on her while he chatted with a frizzy haired woman badly in need of a trim.  With a finger he made a slice across his throat, which she knew was his signal to get off the phone.  “Mr. Riley, this isn’t a good time for me to plan a trip.  I don’t have any vacation time left until after the first of the year.”  Which was four months away.  But could she really wait that long?  It would be agonizing for sure.

      Karen dug an elbow into Jenna’s side.

      Jenna looked up from the counter to see Karen and Max Wittman, one of the stylists, staring at her.  “Go,” they mouthed.

      Jenna studied her friends.  Were they serious?  Karen had obviously told Max the impending news.

      Max smiled and scratched his shaved head.  “You have to go.  You’re crazy if you don’t find out once and for all.”

      “Mr. Walker, can I call you back later?  I have to think about this.”

      Once Jenna hung up, she faced Karen and Max with trembling hands.  “Do you really think I should go?  I mean, now?  Lamar will probably fire me—”

      Karen grabbed Jenna’s hands and squeezed them.  “Screw Lamar!  Jenna, you need to do this.”

      Max touched Jenna briefly on the arm.  “Promise you’ll at least consider it.”

      Jenna nodded, although she was still unsure about rescheduling her clients.  Or was that just an excuse because she was afraid of meeting her birth mother?  What if the woman didn’t want to see the daughter she gave up for adoption twenty-nine years ago?  What if she now had a husband and family and didn’t want them to know she’d given up a child?  What if she was truly glad to be rid of Jenna and didn’t want to be reminded of the past?

      Jenna supposed she could stand there what-iffing all day, but it wouldn’t get her anywhere.  After her parents were killed in an automobile accident last year, Jenna had gone through their personal things before putting the house on the market.  That was when she had come across the adoption papers and a copy of a birth certificate.  She had born Jennifer Rose Currie.  Mother, Eva Currie.  Father, unknown.

      Frank and Pat Caldwell had never told Jenna she was adopted, but maybe they’d had a very good reason.  With her dark brown hair and chocolate eyes, she’d looked nothing like her blond-haired, blue-eyed parents.  Jenna had joked several times that she must be the milkman’s child.  They’d always laughed when she made that comment, but had never even so much as hinted as to why.

      Losing them had been extremely painful, and no one could ever replace them.  She was her father’s daughter—she could bluff her way through a poker game with the best of them, loved to play football and soccer, and had once entered a hot dog eating contest to compete with her dad, although she was no match for him.  Appalled, Jenna’s mother insisted she was too much of a tomboy, which was why she had encouraged her daughter to take an interest in cosmetology.  It will bring out your feminine side, Pat Caldwell had promised.

      Jenna would always think of them as Mom and Dad, though their betrayal stung.  Even so, she had to know about her birth mother.  The adoption papers had been eating at her insides for months, until she’d finally made up her mind to find Eva Currie.  She’d tried searching the internet, but no one with that name popped up.  Karen was the one who had suggested she might have better luck if she hired a private investigator.

      Jenna looked up at Karen, and then met Max’s gaze.  Squaring her shoulders and straightening her posture, she asked, “Do you think Lamar will let me use my three sick days?”
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      “You’re not going to get away with this, Jack.”  Paige stood in the foyer of their home, tears streaming down her cheeks.  Her designer suitcases were packed, the bags sitting at her feet.  “You can’t just throw me out of my own home.”

      “According to the pre-nup you signed, I can.”  Jack sighed.  “And it’s not like I’m tossing you out on the street.  I made you a reservation at the hotel.  You can stay there until you find something suitable of your own.”

      “Madison needs me,” she argued.  “What are you going to tell her when she wakes up tomorrow morning and I’m not here?”

      “That you’re on another trip.”  Jack said the words without compassion though seeing Paige’s tears, and knowing they were real, tore him up inside.  But it wasn’t Paige’s feelings he cared about as much as his daughter’s.  He did not want to hurt Madison.  “We’ll decide how to tell her about the divorce later, but right now I cannot live in the same house with you.”  He believed Paige loved their daughter, in spite of everything.  Yet he could not give in to her, not this time.

      Madison hated it when Paige traveled.  A disruption in her schedule was always upsetting to her.  Even so, Paige still managed to get in a trip at least once a month.  She tried to convince Madison and Jack it was good for children to be separated from their mothers so they could learn independence.

      What a bunch of crap!  Jack knew it was Paige’s way of making excuses for her selfishness.  She grew bored easily and used her trips to break the motherhood routine, claiming her getaways always helped cleanse her soul so she could be a better wife and mother when she returned.

      She would buy their daughter some special trinket and insist she had missed her baby terribly while she was away.  Seeing her hug and kiss Madison upon her return always had Jack wondering if that weren’t the real truth.  How could a mother not love her child?  Not miss her while she was away?

      But as far as being a better wife once she returned—Jack knew it was all fake.  Oh, she insisted she loved being married to him.  But she didn’t love him any more than he loved her.  Neither had been willing to have their six-year-old on a part time basis so there had been no talk about divorce.  Until three weeks ago when Jack had walked in on Paige and her lover.

      And yet, if he let Paige take Madison, he would be the one to wake up without his daughter to greet him in the mornings.  Jack wasn’t going to let that happen.  He loved his little girl.  And he couldn’t let her go.  Deep down he knew he was the better parent as well.

      In spite of what Sam had said in his office yesterday, Jack wasn’t convinced he was the one who had destroyed their marriage.  He wasn’t a lousy husband.  Okay, so maybe he worked long hours, but that was no reason for Paige to do what she’d done.  If he let Madison go with her mother, Paige would whisk her away to another city, another state, maybe even another country, just to spite him.  No, Madison was staying with him.

      “Jack, please,” Paige begged, brushing a strand of long red hair from her tear-soaked face.  “She’s all I’ve got.”  Her green eyes glittered with moisture.

      He’d once thought her the most irresistibly sexy woman he’d ever seen.  But the passion had quickly faded once he’d gotten to know her.  The only good thing to come out of their meeting was Madison, and he was not about to give her up without a damn good fight.

      “I asked you to move out weeks ago.  You could have been settled somewhere by now and avoided all this drama.”  Moving past his wife, he opened the front door.

      Outside the rain puddled on the porch, and a dense fog lingered far into the cool autumn night.  “You can see Madison anytime you want, as long as you call first and I’m here to supervise.”

      “Supervise?  You bastard!”  Raising her arm, she slapped him hard across the face, but Jack did nothing but glare at her.  “You won’t get away this.”

      “I’m not trying to be cruel, Paige.  I want to do what is best for Madison.  This is her home.  She has a routine with Eva every day.  She’s used to you being gone for long spans so it will be best this way.”

      “I’ll fight you in court.”

      “You can try, but I have some pretty influential friends in the right places.”

      “Who?  Sam Hewitt?  Give me a break.  He’s nothing but a second rate lawyer.  Lisa leads him around by his balls.  Do you really think he has what it takes to stand up against me?”  Paige gave him a heated look.  “I know people too, Jack.  People who can hurt you, people who will make you pay for what you’re doing to me.”

      “Who?  My cousins?  My brother?”

      Without bothering to confirm his suspicions, she marched past him and out onto the wet porch.  “I’ll send someone for my bags.”

      But suddenly she stopped and turned to face him, and the tears came once again.  “Oh, Jack,” she moaned, “can’t you try to forgive me?  I just wanted to be loved.  And you weren’t around.  I thought if I made you jealous . . .”

      So she had set it up for him to walk in on her.  She’d wanted to make him jealous.  Jack only shook his head and stared at her with contempt.  “Good-bye, Paige,” he said and shut the door.
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      Paige would show him.  She’d take Jack’s precious Mercedes roadster.  He’d paid a fortune for it and had only had the car a few months.  It seemed to be his pride and joy, next to Madison, of course.  Her husband didn’t care about his wife at all.  And he’d called her the materialistic one.  The bastard.

      After starting the engine, she reached inside her purse for a tissue and dabbed at her eyes.  She was never going to agree to a divorce, no matter what.  She would find a way to change his mind, somehow.  She hadn’t struggled all those years to create the perfect life only to have everything ripped away from her.  She’d only signed that stupid pre-nup because she’d truly believed they would be married forever.

      She’d rather be dead than dirt poor.  She and her brother Ricky had grown up with only a father.  Dirk Johnson, a poor excuse for a man if she’d ever seen one.  A drunk, who didn’t seem to mind living in squalor and who some days hadn’t remembered he’d had kids to feed.  Their mother had taken off when Paige was no more than a baby and Ricky barely four.  Left the three of them behind to fend for themselves in that ratty old trailer park in southern Illinois.  Ricky had moved out as soon as he’d gotten his driver’s license and had saved enough money working at the local gas station to buy a junker.

      So naturally, motherhood was not Paige’s strong suit.  Although she’d had to take care of herself as a child, she had always wondered what it might have been like to have a normal family.  A mother to cook, clean and care for her and Ricky.  Someone to braid her hair, tuck her in at night and maybe read her a story.  Okay, so maybe she didn’t deserve a mother of the year award, but how was she supposed to be a good mother when no one had ever taught her?  Besides, Eva was much better with Madison than Paige would ever be.

      She sobbed again and blew her nose into the tissue.  She put the Mercedes into gear, drove out of the circular drive and onto the road.  Jack had never found out about her past.  Paige had made up the fake one she’d wanted him to believe.  Her parents were both killed in a plane crash when she was thirteen.  So sad.  She’d gone to live with an aunt, in Switzerland, but had grown bored and returned to the states at eighteen.  She’d graduated from Northwestern University where she had majored in French, but had mostly studied abroad.  Not much she could do with her degree, which was why she was bartending when she had met Jack.  And the lies had continued.

      She’d studied French all right, not at a university, but with a computer program she’d picked up at a local retailer.  She’d also studied the latest fashion magazines and had become familiar with all the designer labels.  As a bartender in a swank Chicago hotel, she’d met hundreds of people who had traveled all over the world.  She’d listened and learned about the places they had visited and started incorporating their tales into her fake past life.

      When she’d first met Jack she had found him to be a tad arrogant, but that hadn’t stopped her from making a play for him.  In fact, his arrogance had made her want him even more.  She’d heard he and his family owned a chain of boutiques across the country.  The man was filthy rich and single, and Paige had been determined to do whatever it took to marry him and live the good life for real.  No more pretending.

      She’d never wanted a child, but Jack didn’t seem to be falling for her the way she had assumed he would.  They’d gone on several dates, he’d treated her nicely, hadn’t seemed to mind she’d been the one to make the sexual advances especially after she’d sworn she’d never gone down on any man before him.  The fool had actually believed her.  It had seemed so easy and yet he had announced he planned to leave Chicago soon and return to the Cleveland area.  He was going to break things off with her.  But Paige couldn’t let him go.  She’d quickly ditched her birth control pills, and did everything possible to make sure she got pregnant before he left town.  She’d gotten lucky.

      He didn’t seem like the type of man who would turn his back on a woman carrying his child, and bingo!  She’d been right.

      They’d been happy together at first, but less than a year later he’d lost interest in her.  She wasn’t a fool.  She could tell he had met someone, although he had denied it.  She had started to fear he had only married her because she was pregnant.  Over the years, they had continued to drift apart, and no matter how hard she’d tried, she could not revive the spark their marriage had once had.  She hadn’t planned on cheating on Jack, but come on.  When your husband says he is too tired to have sex with you because of his long work day, what was a woman to do?

      Besides, he didn’t love her.  Had probably never loved her.  And a part of her hated him for that.  A part of her wanted him dead for trying to ruin her perfect life.  She’d dropped a few hints to some men she thought would agree with her that Jack should be punished, but they had looked at her like she was crazy.  None were interested in killing a man and possibly going to jail, and yet as much as Paige wanted him to suffer, she had realized she couldn’t kill him either.  He was Madison’s father after all, and if she were being honest, Paige still loved the bastard.
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      Jenna had thought about calling first, but had lost her nerve.  No, it was better to simply face her mother head-on.  As she drove through the smothering foggy night, she thought about what she would say once she came face to face with Eva Currie.

      “Hi.  I’m your daughter.  The one you gave away twenty-nine years ago.”

      “Hi.  Maybe you remember me?”

      “Hi.  My name is Jenna Caldwell.  Do I look familiar to you?”

      She sighed with frustration.  None seemed appropriate.  Not that she planned on meeting her mother tonight.  It was too late.  By the time Jenna had packed and gotten on the road, it was already dark.

      Now, at ten o’clock at night, she was not about to go knocking on Eva’s door.  But that didn’t mean she couldn’t at least drive past the Bolinger house where her possible birth mother apparently worked and lived.

      She got off the highway and followed the directions Riley Walker had given her.  Before her last turn, her cell phone rang, giving her a jolt.  She’d been concentrating on her driving as it was difficult to see.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey.”  Mark Lowery’s voice came through nice and clear.

      “Hey,” she answered.

      “Are you there yet?”

      “No.  A few more miles, but I’ve decided to wait until morning to meet her anyway.”

      “That’s probably a good idea.”  He paused for a moment.  “Jenna, about the other night, I’m sorry I pressured you the way I did.”

      Ever since her parents died last year, Mark had been begging her to marry him.  But Jenna wasn’t ready to commit to such a big thing, or was it Mark who wasn’t ready but thought he was?  She liked Mark.  He was a great guy.  But their relationship seemed more like a friendship lately, at least to her.  The spark she once felt for him had fizzled.  Mark was immature and cared more about his band and hanging out with his friends than planning a future with her.

      “I know you want to have a passel of kids,” he said, “but I just don’t know how I feel about that right now.  I’m not saying I never want them, but for a while I’d like it to be just you and me.  Can you please try to understand?”

      She’d grown up an only child, and had always wondered what it would have been like to have brothers and sisters.  Now that her parents were gone, she was lonelier than ever.  “I understand, Mark.  Really, I do.  But I also think that until you know exactly what you want, there’s no reason for us to get married.  You’re still traveling with the band, and I need to sell my parents’ house.  Neither of us is financially ready to get married right now.  In fact, like I mentioned that night, I think it would be a good idea for us to take a little break.”

      “Everybody knows what taking a little break means, Jenna.  It means you’re trying to end the relationship and you think this is the way to ease into it.”  She heard a loud sigh from his end.  “You’re angry, aren’t you?  That’s why you wouldn’t wait a week or so until I could go with you to meet your mother.  I told you my band isn’t playing next weekend.  You could have waited until then.”

      Whatever was her initial reaction, but she didn’t say it aloud.  Instead, she rolled her eyes.  “Mark, I want to meet Eva alone.  I shouldn’t have to explain.”

      “You’re right,” he agreed.  She heard the disappointment in his voice.  “Just tell me you still love me.”

      Jenna didn’t answer.  Mark was so insecure.  She constantly had to reassure him of her love.  And frankly, she was tired of it.  In fact, she was no longer sure she loved him.  Cared about him, yes.  But love?  “Look, Mark, I have to hang up now.  The fog is so thick I’m having trouble seeing the road.”

      “But. . .”

      “I’ll call you tomorrow.”  She hit the disconnect button and tossed the cell phone on the passenger seat.

      Through the rain-covered windshield and the swish-swish of the wiper blades, she still managed to recognize the sign she was looking for, and took the turn marked “Private Road.”   This was it.  The street her mother lived on.

      Once on the private road, Jenna made her way toward the Bolinger house, her stomach in knots although she kept reminding herself she was only going to drive by.  Nothing to be concerned about until tomorrow.

      Equestrian estates lined the long road.  The smell of horses permeated the air even through the closed windows of her car.  Each estate was huge, maybe ten or more acres apiece.  She’d seen four or five so far.  Even in the foggy night she recognized snob appeal in the exclusive area.  The people who lived on this street may not appreciate strangers driving on their “private” road.  “Oh well. Bite me.”

      Jenna’s VW started to pull to the right on the slippery asphalt.  She slowed down and sat forward, her gaze fixated straight ahead at the wet pavement as she tried to keep her car on the road.  She had just gotten control of her vehicle when a deer ventured out into Jenna’s path and stopped as if trapped by her headlights.  Instinctively, she slammed on the brakes.  Her car spun around in a half circle before straightening out.  But now her VW was pointed directly at the deer.

      It was like the car had a mind of its own.  A scream escaped her throat as she tipped the steering wheel in the opposite direction so she didn’t injure the poor animal.  A moment later her car slid off the road and into a ditch, jostling her purse and cell to the floor.

      Jenna glared at the deer as it trotted off as if nothing had happened.  Grabbing the door handle she heaved the door open, and stepped out into the rain.  “Holy Hanna!”  Her right front tire was planted firmly in the ditch, and she knew she wasn’t going anywhere without a tow truck.

      Headlights coming from the opposite direction practically blinded her.  Jenna reached inside the car, flashed her own bright lights, then a second time, trying to make sure the driver saw her car.  She waved her hands in desperation, hoping whoever was behind the wheel of the other car would stop to help her.  But it didn’t look as if the driver was making any attempt to slow down, let alone stop.  Maybe the person couldn’t see her.  Jenna moved toward the center of the road and continued to flail her arms in the air.
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      Paige could barely see.  Between the fog, rain and glare of the windshield, not to mention her teary eyes, it was downright impossible.  She tried to slow down, but the brakes did not seem to be working.  Panic set in as she saw car lights several hundred yards away.  The lights blinked at her, practically blinding her.  What was she going to do if the car wouldn’t stop?

      And then a blurred figure came out of nowhere and stood in the middle of the road. Probably a deer or some other large animal.  Paige tried to turn the wheel but the car had a mind of its own.  It gained speed and felt as if it were gliding along, aiming for the center line.  She screamed and braced herself for the impact.
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      It all happened so suddenly, Jenna never had a chance to react.  The car seemed to be hydroplaning.  The headlights were upon her and there was nowhere for her to go.  She heard a sickening thud, endured the dull pain, as the stranger’s car plowed into her.  Next was the sound of metal scraping metal as the car smashed into her VW and did a complete turnaround.  Jenna was helpless as she hurtled through the air and tumbled to the cold, wet ground.  The breath whooshed from her lungs, and then everything went black.
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      Even in Paige’s dazed state, she somehow found the strength to bat at the air bag in front of her.  She had to get out of the car.  What if the gas tank exploded?  But it hurt to breathe.  Maybe she’d broken a rib.  Fumbling with the seat belt, she managed to unbuckle it.  And then something wet trickled down her nose.  She pressed her fingers to it, feeling the warm, sticky liquid.  Blood.  “Oh, please don’t let my nose be broken,” she wailed, while trying to access the damage to her face in the rearview mirror.

      “I’ll probably have bruises by tomorrow.”  And then she remembered the animal she’d hit.  She glanced around in a panic, trying to get her bearings.  The fog, the rain, the dark street.  Where was the darn thing?  Had Paige killed it?

      Opening the car door, she slid off the seat and stepped onto the wet pavement.  Ignoring the pain in her left knee and ankle she limped around to the other side of the car.  Spotting something near the ditch on the opposite side of the road, Paige hobbled toward it and nearly fainted from shock.  She dropped to her knees beside the bloody, disheveled woman.  “Oh, God, I am so sorry.  I couldn’t stop.  My car wouldn’t stop.  The brakes weren’t working.”

      No response.  Paige started to cry, ignoring the icy cold rain.  “I’m a murderer!  How am I going to explain this to Jack?”

      Without thinking, she’d taken Jack’s car, hoping it would piss him off.  “Oh, my God,” she whined to no one in particular.  “I could have died!  What if Madison had been in that car?”

      Paige swiped at the mixture of tears, blood and rain on her face just as she heard the other woman moan.  She grew excited, believing there was hope the woman wouldn’t die.  She gently touched the limp looking forearm closest to her and squeezed it.  “You’re alive.  We’re both alive.  What’s your name?”

      The woman spoke in a shallow breath.  “Jenna,” she said, peering up at Paige with a helpless look.

      “Jenna, you’re going to be okay.  Help is on the way,” she lied, after just realizing she hadn’t called 911.  Her phone was in her purse back inside the Mercedes.  “I’ll be right back.”

      “Don’t leave me,” Jenna begged.  She wiggled her fingers as if reaching for Paige’s hand.

      “I’m here.  I won’t leave you.”  Paige grabbed the woman’s hand and squeezed it gently.  She tried to imagine what Jenna might look like without the blood on her face and clothes.  She looked to be about Paige’s age—thirty-two, or perhaps a few years younger.  Her hair was dark brown, maybe black—it was difficult to tell.  Paige swiped a chunk of wet hair from the woman’s face.  She was average looking, at least Paige thought so, and wore sweats and sneakers.  Not thin, but certainly not overweight.  Well, maybe she could stand
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