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Hush

A Tangleheart Thriller

by Carey Baldwin

For my mother and father.

I love you.

Prologue


Six Years Ago

Near Tangleheart, Texas: Saturday, 6:00
P.M.

C
HARLIE
D
REXLER NEVER
hit a woman in his life—never had, never would. But he’d hurt Megan O’Neal just the same as if he’d blacked her eye. His throat closed up, and his hands balled into fists when he recalled Megan’s tears. The thought of a woman crying couldn’t help but trigger gut-wrenching memories of Mom, crouched in the corner, hands covering her face…and Dad, standing over her saying words like
sorry
and
never again
and
you’re my world
.

Shadowboxing the wind, Charlie threw a right hook that connected with nothing and turned his face to heaven. Raindrops sprayed his skin like warm sweat shaken from a weary opponent. The woods outside Tangleheart were the closest thing the great state of Texas had to a rainforest, and the ground beneath his boots slurped and belched as he hiked up the dirt road that led to Megan’s place. He’d parked a ways back because he knew from experience that if this drizzle turned into a summer storm, it’d be hell
and
high water getting his El Camino out. Farm Road 99 could turn to soup quicker than a Cup O Noodles.

He punched the wind hard enough to spin himself around, and his fist slid through scorched air laden with moisture, portending a storm about to break wide open. From his new vantage point, he spotted Anna Kincaid, picking her way down a rocky trail that led from her father’s hunting cabin to the road. He bent over, rested his hands on his knees and let out a groan. Not Anna. Not now.

Anna reached the road, and he doubled back to meet her. He didn’t like her being out here alone, especially not with a big storm approaching, and he certainly couldn’t take her up to Megan’s with him. “Go home, Peaches.”

Her chin came up in that proud way she had, and her voice carried a stubborn tone, in contrast to its inherent softness. “Don’t call me Peaches and don’t worry, I’m not here to disturb your tryst with Megan.”

The no-nonsense way she planted her hands on her hips suited her message, but it also thrust her chest forward. Her white cotton top, made transparent by the rain, clung to her round breasts, and it took no small amount of willpower to prevent his eyes from straying in that direction. “Megan and I broke up. Now please,
Anna,
just go home before the weather gets any worse.”

With a coldness he didn’t feel, he turned his back and stared in the direction of the dilapidated farmhouse Megan had moved into after her mom kicked her out. He should get going, but he couldn’t just walk away from Anna any more than he could leave Megan sitting all alone up there with a bad case of the blues she’d caught courtesy of him.

“I—I hadn’t heard.” Anna put her hand on his shoulder and just that single, innocent touch made him want to pull her close and hold her against his heart, make promises he couldn’t keep. But he wouldn’t do that. Not to Anna. Anna was the most desirable woman he knew, but she was also the most vulnerable. His job was to look out for her, not seduce her.

“You’re on your way up to her place.” Hesitation flicked across her face, and then she drew in a long breath. “Have you changed your mind about calling things off?”

He shook his head. Breaking up with Megan had been the right thing to do, and even if he had a rewind button, he wouldn’t press it. No matter how many times Megan said she loved him, no matter if he really had ripped her heart out—like she’d growled at him through clenched teeth—he didn’t regret his decision. It was over between them. “No. It’s only that she took it harder than I expected.”

It’d stunned him how hard.

After all, he’d been gone the better part of the summer, working as a roustabout on the oil rigs off the coast of Corpus Christi. Before he’d left town, they’d promised to write to each other every day. But the twelve-hour days on the rigs left him too bone-weary to keep his promise. Seemed most times he managed to keep his eyes open long enough to take pen in hand, he wound up composing a letter to Anna instead of to Megan, and then he’d crumple that letter up and use it for practice shots into the trash basket. Megan hadn’t kept her end up either though and he’d started to worry she was seeing someone else. That had wounded his pride. But it was only a flesh wound, and before he knew it, he’d actually begun to hope Megan had strayed.

“I accused her of cheating on me.” He studied his boots, still feeling the knot of guilt in his chest that came from knowing he’d hurt a woman out of carelessness. “I’m one grade-A asshole for thinking she’d lie.” His gaze met Anna’s and held. “And for not loving her back the way she deserves.”

“You can’t choose who you love, Charlie.” Anna pushed a hank of blond hair behind her ear and lowered her true-blue eyes.

He took the opportunity to memorize the way she looked, her damp skin glowing from the last rays of the setting sun, the shadow of her long lashes sweeping over her delicate features. While he was away, it was
Anna
’s face he pictured each night before he fell asleep, and it was the thought of
Anna
walking around in the same world as him that made him want to get up each morning and start another backbreaking day.

“So, if you haven’t changed your mind, then you’ve come to what…to apologize to Megan?” she asked, her voice near a whisper.

“No.” He practically shouted the word.
“
Saying I’m sorry is not going to fix this mess.” Then because this was
Anna,
because she was his best friend, and he’d always been able to say anything to her, he added, “My old man thinks
I’m sorry
and a bag of frozen peas for your cheek is the same as a get-out-of-jail-free card—one you can use however many times you like.” A grimace pulled his cheeks so tight he could feel the wind across his teeth. “A real man takes responsibility for the things he does.” He pulled up his shoulders and swore to himself he’d never be like his father. If he wronged someone, no matter how small the infraction, he would own up to it. He would never take a get out-of-jail-free card—not even if Carrie Underwood herself presented it to him stuck to an ice-cold bottle of Dos Equis. “I’m not here to say empty words. I’m here to make sure Megan’s okay. Which is why you can’t go up there with me, and I’m sure you can see the reason why.”

She shook her head. “No. I don’t see. I can be there for Megan too. It’s not as if she could be jealous of you and me—of our friendship. You’ve said it often enough, I’m just a kid who’s been traipsing after you since grade school.”

When she repeated his words back to him, he wondered how he could’ve ever been so thoughtless as to speak them aloud. She managed a tight smile. Her shivering bottom lip begged him to pull her in his arms and kiss her until neither of them could breathe. Instead, he bit his tongue, a fitting punishment for the stupid things he’d said. Placing his hands on her shoulders, he dragged her near. His head bent to hers. His body shook from the effort of not kissing her. Then, with the palm of his hand, he cupped her cheek. “My Anna,” he whispered.

As if his touch had blistered her skin, she jerked away. “Like I said, I’m not here to interfere with you and Megan.”

His back stiffened at her cold response to his touch. Then his brain kicked in. There was a reason Anna was on her way to Megan’s, and that reason had nothing to do with him. “Why
are
you here?”

“Simone called. The cell reception was so bad all I could hear was static and something like
Megan’s place
.
Please come
.”

“Why didn’t you say so before?”

Pointedly, she arched one brow. “Because I was listening to you.” And then she smiled, this time a real smile. Thank God. When Anna smiled he thought there was no problem in the world they couldn’t solve together. This was going to be a tricky situation, though, having Anna in the room while he offered comfort to Megan. But he couldn’t very well stop Anna from coming along if she’d been invited.
He
hadn’t actually been invited. And Anna’s sister, Simone, was a silver lining. If Simone was with Megan, that meant Megan hadn’t been sitting up there in that run-down farmhouse miserable and alone.

“Let’s roll,” he said, relief lightening his mood.

As he and Anna headed up the road, he pulled his miniature Maglite from his jeans pocket, twisted the top to turn it on and adjust the circumference of the beam. Stepping carefully, he concentrated on crisscrossing the light to illuminate Anna’s path so she could avoid rocks and gullies.

He didn’t see the cop car in Megan’s drive until he was almost on top of it.

He didn’t see the deputy until he came huffing toward them, one hand on a holstered gun.

A dirty, metallic scent mingled with the woodsy smell of rain in the air.

“Stay back, kids.” The deputy patted his holster in a gesture that spoke volumes.

The stench in the air was foreboding. The lights were on in the house, but it was quiet except for the scratching of the wind in the trees and the soft patter of rain falling to the ground. No stereo blaring, no conversation drifting from inside the house.

His pulse pounded in his throat and roared in his ears. He took a measured step forward.

The deputy removed his hat, and water poured off the brim and down his pant leg, but he didn’t seem to notice. “Not another step, boy. You can’t go up there.”

Charlie fired a
stay back
look at Anna and then darted around the deputy, but the officer grabbed his T-shirt and shoved him against the side of the car. A searing pain cut straight up his back. He didn’t care. He had to get to Megan. Then he heard it, a soft cry from inside the cop car. As he swallowed hard, his heart slowed enough to let him speak. “Megan?”

He turned and peered through the partially rolled-down window of the cruiser, and his hope disappeared. It was Anna’s sister, Simone, sitting inside the car, sobbing into her hands. The air he breathed seemed to act like glue in his lungs, sticking them together, but somehow he managed to push out the question that had been gnawing a hole in his gut ever since he saw the police cruiser in the drive. “Megan okay?”

Simone sputtered the words out in teary pieces punctuated with little gulps of air. “I’m. The one. Who found her.”

“Found her?” The ominous phrase echoed in his ears. His face and hands went numb.

“You…Charlie…You got here too late.”
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