CHAPTER ONE

“I made a mistake.”

“A mistake? What do you mean?” Kallene brushed a stray lock of hair that had escaped her ponytail behind her ear and continued running. 

“I shouldn’t have married Carson.” 

Kallene glanced sideways at her running partner, who matched her long-legged stride step for step. They were almost identical in size and body shape, though Linda’s long, fiery red hair contrasted vividly with Kallene’s shorter light-brown hair.

“I know you and Carson have been having problems, but I thought you were working them out.”

“I don’t think we’ll ever work them out.” Linda sounded defeated. “I thought I was doing the right thing when I agreed to marry him, but this latest stunt just proves he doesn’t care about me or what I want. He only married me because of my resemblance to my sister.”

Linda’s twin sister, Louise, had died in a car accident almost three years ago. Her fiancé, Carson, and Linda had turned to each other for comfort, and they’d married a few months later. Their daughter, Macie, had arrived six months before Carson and Linda had purchased their home on the same street where Kallene had bought her own home a year ago in a new upscale neighborhood at the south end of the Salt Lake valley. 

“That can’t be true.” Kallene shook her head. Linda had to be exaggerating the seriousness of the disagreement with her husband. “You’re understandably upset over his job change, but once he settles into the new job . . .”

“There was nothing wrong with his old job. He earned a good salary, and he was in line for a promotion.”

“But if he was unhappy with the work he was doing and was given a chance to change to a job he likes better, won’t it improve your marriage?” Kallene’s breath came in little gasps. They were coming up on their third mile, and the path up the canyon was growing steeper. Almost every morning, she and Linda ran the loop that went up one side of a canyon, crossed a footbridge, then returned to their neighborhood on the opposite side.

Kallene felt a little uneasy discussing Linda’s marital problems. She couldn’t help feeling that Linda and Carson should sit down and have a frank discussion with each other and that Linda shouldn’t share her and Carson’s problems so freely outside their marriage, even though Linda and Kallene were good friends.

“It’s not that,” Linda protested. “Of course I want him to enjoy his work, but he didn’t even discuss it with me, and we can’t afford the sharp drop in income. We’re still paying medical bills from when Macie was born. Then there’s Carson’s college loans, which weren’t worth it since he didn’t finish school, and we can’t afford the payments on the house with an income barely more than half what he was making from the job he quit. Why didn’t I listen to Jon and my parents? They warned me I was making a big mistake.”

“Is it really that bad?” Hearing a quick sob, Kallene turned to see tears streaming down Linda’s face. Kallene was only a few years older than Linda, but sometimes felt like she was the other woman’s big sister. Moving closer, she put her arm around Linda’s shoulder and led her to a low wall that bordered the path beside a steep drop-off. Early-morning light streamed through a thick copse of trees, and there were no other runners in sight along the dirt trail. “All right, maybe you need to get it all out.”

“He’s just so stubborn!” Linda gulped before making an unsuccessful attempt to laugh. “You sound like my brother. Jon said I should slow down and take the time to carefully go over our expenses with Carson, and I promised I would try. I had everything organized when I approached him last night. I showed him our bills and the budget I set up. It spelled out in black and white that our expenses are greater than the income he’ll be bringing in. I even offered to go back to work. Macie is eighteen months old now, but Carson won’t even discuss it. He says my place is at home with our daughter and that there’s nothing to discuss.”

“Have you considered speaking with a finance counselor?”

“Ha! I’ve suggested financial counseling, marital counseling, and even talking to Bishop Andrews, but Carson refuses to consider any kind of counseling. He says I just need to have more confidence in his ability to support our family and learn to manage our income better. I pointed out that I’m a qualified CPA, and he said my degree hadn’t taught me anything about real money.”

“Maybe you should get some counseling yourself if he won’t go with you.”

“I might do that, but nothing is going to change Carson.” She brushed a red curl from her damp forehead. “I knew that before we got married, but I married him anyway. We weren’t even friends before Louise died. Even when he and Louise were engaged, he made snide remarks about my career, clothes, and car. I think he resented the fact that I earned more than he ever would.”

“I’ve heard some men are uncomfortable with women earning more than they do.” The topic touched a sore point for Kallene, too. She’d been told by well-meaning friends on several occasion that her advanced degree and comfortable income were the reason she was approaching thirty and still single.

“Carson said I put too much emphasis on money and worldly things. We had a terrible fight last night when I tried to explain to him the basic facts of our finances. He said that from now on he’d handle our money and give me a household allowance. I mean, really! Who does that?”

“Is that how you got that bruise on your arm?” Kallene hadn’t asked about the bruise when she first saw it, assuming Linda would bring it up. Linda was talkative and seldom hesitated to talk about any and everything concerning her health, marriage, or adorable daughter, so Kallene had expected to hear all about the large bruise as they ran. 

“Sort of.” She appeared unusually reluctant to discuss the dark spot that stood out just below the short sleeve of her T-shirt. Linda was a striking redhead with a redhead’s typical pale skin that showed every bump and bruise. After a long pause, she said, “I was really angry, and when he tried to brush past me to leave the room so he wouldn’t have to talk about our problems, I reached for his arm, trying to get him to stay and talk to me. He shrugged me off, and I fell against the coffee table.”

“And . . . ?”

“He didn’t help me up or anything.” Linda was crying again. “He went straight to the baby’s room. He picked her up even though she was asleep and walked out of the house with her. I heard his car start, and I ran to the garage, but they were already gone by the time I got there. I was so scared he’d run away and I’d never see Macie again. He sold my car right after we got married, so I couldn’t follow him.” Linda had complained to Kallene before about Carson’s insistence that they only needed one car and that the down payment on their house had been paid for by the money he made by selling her car.

“Did he bring her back?” She felt something of Linda’s panic as she thought of her friend’s daughter.

Linda nodded her head and searched for a tissue to wipe away her tears. Kallene handed her one from her own pocket.

“It’ll work out,” Kallene soothed. 

“It was after midnight when he finally brought her back! I was so angry and scared that I didn’t know what to do, so I just pretended to be asleep. There was no way I could control my temper if he said one word to me. And speaking of being angry, we’d better start back. If I’m not there with Macie before it’s time for him to leave for work, he’ll kill me.” She stood, and Kallene followed.

They didn’t talk much on their return trip, though Kallene couldn’t get her friend’s words out of her mind. She’d purchased her two-story home a little more than a year ago, and Linda and Carson Longdale had moved into a rambler farther down the street around the same time. Kallene found Carson a little odd, but she and Linda had hit it off immediately, and when they discovered a shared passion for running, their friendship was sealed. 

“Helloooo, ladies.” They didn’t slow as the drawled greeting came from a truck they passed as they entered the subdivision. “I see I won’t have to exercise today. Just seeing you two in running shorts has my heart beating double-time.”

“Creep!” Kallene muttered under her breath. “I don’t care how great he is as a handyman, I’d never hire him.”

“Ditto,” Linda agreed. “Darnell Gines might flatter some women with all those muscles and exaggerated compliments, but he makes my skin crawl.”

A block past the handyman’s truck, they slowed to a walk and turned onto their street. Rupert Meyer was on his porch reaching for his newspaper. Both women waved but received no response. Mr. Meyer never acknowledged their greetings, and they’d long since given up expecting any sort of friendly overture from him.

Brittany Adams waved from where she leaned against a rake, and Kallene and Linda waved back. They’d met Jeff and Brittany Adams a few weeks ago at church, right after the young couple moved into the gray house two doors from Kallene’s house. 

“We should invite her to run with us after her baby comes,” Kallene mused. She’d talked several times with the bubbly young woman who was expecting her first child and found her to be funny and intelligent.

“I won’t be here.”

“What? Where are you going?” Kallene almost stumbled.

“I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to tell Carson I want a divorce.”

Kallene stopped, and Linda paused beside her. Kallene was barely aware they were in front of her house.

“Marrying Carson was a mistake,” Linda continued. “Staying with him would be a bigger one. I have no intention of living the rest of my life as my shy, insecure sister. I was stupid to let Carson convince me it was my fault she died and that somehow I owed him the rest of my life. I shouldn’t have let guilt override good sense.”

“I didn’t know you felt guilty about Louise’s death. That doesn’t make sense. You said she was alone when she died in a car accident.”

“She was alone because I’d moved out of our parents’ house, and our brother and his wife had moved to California. She called me and said there was something she needed to tell me. She sounded like she’d been crying, but I told her I couldn’t get away just then and suggested she come to my apartment. Because of her driving phobia, I knew she was afraid to drive the two miles to my apartment.” Linda held herself rigid, as though she were in pain.

Kallene reached out to hug her. “Getting hit by a car that ran a red light could happen to anyone, anytime, and it wasn’t your fault.”

“I think I finally believe that, but the only way to straighten out the mess I’ve made of my life is to put as much distance as possible between Carson and me.” She tilted her chin at a stubborn angle.

“He’s not going to let you just walk away with Macie.” Kallene couldn’t imagine Carson calmly accepting Linda’s decision, and he certainly wouldn’t give up his daughter without a fight.

“I have a plan. I’ll tell you about it in the morning.” She began a determined stride toward her house at the far end of the block, leaving Kallene standing at the gate leading to her own house.

Kallene had just stooped to pick up her newspaper before entering her house when she heard the squeal of brakes. Glancing up, she saw Linda sprawled on the lawn of a house halfway down the block and a car in the driveway with the driver’s door flung open beside her.

