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one

Everything remained unchanged. And yet nothing was the same. Cheryl Fairchild put down her small suitcase and stared at the familiar walls of her father’s house. Nestled against a mountainous backdrop on one side and the Denver skyline on another, this place had been their home off and on for the last ten years. But now Ben Fairchild was dead. Dead by his own hand. Cheryl still found it impossible to be-lieve. Any minute now he would surely call out from his office wanting to know what outlandish way Cheryl had spent money that day. Any minute now…

But of course, Ben Fairchild didn’t call out, and Cheryl grimaced at the stuffiness of the closed-up house. For nearly four months she’d been in either the hospital or the private convalescent center, and during that time, the housekeeper had only come on Saturdays in order to keep the dust at bay. It’s evident that she never bothered to air the place or check the thermostat, Cheryl thought, sweltering in the heat of the July afternoon.

Switching on the central air, Cheryl listened for the familiar hum of cool air blowing through the vents. When it came, it was like an old friend. Familiar. Comforting. Consistent. Forgetting the suitcase, Cheryl wandered aimlessly through the house, touching first one thing and then another, almost as if she had to force some memory from each article before she could move on to the next.

Daddy and I bought this vase in France, she remembered, idly fingering the elegant Lalique crystal. We found it at that wonderful shop near our hotel. Daddy said, “If your mother were alive, she’d pick this one.” And so we did.

A bevy of other objects received just as much attention until Cheryl had walked completely through the spacious first floor and found herself once again standing beside her suitcase. Her side ached a little. A constant reminder of the bullet that had been surgically removed some four months earlier. The scar was still there, while the one that had marred her forehead had been expensively removed with plastic surgery. For the first time in weeks, Cheryl let herself think about the shooting…and Stratton.

No, she reminded herself, his name is Grant Burks. He wasn’t Stratton McFarland as he had told her when they first met. Nor was he really Stratton McFarland when he had proposed marriage and she had accepted. And he wasn’t Stratton McFarland when he had deceived her into believing that it didn’t matter what you did with your life—so long as it made you happy.

She picked up the suitcase and made her way upstairs to her bedroom. Here, the heat was worse, and Cheryl thought only of a cool shower and lightweight clothes. She stripped down, leaving her designer jeans and flashy pullover on the carpet, and stepped into her private bathroom. The reflection of her hollow-eyed expression stunned Cheryl momentarily. Months before, she wouldn’t have been caught dead looking so unkempt and dowdy. Her blond, curly hair looked more askew than normal, and her collarbone and ribs stuck out in an anorexic way that was most unflattering. But she didn’t care anymore. There was no reason to care, because there was no one left to care for.

She showered and dressed in an oversized T-shirt that had once belonged to her father. Long ago she had claimed it for her own and used it as her favorite nightgown. Now it was just one more reminder of her father, and for the present time, she needed it to help her through the loneliness that threatened to consume her soul.

With a sigh, she sat down on her bed and noticed for the first time that a stack of mail lay there awaiting her inspection. There was something else there as well. A black book, an album of sorts, had been neatly placed beneath the mail, and it was this that drew Cheryl’s attention. Cautiously, almost reverently, she opened the book and found cutout headlines re-presenting the last six months or so of her life.

Mary must have done this, she thought. The housekeeper was fond of cutting out any public announcements of her employer and saving them for his consideration. Now, perhaps, she felt Cheryl should take over that job as well.

It seemed odd to hold the pages of one’s life in a single book. The headline announcing her father’s suicide opened the chapter and Cheryl forced herself to read the details aloud.

“Ben Fairchild, cofounder of O&F Aviation Corporation, was found shot to death in his downtown office today. Police are ruling the death a suicide. Fairchild was the focus of an intense Drug Enforcement Administration investigation, and it is rumored that charges were soon to be leveled in connection with a national drug smuggling ring.”

Cheryl fell silent. There was no way they would ever convince her that her father had been corrupt. Ben Fairchild had been a paragon of virtue. He had given liberally to charities, had received multiple community action awards, and had never failed to make certain Cheryl had everything she needed. He was a good father and citizen, she assured herself. He couldn’t possibly do the things they accused him of.

She turned the pages and saw articles that laid out the foundation for the DEA’s suspicions toward her father. Those suspicions were only heightened when it was discovered that Ben had transferred everything he’d owned into Cheryl’s name some two years prior to the investigation. Cheryl had known nothing about this. The house, the cars, stock, money markets, bank accounts, even the businesses her father had built were all officially the property of Cheryl Fairchild. It was almost too much to consider.

Toward the end of the book, Cheryl came across an article that told of her own misfortune. “DEA Drug Bust Claims Victims,” the headline read. Cheryl held her breath for a moment, then let it out slowly. This was where her life had ended. This was where the love of her life had been killed and the baby she’d hoped to give him had miscarried.

“DEA Officer Curtiss O’Sullivan…” She couldn’t read past the name. Curt had been an intricate part of her life. His father had been her father’s partner in O&F Aviation. They had wooed the country with aerial barnstorming shows and biplane exhibitions. Her father had maintained the business dealings, while Curt and his father had performed the actual flying feats. Cheryl and Curt’s sister, CJ, had become fast friends, while Cheryl had lost her heart completely to CJ’s gangly adolescent brother.

They had grown up as one family, or very nearly. The O’Sullivans and Fairchilds were quite inseparable. They worked together, vacationed together, raised children together. And now, Cheryl thought, they are dead together.

Cheryl’s mother had passed away many years earlier from cancer, and CJ and Curt’s parents had died in an airplane crash. It was that same crash that had left a sixteen-year-old CJ horribly injured. Cheryl had been engaged to Curt at the time, but he’d rapidly changed after the death of his parents, and now Cheryl knew why. The night of the plane crash, Curt’s father had telephoned him to say that he’d discovered cocaine on board one of the planes, and Curt immediately picked up the banner of what would become his private crusade. Their breakup had hurt, but not nearly as badly as knowing that Curt was responsible for the death of Grant, and in some ways, her baby as well.

Cheryl put her hands to her flat stomach, and a shudder ran through her from head to toe. She’d known it was wrong to give in to Grant’s desires, but she’d been so confident that nothing bad could come of it. CJ had tried to warn her—to convince her that God had a better way in mind—but Cheryl wanted nothing of religion and rules. Grant showed her a side of life that said rules were unimportant so long as you had plenty of money. With plenty of money, you could buy new rules or make up your own as you went along. And Cheryl found that it worked. At least for a while.

She tried hard not to think of the child who would never be born. She tried hard not to think of the emptiness inside her when she knew the baby was gone for good. She slammed the book shut and dropped it as though it had grown red hot. She couldn’t let herself think about the past anymore.

“Ha,” she said sarcastically, “as if I could ever forget.”

She shuffled downstairs, the T-shirt bobbing at her knees, her bare feet sinking deep into the plush, supple carpet. She had no idea what she was going to do with herself for the rest of the day, but even this seemed taken from her control at the sound of the doorbell.

She pushed back damp curls and stared at the door for several mo-ments. Who could it possibly be? The bell rang again.

“Who…who is it?” Cheryl called out nervously.

“It’s CJ, Cheryl. Come on and open up.”

Cheryl slowly opened the door and stared at the petite red-haired woman. “I’m not up for visitors, CJ,” she said flatly.

“I was worried about you,” CJ said, seeming to ignore

Cheryl’s tone. “I thought you were going to let me bring you home.”

“I never agreed to that.” Cheryl noted the hurt expression on CJ’s face but continued. “I told you before, I can’t deal with you just now.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It isn’t that hard,” Cheryl replied. “Your brother ruined my life.”

“That’s not really true, Cheryl, and you know it,” CJ countered.

Cheryl’s anger erupted without warning. “What would you know of the truth? You’ve lived in a shell most of your life. First with your picture-perfect family, then hidden away from the world in the misery you felt after the death of your parents.” CJ paled, but Cheryl was unrelenting. “You have your husband and your wonderful life, so please don’t feel like you need to show pity on me. I don’t want it, nor do I need it.”

“I wasn’t offering you pity, Cheryl. I thought we were friends.”

“Were friends,” Cheryl repeated. “We were friends.”

“But not now, is that it?” CJ’s eyes filled with tears. “You’re going to throw away a lifetime of friendship because of what has happened?”

“You say that as though nothing of great importance has transpired. As though you put a scratch on my car or a hole in my favorite sweater.” Cheryl looked hard at CJ for a moment and tried to feel something other than rage. It was impossible, however. She couldn’t stop the flow of words that came.

“I have lost everything that mattered to me. My father is dead. Stratton—” She paused and shook her head. “Grant is dead. My baby is dead. Do you suppose I care very much that your feelings are hurt be-cause I don’t want your friendship? Do you suppose I care at all whether I ever see you again, knowing that just seeing your face reminds me of the man who murdered my loved ones?”

CJ was now openly weeping. “Don’t be like this. Curt was only doing his job.” She struggled to keep control of her voice. “Curt didn’t want to kill him, but Grant pulled a gun and started shooting. Those were Grant’s bullets that struck you; did you forget that? He was trying to kill my brother.”

Cheryl refused to be moved by the display of sorrow or by CJ’s words. “Curt didn’t have to start the whole thing.”

“You mean let the murder of my parents go unpunished?” CJ questioned, sobering a bit. “That’s it, isn’t it? You’d rather my parents’ murder be swept under the rug so that the business could go on as usual. Ben could have kept his little drug-ring secrets, and Grant or Stratton or whatever other name he used could go on deceiving you.”

“If it meant bringing back my loved ones, then yes,” Cheryl answered coldly. “Now I’d like for you to leave. I told you before that I haven’t the energy to deal with this.”

“But I care about you,” CJ said, wiping her eyes. “I know that you’re just using your anger to camouflage the pain. I want you to know that you aren’t alone. I still care and so does God.”

“Don’t give me that religious song and dance you’re so fond of. God didn’t care enough to keep my baby from dying or protect my father from your brother’s slanderous accusations. And God certainly didn’t care about Grant.”

“But you’re wrong,” CJ replied. “God cared for each of them. Is it His fault that Grant and Ben wanted nothing to do with Him?”

“Get out.” Cheryl’s voice was deadly calm. “Get out and take your God with you. I don’t have to listen to this now or ever.”

CJ turned to leave but hesitated for just a moment.

“Cheryl, I want you to know that when you are ready for a friend, I’m here for you. I won’t stop caring about you just because you say mean things, so if you’re using that to push me away, it won’t work.”

A strange sensation coursed through Cheryl. Looking into CJ’s eyes, Cheryl could read the sincerity and love her friend held for her. But just as quickly as she recognized this truth, Cheryl pushed it away. To see the truth of CJ’s concern meant that her own beliefs of needing to endure injustice and suffering alone were invalid.

“There’s nothing more to be said, CJ, unless it’s to make clear to that brother of yours that if he ever sets foot on my property, I’ll personally even the score.”

CJ’s eyes widened in shock at the threat, but it mattered little to Cheryl. She watched CJ go and slammed the door hard. Closed doors were all she would ever give CJ from this moment on. It was a promise she made herself, and for reasons beyond her understanding, it gave her a moment of peace.


two

But you don’t understand,” Erik Connors told his sister and her husband. “Cheryl Fairchild is, in my opinion, suicidal. No doctor in his right mind should have released her, even if her physical wounds were healed.”

“Erik, it isn’t your concern,” his sister Christy offered. “If the doctors okayed her release, then you can’t interfere with that. Besides, Cheryl allowed herself to be mixed up with Grant Burks, and now she’s paying the piper. Don’t forget, she was the ‘other woman’ in our little sister’s short married life.”

Erik nodded, knowing full well that their sister had suffered greatly because of Grant’s infidelity. Candy had barely been old enough to marry when she’d fallen in love with Grant Burks, and in spite of both Christy and Erik’s misgivings, she had married him and found herself almost immediately pregnant.

“But, Christy, Cheryl didn’t know he was married to Candy. She had no way of knowing that he had a wife and baby on the way. To my way of thinking, she was just as duped as Candy was.”

Curt O’Sullivan nodded. “I think that’s true in many senses.” He exchanged a brief apologetic smile with his wife. “I don’t think that it makes what happened justified or right, however. Cheryl has always lived life in the fast lane. Her father taught her that, and he lived the example right up until the end. It was one of the biggest reasons I had to cut off my engagement with Cheryl.”

“Good thing, too,” Christy said with a loving smile.

“Well, despite her fast-lane approach to life,” Erik said seriously, “she deserves forgiveness for her mistakes. God isn’t going to hold a grudge against her, and I don’t see where we have the right to, if God Himself doesn’t plan to.”

“She has to want to be forgiven,” Curt interrupted. “She has to seek repentance, recognizing that she was wrong in the first place. So far, I don’t see that Cheryl feels she has anything to confess.”

“But given all that she’s just come through, she’s got to be doing a great deal of soul-searching.”

“Erik, that is a matter of opinion, and not only that,” Curt added, “but what makes you think Cheryl’s brand of soul-searching includes wanting to hear about God from a complete stranger?”

“Who better? I don’t hold anything against her, so it isn’t like you or CJ going to see her. Cheryl has no past with me through which she might just feel even more ashamed, and she knows me from the hospital.”

“I can’t help but think she’s going to feel a very strong past with you,” Christy interjected, “even if you don’t want her to feel that way. Once you explain the connection and she realizes that you’re Candy’s brother, she won’t want anything else to do with you.”

“Christy’s probably right,” Curt replied.

From upstairs came the cry of a baby. “Well, that will be Sarah expecting to be fed,” said Christy, getting to her feet. Sarah, the baby Candy had given birth to shortly before succumbing to a brain tumor, had come into Christy’s life much in the same way her husband Curt had. Most unexpectedly, yet most welcomed. Erik knew his sister held a deep abiding love for both of them, and he’d never seen her happier.

“Does she pack it away like her daddy?” Erik asked, noting Curt’s second helping of barbecued ribs.

“She’s worse,” Curt said, grinning. “At least I don’t cry at the top of my lungs.”

Christy laughed. “I’d say it’s debatable as to who makes more noise. It just depends on the day.”

Erik smiled, while Curt ignored this comment and dug into his food. With Christy gone, Erik felt like he could get more personal about Cheryl.

“Look, Curt, I know Cheryl Fairchild is a sore subject, but I’m hoping that at least you will try to understand my thinking in this. I feel led to go to her. I’ve prayed all of this through, and count it a ‘holy mission’ or whatever else you want to call it, but I feel somehow responsible to extend Christian charity and love to that woman.”

“Cheryl will never take it,” Curt replied. “Mark my words. She’ll have you thrown from the house faster than you can say, ‘Jesus saves.’”

“But she talked to me in the hospital. I used to have to draw blood from her on my morning collection rounds. I sympathized with her situation and commented on her recovery, and she always seemed to respond.”

“Throwing a pitcher of water at you can hardly be deemed a positive response.”

Erik laughed. “Yes, but it was only that one time. After that, I made sure things were kept out of reach when I came into the room. Besides, she threw things at everybody.”

Curt leaned forward and put down his fork. “Look, Erik, I know you have a big heart, and I’m certainly not trying to tell you to disregard something God has directed you to do—if, indeed, God has directed you to minister to Cheryl. I’m simply saying that once Cheryl finds out how you are related to Grant, she’ll have nothing more to do with you.”

“But like I said, Curt,” Erik began again, “she was duped by Grant, and she has to know that we don’t hate her for it. She must be feeling fifteen kinds of fool for her involvement with him. Just imagine all the rhetoric and lies he must have told her to get her to surrender to his charms. Even you said that Cheryl wasn’t the kind of person to go from man to man and that she was most likely pure when she came to Grant.”

“But what if she doesn’t feel like a fool? You are presuming that Cheryl sees the error of her ways, and I’m telling you that the Cheryl Fairchild I know may well think herself completely in the right. She probably believes that she and Grant were the victims in this mess and that the rest of us are unfeeling liars who planted evidence and strung up the wrong man.”

“But you said that once everything sunk in—”

“I remember what I said.” Curt sighed. “Once she allows everything to sink in, she’ll see the truth of the matter for herself. And when she does that, she’s going to feel worse yet. Seeing how stupid you were and being smacked in the face with your mistaken judgment and actions is not something that anyone handles well. Cheryl will be especially hard to deal with in this area, mainly because as far as she’s concerned, she’s never been wrong about anything.”

“So you think I should stay away from her because she’ll never believe me, is that it?” Erik questioned honestly.

“That and the fact that I also don’t want my investigation messed up because you interfered in a matter you should have stayed completely out of.”

Erik looked at his brother-in-law and tried to figure out how to present his case in such a way that Curt might better respect his plan. Ever since he’d learned of Cheryl Fairchild’s plight and misguided involvement with Grant Burks, Erik had felt a strange concern for her. The more he learned about her, the more he found himself wanting to help.

“She’s gone through so much.” Erik tried another approach. “The surgeries, losing the baby, recovering from severe intestinal damage—all of it took its toll. She was lucky to only have to endure a temporary colostomy instead of a permanent one, ‘cause I can tell you from firsthand knowledge, the initial opinions on her condition weren’t that great. The surgeon thought that if she lived through the operation, she’d be permanently disabled in one way or another.”

“I know all of this, Erik. And now that her physical injuries are healed and she’s nearly the same old Cheryl in body that she was before, she’s more messed up inside than a simple visit and ‘Hey, I’m praying for you, kid,’ is going to fix.”

Erik felt suddenly put off by Curt’s attitude. “I’m not suggesting that I’m going to drop in and perform a miracle. You make it sound like I think that I alone can put her on the road to spiritual healing. Like I expect to walk on water. It isn’t that at all.”

“Then what is it?” Curt asked, eyeing him seriously.

“I’m the only one who’s offering to help,” he answered matter-of-factly. “I don’t see anyone else going the distance with her.”

“My sister tried,” Curt said softly. “That’s why I know Cheryl won’t take kindly to any kind of spiritual lecturing or pat, formula responses. I know this lady well enough to say this.” He paused as if trying to word what he would say in a precise and exact manner. “If Cheryl is determined to kill herself, you won’t stop her. She doesn’t do things by halves, and she doesn’t care what anyone else thinks about her. The only person in the world she really cared about was her father, and he’s dead. Next in line was probably Grant Burks, and he’s dead, too. So you see, I have very serious doubts that anything you say or do will be the slightest bit positive.”

“I have to try, Curt,” Erik said, getting up from the table.

“Try what?” Christy asked as she returned to the room, balancing five-month-old Sarah against her shoulder.

“Your brother believes he has a mission to witness to Cheryl Fair-child, and even though I’ve tried to dissuade him, Erik feels he has to reach her.”

Christy frowned. “To what purpose, Erik?”

“To the purpose of helping her find salvation,” Erik replied. “You may not think her reachable, but I believe there is a great need inside that woman. I don’t intend for her to slip away without at least offering her the means to find her way back to God.”

He left the room, feeling for all the world as though a huge weight had fallen upon his shoulders. For all his time working in the hospital and on the mission field during his summer vacations, Erik had never before had a case present itself in such a way that it demanded his complete attention. But Cheryl Fairchild had stirred up a consciousness inside him that he couldn’t ignore. She was needy and hurting, but then, so were many others he’d seen in his twenty-five years. What exactly made Cheryl different was a mystery to Erik.

Sliding into his aged Chevy pickup, Erik turned the key and listened to the engine roar to life. She might not be much to look at, but even when the windchill registered twenty below zero, this truck would start as smooth and easy as if it were a summer’s day. And with a four-speed transmission and a four-bolt main for an engine, Erik could compete with the newest four-wheelers in exploring the mountainous back roads.

“They just don’t understand,” he said as though the truck were a living companion. “If I don’t at least try to reach her, I’ll never be able to live with myself.”


three

Cheryl stared at the flamboyant clothes hanging in her huge walk-in closet. These were the clothes of a very confident wo-man. These were the clothes of a woman who knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to go after it. She pulled a red, sequined number from the hanger and studied it for a moment. The halter-style bodice left little to the imagination either on the hanger or off. Tossing it to the middle of her bedroom floor, Cheryl reached for another. This time a silky black sheath slipped from the satin-covered hanger. She had been wearing this dress the first time she’d met Grant.

Grant. It was still so hard to get used to calling him that, and yet Cheryl knew that it was his real name. Still, it had been the name Stratton that she’d whispered in tender “I love you’s,” and Stratton was the name signed to all her love letters and cards.

The black sheath joined the red gown on the floor, and after those first few moments of deep consideration, Cheryl rapidly eliminated nearly every article of clothing from her closet. She finished by tossing aside the maid of honor dress she’d worn at CJ’s wedding. Standing back, she stared at the massive pile.

What should she do with it all? She couldn’t very well set it on fire, although that was her first thought. These clothes represented a large portion of her adult life. So much time and care had gone into shopping for just the right outfit, for just the right affair. She’d rather en-joyed the attention it had brought her, and while she knew people thought her overly extravagant and flashy, Cheryl thought it very im-portant to dress her role.

But what’s my role now? she wondered, still staring at the mess she’d made.

She picked up the telephone and dialed directory assistance.

“Yes, I need the number for one of those charity organizations who handle secondhand clothes.” Pause. “Yes, Goodwill, Salvation Army, any one of those is fine.” She listened as the number was given, then hung up the phone and redialed.

“This is Cheryl Fairchild. I have a large number of next-to-new clothing items that I would like to donate to your organization.” She listened as a woman rattled on about the type of clothing they were interested in before interrupting. “Look, can someone just come get these things?”

The woman objected and began to give a list of reasons for why Cheryl should bring them in herself. “Ma’am, I just got out of the hospital, and I’m unable to bring myself to your address. I have clothing here worth hundreds of thousands of dollars. Do you want them or not?”

This seemed to bring the woman to life, and with little more said, Cheryl gave her the address and promised to be waiting that afternoon for their man to arrive.

With that taken care of, Cheryl went to her father’s closet and pulled on one of his white oxford shirts. It had been freshly laundered and pressed and still hung inside the dry cleaner’s plastic wrapping, but nevertheless, it made her feel closer to her dad. She accompanied the shirt with an old pair of baggy black sweats and padded down the stairs barefoot to see what else the day might offer her.

Passing the mirror in the hall, Cheryl hardly recognized her own reflection. She looked like a bag lady with her unkempt hair and mismatched clothes. But she didn’t care. She never intended to step foot outside the house again, so what did it matter if she looked a fright?

The morning passed by painfully slowly, and Cheryl found that the only way to keep her mind occupied was to keep her body busy. She made one trip after the other up and down the stairs to deliver her clothes to a growing pile in the living room. The tenderness of her left side made her think about taking a break, but she was too fearful of what might happen if she gave in and rested. No sense in having a pity party in the middle of the day, she reasoned. Better to save that for the night.

She had made the last trip downstairs and had just deposited the last of the clothes into a pile nearly as tall as herself, when the doorbell signaled the arrival of the deliveryman. At least, that was who she’d presumed would greet her from the other side of the door. Instead, she found the familiar face of a man who’d worked in the hospital where she’d convalesced.

“Hi,” Erik Connors said. Smiling rather sheepishly, he added, “How are you feeling?”

Cheryl was taken aback by the handsome young man. He was tanned from the summer sun, and his jogging shorts and T-shirt made it clear that his lifestyle lent itself to a great deal of physical activity.

“I’m fine. What are you doing here? Is this a part of that home-care service I told them to forget about?”

Erik shook his head. “No. I didn’t come here on hospital business.”

“What then?”

“I was kind of…” He paused and actually grew red in the face. “I was worried about you.”

Cheryl found his words disconcerting. “I don’t understand. Why would you be worried about me?”

“Well, it’s just that—” Erik paused, looked at the ground, and seemed to struggle to continue. “Look, could I just come in for a few minutes? I want to talk to you.”

“I hardly think that would be appropriate,” Cheryl answered in a no-nonsense manner that she hoped would put him off.

“Appropriate or not,” Erik countered, seeming to regain his self-assurance, “I need to talk to you.”

“Why?”

“Because I care about you.”

Cheryl looked at him for a moment and read nothing but genuine sincerity in his expression. “You have no reason to concern yourself with me. I’m no longer a patient, and the doctors have given me a complete release from medical care.”

“Look, I know all about that, but this is different.”

“How is it different?” she asked suspiciously.

“This is personal. You don’t understand, but there are things that connect us to each other’s lives and I, well—”

“Look, if you’re thinking of asking me out, forget it,” Cheryl said, backing up in order to close the front door in his face.

“No!” Erik exclaimed and put his hand out to halt her progress. “I didn’t come for a date. I came because I know you’re hurting. I know that you were deceived, and I know that you believe no one in this world cares for you.”

Cheryl pulled the door back very slowly. She stared at the handsome face, noting laugh lines at the corners of his blue eyes. “And just how do you know all this? Surely the blood you drew from me didn’t reveal this information.”

“No, it didn’t,” Erik admitted. “The truth is, Cheryl, I’m Erik Connors.”

Cheryl shook her head. “Should that mean something to me?”

“My sister Christy is married to Curt O’Sullivan. My little sister Candy was married to Grant Burks.”

Cheryl felt the blood drain from her face. Her breathing came in tight, strained gasps. “Get out! Get off my property, and leave me alone!”

“I want to help you,” Erik insisted. “Look, I know you must feel pretty bad after all you’ve gone through, but I want you to know that I don’t hold you responsible for Grant’s actions. You were as much a victim of his deception as my sister was.”

Cheryl gave a strained little laugh. “Victim? I was no victim. I loved the man, and I can’t help it if…if…” She strained for air and began wheezing and gasping. “Can’t…breathe.”

Cheryl felt herself in complete panic. Putting her hand to her throat, she tried desperately to calm her rapid breathing. It was as if air was going in, but nothing was coming back out.

Erik took hold of her. “Breath in through your nose and out through your mouth. You’re hyperventilating.”

Cheryl shook her head and pushed him away. She wasn’t going to listen to this man. He was her enemy. He could offer her nothing but pain and misery. Still gasping, she felt the room begin to spin, and her vision tunneled down with blackness creeping in from every side.

Let me die, she thought, feeling her knees begin to buckle.

Erik half carried, half dragged her to the couch. He forced her to sit down, then pushed her head forward until her face was on her knees. “Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth. Come on, Cheryl. Long, deep breaths. Force yourself to listen.”

Cheryl found herself responding almost against her will.

It was as if Erik were breathing for her. In…out…in…out. Over and over she forced the calming breaths deeper into her lungs until the blackness faded and the dizziness passed. She felt helpless and weak, and her side ached terribly from the position in which she was bent.

“Better?” he asked most compassionately.

She nodded, afraid to speak. Gently, he eased her back against the couch and eyed her with a look of consuming attention. “I’m going to get you a glass of water and a cool cloth. You stay right here, and I mean right here. Understand?”

She nodded again, but remained silent. She watched him as he glanced first one way and then the other, searching for some sign of the kitchen or bathroom. She wanted to be angry with him for his interference, but for some reason, she felt sorry for him, and this emotion seemed to calm her further.

He was back in a matter of minutes with the promised items. Cheryl obediently drank sips of cool water and allowed Erik to place the cold cloth on the back of her neck.

“I’m really sorry,” he apologized. “I never meant to cause you further harm. Curt and Christy warned me that you might not take too well to my company, and I guess I pushed too hard.”

Cheryl took another sip of water and securely put up her defenses. “You have no reason to be here. I’m not your concern.”

“I know that, but in another way, I know just as well that you are my concern.”

“That makes no sense whatsoever, Mr. Connors.”

“I know, but if you would just give me a chance to explain.”

“Hello!” called a voice from the still-open front door.

Cheryl sat up abruptly, fearful of who this latest visitor might be. “Yes?” she called out apprehensively.

“I’m here to pick up some clothes,” a man called back.

Erik eyed the multicolored pile in the middle of the living room. “Doing all your dry cleaning at once?” he asked with a smile.

Cheryl ignored the humor. “More like early fall cleaning or late spring cleaning,” she replied, then raised her voice. “In here!”

The man, dressed in brown work clothes, entered from the hall foyer and dropped his mouth open in surprise at the huge mound of clothes. “Wow! I’ve never seen that many—” He paused and looked at Cheryl, as if trying to rethink his thoughts. “I mean, you sure you want to get rid of all these, lady?”

“Absolutely sure,” Cheryl replied and, ignoring Erik’s concerned expression, got to her feet. “If you want to be helpful, Mr. Connors, why don’t you assist this gentleman in removing these things from my house?”

Erik looked as though he wanted to say something important, but instead he nodded and turned to the workman. “Well, what say we get at it? I wouldn’t be at all surprised to find some lost civilization buried beneath that mess.”

The man grinned good-naturedly, and Cheryl found the entire matter uncomfortable. She didn’t want to smile or laugh. She didn’t want to feel good for even a single minute. Feeling good meant that there was a reason to go on living, and she didn’t want there to be a reason to go on. She wanted to end her life, and the sooner she arranged for all her affairs to be properly in order, the better.

Leaving the men to make short work of her affairs, Cheryl took herself into the family room and switched on the television. Two children danced and giggled while their mother snapped pictures of them and advertised the quality of her particular film. Cheryl watched the little girls, their faces beaming smiles at the camera, their eyes lit up in anticipation of the moment.

“I might have had a daughter,” she murmured to the empty room.

The commercial passed and another came on advertising, “What to do when those morning aches and pains got you down.” Cheryl flipped the switch off and went to the window. Staring out over the backyard, she noticed the sorry state of things for the first time. Weeds grew around the fountain and fishpond. This had been the centerpiece of her father’s landscaping, and Cheryl couldn’t let it be consumed by neglect.

But if you’re dead, what will it matter? a voice seemed to question inside her head.

“Cheryl?” Erik called out.

Cheryl swallowed back an angry retort and returned to the living room. “Why are you still here?”

“I didn’t want to just leave without saying good-bye,” Erik said with a smile.

“Good-bye, then,” she replied and turned to go.

“No, wait,” Erik called after her.

“I have nothing more to say, Mr. Connors. Please show yourself out.”

She refused to look back, and only after she was out of sight, did Cheryl pause to listen for the sounds that would signal Erik’s departure. His footsteps sounded on the marble in the foyer, and then the closing of the door echoed in the stillness around her.

Good, she thought. Let that be the end of it.
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