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                      Prologue

October, 2003

   “Oh, God, please!” he pleaded, the panic shaking his voice. His heart was racing. He was not a religious man, but as he sped up Pleasant Street through the heavy rain that night, those were the words that came from him, instinctively, without thought. He couldn’t get there fast enough. “Please, God, please,” he said again as the Concord Hospital sign appeared around the bend in the road. 

   It was dark. He could see the flash of emergency lights above him as he turned into the long entranceway and climbed the hill towards the hospital complex. Through the rain-covered windshield of his car the lights reflected eerily off the buildings. At the Emergency Room entrance, three ambulances, a Concord Police cruiser, and a New Hampshire State Police cruiser were parked side by side. Their red and blue lights were still flashing, but there were no people around them. He pulled his car into what looked like a parking space near the door and jumped out. The cold hard rain hit him in the face. He didn’t feel it.

   “Sir, you can’t park there!” 
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   He barely heard the words of the security guard as he began running towards the door. 

   “Sir!” the guard said to him again, louder, moving in 

his direction.

   “My wife, my daughter, an accident!” he yelled back, not stopping and pointing to the ambulances. The guard didn’t try to stop him. He understood.   

   Inside the sliding glass door, at the reception desk, two police officers were standing side by side, looking at clipboards in their hands. They looked up when he came in.

   “Mr. Johnston?” one of them asked.

   “Yes,” he answered quickly. “My wife and daughter were…”

   “Why don’t you come over here, Sir,” the other interrupted. 

   They led him to a quiet corner of the waiting room. They looked at each other. “Sir, we’re afraid we have some bad news for you,” the State Trooper said gently. He had been in too many conversations like this. They never became easier. “Sir, I’m afraid your wife has been killed and your daughter is very seriously injured. Her injuries are life threatening.” 

   He heard the words. His mind tried to process them. “Jane? My wife is dead?” he said, barely able to say the words out loud. 

   The trooper slowly nodded his head. “We’re awful sorry to have to tell you this.” 

   The Concord Police officer put his hand on his shoulder. “Sir, the doctors are bringing your daughter up for surgery. She sustained some very serious injuries in the accident.”
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“Where is she?” he said, looking around frantically. “I’ve got to see her.” He looked up for signs on the walls that might tell him where to go to find her. As he stood there, bewildered, a doctor came through a door and saw him standing with the officers.

   “Mr. Johnston?” the doctor asked as he approached  them. The officers nodded their heads. “Sir, your daughter has suffered some critical internal injuries. We are going to take her into surgery in just a minute. If you would like to see her…”

   “Take me,” he said. “Take me to her,” he added loudly, walking quickly towards the door the doctor had come through. The doctor rushed to catch up with him. The two officers watched in silence.

   As they walked rapidly into the emergency care complex of rooms, a nurse was just pulling shut the curtain in front of one of the beds. She stood there, as if on guard, as they walked by. The doctor shot her a look and gestured to him. She gave an understanding nod. She had a stack of folded sheets in her arms.   

    A team of doctors and nurses; six in all were huddled around a treatment table in the next alcove.

   “Is that her?” he asked, rushing towards them.

   “No,” the doctor said, grabbing his arm. “That’s the other victim of the accident, a man who was in the other car. Your daughter is right down here. She’s unconscious now, Mr. Johnston. You won’t be able to talk to her.” He pointed to another group of doctors and nurses around a third table farther into the room. 

   When he saw her it was as if someone had punched him in the stomach. He grimaced. His hand came up to his mouth. Blood covered much of her face and matted her hair. The medical team had cut off most of her 
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clothes. Blood was on her chest and arms. Her eyes were closed. An oxygen mask covered her mouth and nose. The team of doctors and nurses was working frantically over her.

   “OK, let’s get her up to surgery, now!” one of the doctors said forcefully. “Can we start wheeling her?” With that, the team began pushing the table out of the alcove and towards big double doors on the opposite side of the room. He tried to reach out to touch her, to take her hand, as they came close to him. 

   “Please, Sir, there isn’t time,” a nurse said, blocking him with her arm as the table rolled by. “We have to get her to surgery right away.” The doctor who had brought him into the room left with the team pushing the table through the door. 

   The nurse who had been standing in front of the curtain when he came in walked up to him and put her hand on his arm. “They will do everything possible for her,” she said gently. “She’s in very good hands now.” He hadn’t heard what she said. His eyes were fixed on the doors closing behind the team rushing her to surgery. He turned and stared at her blankly. She squeezed his arm. “Would you like to be with your wife now?” she asked softly, pointing towards the curtain.

   “Oh, my God. Jane,” he said. “Oh, my God.”  His mind was spinning. It couldn’t be happening, he thought. He let her lead him towards the curtain. As they began walking his foot slid on the floor. He looked down and stopped suddenly. The nurse looked down also. He kneeled down and picked up what he had stepped on.    

   He knew what it was. Covered in blood was the heart-shaped gold locket and chain he had given to his 
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daughter three months earlier, on her 16th birthday. It had fallen from the table as the medical team had rushed her past him and out of the room. He pulled his handkerchief from his back pocket and gently wiped the blood from it. Tears filled his eyes as he turned it over in his hand, looking at it closely. 

   “Oh, please, God, please make her all right.” He squeezed the locket in his hand with all his strength. 

Tears rolled down his face.
   The nurse watched him, saying nothing. She had heard the doctors working over her and she feared his daughter would not survive either.  She looked towards the double doors that led to surgery and said a silent prayer of her own. 
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                    Chapter 1

September, 2007

   “Don’t be a basket case,” she whispered to herself. There was no need to whisper, however. She was alone in the car. She gripped the steering wheel tighter. “New Hampshire, of all places,” she thought. She never dreamed it would happen there. She’d never been there. She was hundreds of miles from home. She was twenty years old, and it would all be up to her. She was scared.

   The rolling countryside slid by on each side of Interstate 93, on that early September morning. It was mostly pine trees. There were mountain ranges on the horizon, far off to the north, ahead of her. There were also the solid granite cliffs: man-made. Every few miles she saw them, sharp gray vertical rock faces: twenty-thirty-forty feet high. They came straight down, often within just a few yards of the highway. They were impressive and ominous at the same time. Fifty years earlier, thousands of tons of that hard igneous rock had been blasted apart and hauled away to clear a path for Interstate 93. The big, gray granite cliffs were the result.
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   She had driven on dozens of interstates that year: from the Southeast, to the Southwest, to the Midwest. She had been alone on all of them as she was now on this one. It would finally play out in New Hampshire. The “Granite State,” they called it.

   Her long blonde hair blew gently around her face, tossed by the air rushing past her open window. She brushed a strand from her eyes. She looked up wistfully at a family photo. It was attached by a rubber band to the sun visor above the steering wheel. She had looked at it often over the past six months.

   “I wish you were here,” she said to herself. Her heart still ached. It had been less than a year. Sometimes when she woke up in the mornings, she thought it had all been a dream, until the reality took hold in her sleep-fogged brain. Then she would lie still in her bed, hoping she might still be dreaming but knowing she wasn’t.

   She reached up and pulled the picture out from under the rubber band and brought it closer to her face, remembering the sound of his voice. She could still hear it, as if he had spoken to her the night before. She rubbed her thumb gently over his face in the picture and carefully slid the photo back under the rubber band on the visor. He would have been with her that morning. She knew that. Nothing would have kept him away. He would have been by her side the whole way, but now she was by herself.

   “Ding, Ding.” The familiar sound of the cable alerted the attendant. He raised his head, stood up, and folded the Boston Globe sports section he’d been reading. He set it down on his chair. He glanced down at the front of the car as he walked around to her door.
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   “Fill it up?” he asked into her window.

   “No, just twenty dollars, please. Regular.” She handed out a twenty-dollar bill.

   “You got it.” He liked what he saw as he walked back to the pumps. “Hey, we don’t get many Tennessee plates up here,” he called over to her, unscrewing the gas cap and inserting the nozzle in the side of the car.

   She was outside the car now, stretching. Her body was stiff from too many hours behind the wheel. The attendant noticed, approvingly. She started for the rear of her car.

   “How many miles to Concord?” she asked as she walked around back.

   “Eighteen,” he answered, looking up from the nozzle in his hand. “That where you’re heading?”

   She smiled and nodded her head as she raised the tailgate of the seven-year-old blue S.U.V. It made a creaking sound that came with the 140 thousand miles on the odometer. Rust spots were growing around the wheel wells. She wondered how long it would be before her aging car would break down on some lonely stretch of highway.

  She wore khaki shorts and a white tee shirt. It was already warm that morning, even though it was only eight o’clock. She leaned into the back and started rummaging through her suitcases. A golf bag and several loose golf clubs were lying next to the suitcases. Her hair fell around her face. The attendant leaned to his left, discreetly admiring her long tanned legs. He thought she might be the most beautiful customer he would have all day, and the day had just begun.

   “What, are you heading up to college or somethin’?” He thought he’d try to make conversation with the 
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young attractive woman from Tennessee.

   “Excuse me,” she said, straightening up and leaning around to him. “What’d you say?”

   “What brings you to New Hampshire? Going to school?” he asked with a friendly smile. 

   She hesitated. “No, going to play golf.”

   “Golf?” he asked with an amused grin. “Why would you come all the way up here from Tennessee to play golf?”

   “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you,” she said, knitting her eyebrows. She leaned back into her car. The attendant, confused, gave her a quizzical look.

   “Imagine that,” he said to himself. He glanced at the meter on the pump. It read $20.72. He chuckled and released the handle on the nozzle. He wouldn’t say anything to her about it. The view was worth the 72 cents he’d have to pull from his pocket. She found what she’d been looking for. She pulled a pair of sunglasses from a pouch in one of her suitcases. The tailgate creaked again when she closed it. She walked back to her door.   

   The attendant replaced the gas cap. “OK. You’re all set,” he smiled broadly at her. “Have fun playing golf.”

   “Thanks,” she smiled back at him. She loved golf, but it wasn’t for fun that she played it.

   A gentle late-summer wind was blowing. It would be a hot September day in southern New Hampshire. As the attendant watched the beautiful young woman drive away, his thoughts returned to the Red Sox and their big late-season series with the Yankees at Fenway Park. It would open up that night. As usual, the Sox had to win the series to make up ground on the division-
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leading Yankees.

   “Damn Yankees,” he thought. The Sox’ playoff chances were slim. He picked up the Globe sports section from the chair and sat down. The lead story headline read, “Sox Backs Against The Wall.” He would never get to the fourth page of the sports section that day. In the bottom right corner there was a three-paragraph article. The small headline said, “New Hampshire Awaits Women Pros.”

   The sign through the windshield said, “Concord, 12 miles.” Lisa Nelson turned on the radio and searched the FM dial. She found what she wanted. Shania Twain was singing her latest hit single, a soft ballad. Lisa had grown up just outside Nashville. She had even met the beautiful singer a few years earlier. “Shania” had just made it big in country music with her first album. She had been signing autographs at a fan event. Lisa had been in high school at the time. She remembered how impressed she was when she learned the beautiful singer wrote almost all of her own songs.

   “Boy, she’s got talent,” Lisa thought. She loved the sad love songs the best. Many of them made her cry when she was alone. She was alone now, but she didn’t cry. She brushed another lock of hair from her face. Her cell phone rang. She smiled at the coincidence. She used one of her favorite “Shania” songs for the “ring tone” on her phone. Now “Shania” was singing on the radio and her cell phone at the same time. She turned down the radio and picked up her phone. The display read, “Mom.” She tapped the “talk” button and brought the phone to her ear.

   “Hi, Mom,” she said, then listened to her mother 
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asking her if she was all right and if she had gotten any sleep the night before. “Yeah, I’m fine,” she said. “I’m almost there.” A sad look came over her face as she listened again to her mother. “I know he would. I know.  I miss him too,” she said. “I told you, if I can win this week, I’ve done it. If I don’t then I’ll be coming home.” She paused for a couple seconds. Her mother was quiet on the other end of the line. “And then, I don’t know,” she said. She listened to her mother telling her to be careful. “OK, I will. Say hi to Robbie and Ben.” She imagined her young brothers standing out at the school bus stop down the road from their home at that hour. They were probably tossing a football back and forth with their young buddies, waiting for the bus to pick them up. “I love you,” she said. A sad smile came to her face as her mother answered her with her loving good-bye. “Bye, Mom.” 

   She set down the phone. She ran her right hand through her hair. She looked up again at the photo on the sun visor. She turned up the radio. “Shania” was still singing. Her brothers, she imagined, were probably on the school bus now, kidding and horsing around with their friends. Her mother was probably still standing in the kitchen, all alone now, as she had been for the last year. She was probably cleaning up the table from breakfast and putting the plates in the dishwasher. She was standing there in her uniform, Lisa imagined, wondering how she would be able to manage, now that her husband had left her alone with their three children. Again that morning there would be no sounds of power saws or hammering coming from her father’s workshop next to the house. Her mother would be heading to the hospital soon, locking up the house. Her father would 
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not be coming in from his workshop during the day to get a drink or to use the bathroom. The workshop was still now. The tools and equipment had all been sold.   

Her mother had no need for them and she needed the money they brought more.

   She sighed, grabbed the steering wheel with both hands and stared straight ahead. A thousand miles behind her now was her family. Eight miles ahead of her was her future. Her car passed another of those tall man-made granite cliffs. As she looked up at it she felt very alone on this unfamiliar highway. She was driving north, farther from home with each passing mile. It would all be up to her now, or would it?

