A Twisted Nod

Description:

After a failed relationship, Amanda Jackson returns to the small town she’d fled in her youth—a town full of secrets and lies. Amanda is drawn to a former childhood acquaintance, Scott Flynn, who has secrets of his own. They become entangled in a web of violence and murder that threatens to destroy more than their love.
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First Chapter:

Amanda Jackson yawned, stretched, and was now fully awake. She glanced around the room, momentarily forgetting where she was. Events came flooding back and, for the first time since the shooting, she cried.


After awhile she calmed herself, hating her weakness. If only he knew how much she truly loved and needed him. She had to hang onto the belief that he would come running to her—that he also loved her. Wiping the tears away, she willed herself to be strong. This was not going to result in a simple, happy ending. People were dead because she hadn’t acted quickly enough. She was about to start crying again when a nurse briskly entered the room carrying a tray.


“Time for breakfast,” she said, lightly. “How are you feeling this morning?”


“Like I was hit by a Mack truck,” replied Amanda, humorlessly.


“Well, this hot coffee should help,” the cheery nurse answered, not in the least bit bothered by Amanda’s comment.


“Can I get up?”


“Yes. Moving around will help, but for a while you’re going to be very stiff. The fragments went through your shoulder—you’re one lucky girl. Perhaps I should…”


“No…no thanks,” Amanda interrupted. “I can manage. Besides,” she added, smiling slightly, “I know how overworked you people are.”


The nurse laughed. “I’ll set your tray by the window. Go easy and, if you have any difficulty, call us.”


Amanda nodded, waited until she’d gone, and pushed the bedside table away. Throwing back the bed covers, she slowly sat up and, before standing, waited for the sudden dizziness to pass. On weak legs, she stumbled to the bathroom. She held onto the sink for support and stared at the glassy brown eyes in the mirror (eyes she’d always considered too large); the pale, unblemished skin; and the full, sensitive mouth. Hair the color of wheat fell limply on her shoulders. “What happened to you?” she whispered, to the ghostly reflection. “Where did you go wrong?”


As she stood looking at this sorrowful image of herself, memories of their first meeting came flooding back…the day she’d found the love all women long for.


“But you ran from him because you didn’t have the guts to profess your love!” her reflection accused. “Amanda, her death is all your fault! You knew what she was capable of!”

  “Stop it!” she cried, covering her eyes. She didn’t want to remember but had to face the truth. She had to remember—bring back the past. It was the only way she could deal with the girl’s death.


Amanda sank to the floor in despair. The tears that fell were for all the hurts and pains she’d suffered at their hands. Deep down inside she realized that they were the ones responsible for the girl’s death. They were the ones who’d pushed her out of their social circle. How vividly she recollected how it all began!


“I wish you wouldn’t quit,” Sue Andrews said, with a pout. 


“I can’t stay here—not now,” Amanda answered, while clearing off her desk and carefully placing the items in the large cardboard box on the floor. She couldn’t believe that she’d accumulated so much stuff in a little over five year’s time. Sue, a short, tiny girl of twenty-two, had been Amanda’s secretary for four of those years. She was efficient and effervescent, and Amanda could find little wrong with her work. Sue had also become a close friend.


“Amanda, Dan’s the reason, isn’t he? When you two were living together, everything was beautiful. And now that you’ve broken off with him, you’ve up and quit your position! Why give him that satisfaction?”


Amanda smiled, wishing it were that simple. If only she’d never met the handsome, young instructor! She’d been a very nervous English teacher that fall day, the first day of classes, and she’d barely managed to get through it. Wandering down the hall at the end of the day, chastising herself, she’d walked right into the arms of Dan Owen. Her breath had caught in her throat when she first looked into those twinkling, gray eyes. The coal black hair, the olive complexion, and the well-shaped nose and mouth only added to the symmetry. Unable to help herself, she was immediately drawn to the man. She’d lived a sheltered life and was inexperienced when it came to members of the opposite sex. In looking back at their first encounter, she could now understand why Dan had become involved with her—this country girl just waiting to be plucked off the hay wagon by the white knight. He thought her to be an easy mark and had quickly moved in for the kill.


Dan had introduced himself as a psychology instructor, whisked her out to dinner, and thus began their romance. It wasn’t long before she moved in with him, and she couldn’t help but shudder when she remembered the lean, hard body that had brought her so much pleasure. If only I’d not taken that night class, she sighed. We would’ve been together more and worked out our problems. He’d been right in thinking she was an old-fashioned country girl, as she could never go back to him after finding out about the other women. At least she had a place to go when they broke up.


“I wish you’d stay!” Sue whispered. “I’ll never find another boss as nice
as you!”


“Nope. There’s nothing left for me here,” Amanda replied, emphatically, while taping the box closed.


“Where will you go?”


Amanda paused and eyed the girl thoughtfully. “Will you keep this information to yourself?”


Sue crossed her heart and solemnly replied, “ I will not tell a soul.”


“Okay, then, I’m going to Shawnee County.”


“Shawnee County?!” Sue exclaimed, wide-eyed. “Where in the hell is that?”


“I think you’ve lived in Norfolk too long. It’s here in Virginia, west of Richmond, not on the moon!” laughed Amanda. “My father left me a house there. He left me money, too, and that’s what I’m going to live off of until I get my head back together. I think the quiet country life will do me good. Thankfully, I never told Dan too much about myself. He doesn’t know where I’m from.”


“You’ve not talked about your past very much. I’ve always wondered about that. Well, if you’re out in the sticks, he’ll have a hard time finding you,” Sue shrugged.


“Promise you’ll come and visit? You’ve got enough vacation time stored up.”


“I don’t know. They might not let this transplanted Northern girl in. Y’all sure are a funny breed,” she teased.


“You’ve never liked living here—in Norfolk—have you?” Amanda knew the answer to the question before she’d asked it. Sue had often complained about the slow, easy way people around here appeared to live, even in the city. Compared to her hometown, New York, Virginia was really laid back.


“It’s as good a place as any,” answered Sue, unconvincingly, adding, “Now if I’d only luck out and meet a nice country gentleman, I’d have it made.”


“Just watch out for the ones like Dan.”


“Why? The guy made some mistakes. It’s not like he wasn’t sorry. He’s begged and pleaded with you to come back.”


“Stop!” responded Amanda, holding up her hand. “I know it looks like I’m running away, but I’m not. I have no love left for him. What he did cut me to the core. My dad’s house is located just outside a quiet, unassuming village, complete with general store, post office, one old doctor, and last but not least, a high school that was built back in the twenties. All the homes around there are old but well kept. There’s plenty of history floating around. I’ll settle in and write that novel I’ve been putting off for years.”


Sue picked the box up off of the desk. “I take it you’re all packed?” Amanda nodded. “Then I’ll carry this out to the car for you. My last official act as secretary.”


Amanda could tell by Sue’s facial expression that her friend didn’t understand why she was doing this and, for a moment, doubted the wisdom of her move. She sat down in the old swivel chair and lovingly ran her hand across the top of the desk. The numerous scratches and ink stains were reminders of the many hours she’d spend correcting papers. Sure Dan had made the proper apologies, swearing that it would never happen again, but the wounds were too deep. In all fairness, she realized, he’d never promised to marry her or to even be faithful. She’d broken many of her self-imposed rules when she moved in and slept with him, and her self-respect had suffered accordingly. If only her father were alive, she thought sadly, tears coming to her eyes. He’d tell her a story and try to make things right. Amanda pushed back the tears as the story about the old couple and the “twisted nod” came to mind. “Look’s like it’s not for me, Pop,” she whispered, as she got to her feet.


“You look like you’ve just lost your best friend,” said Sue, standing in the doorway.


Startled out of her reverie, Amanda looked up. “Why can’t you make some noise when you walk in on someone?” she railed, unreasonably.


“Wow! You’re sure going through some crazy mood swings! Why don’t you wait and leave bright and early in the morning? You can stay at my place tonight.”


“Thanks, but no thanks,” replied Amanda, her face softening. “I want to get the show on the road as soon as possible.” She picked up her purse and the two remaining books. “I’m really going to miss you, Sue. You keep working towards that degree,” she encouraged, trying to smile.


“Right,” responded Sue, uncertainly. After a moment, she added, “One day I’ll be sitting behind that desk.”


“Good for you!”


“What do I tell Dan? He’s sure to come around asking about you.”


Amanda frowned. “Tell him to drop dead.”


“You don’t mean that!”


“I do mean it. I wish you’d respect my views on this! The way you’re acting, you’d think I was the one who’d screwed up. I don’t need advice or anything else. My mind is set, and the sooner I get away from him, the better.”


“Sorry,” her friend mumbled, unable to hide her guilt.


“I’m sorry, Sue, for being so harsh. I tend to forget just how much help you’ve been to me through all of this. That night when I drove to your apartment I wanted to crawl somewhere and die. I wanted to quit then, but you helped me work it out.” She paused and smiled. “Oh, what tangled webs we weave when we practice to deceive!”


“Who have you deceived?” Sue asked, puzzled.


“Myself,” Amanda answered, lightly. “I knew in my heart it wasn’t right—moving in with him. I placed my ideals and virtues aside and tried to act like everyone else. Well, I’m not like everyone else. Call it old-fashioned if you’d like, but I want that wedding band, the exchange of the sacred vows. Dan can go his way, and I’ll go mine. I have my own life to control; I can take care of myself.”


“Regardless of what you’re saying, it’s going to take you awhile to put the pieces back together again.”


“I know,” Amanda sighed, “but I will.” They walked out to the car in silence, each dreading the final goodbyes, knowing their paths may never cross again. They stood silently by the car, not daring to look each other in the eye. Sue broke the painful silence.


“Do me a favor, will you?”


“What’s that?”


“Get rid of this old heap!”


“I love this old car!” laughed Amanda. “It’s gotten me around for eight years now with only minor repairs. I’ll tell you what…” she teased back, “…you buy a car, and I’ll trade ol’ Betsy in.”


“You can forget that,” chuckled Sue. “I get around just fine on my trusty bike. Besides, it’s not nearly as expensive as a car and doesn’t pollute the air.”


“Spare me,” Amanda pleaded, with a wave of her hand. “If the village back home is as quiet and peaceful as I remember, I’ll get a bike.” With tears in her eyes, she said, ”Well, this is it, friend—time to get myself in motion.”


“Yeah, you take care of yourself and send me some pictures of this oasis.”


They hugged briefly before Amanda opened the car door and slid in. She started the motor and gave one last wave before driving off.


Sue stood and watched Amanda go, praying her friend would find what she was looking for. When she turned to go back into the building, she nearly jumped out of her shoes when she found Dan Owen smiling at her.


Amanda took her time, relaxing once she was out of the heavy traffic. She drove the back roads, enjoying the fresh scents of autumn and the rainbow of colors on the trees. She stopped at a small café in Suffolk and took in a leisurely meal. In no particular hurry, she ordered a cup of coffee and thought about the road ahead as she sipped the delicious brew. She figured that it would take another three hours before she reached Shawnee County. She had no idea what shape the old homestead would be in. Her father had left the property to her in his will, and she’d not set one foot inside for over eleven years. The house reminded her of that awful day when she’d come home from school and found him in a pool of blood.


“More coffee, Miss?” the haggard-looking waitress asked.


Amanda nodded vacantly, her mind reeling from the unpleasant memory. Yes, it was time to go home and come to grips with all that had happened there and, if things didn’t work out, she’d sell the place. At least she would have time to sort things out. Dan wouldn’t find her there. Knowing him, he already has other women lined up anyway, she thought, bitterly. She would just be a memory.


Finishing her coffee, she paid the check and headed out the door, glad to be on her way. She would have preferred to see the house in the light of day, but her need to get away had been too great. She had the house key and, spooky or not, she was determined to make it to the house tonight. As she headed west down the highway, she thought about her parents. For the first time in years, she welcomed the feeling of loneliness. It was time she decided to grow up and not blame them anymore. They were only human, and she’d only been a child.


The old house looked forbidding under the full harvest moon. Windows kept out the gray light, waiting for the time when an occupant would release the interior from the gloomy shadows. The flapping of a bat and the death chant of insects were the only noises audible in the still air, monotonous sounds expressing weariness over their relentless struggle against nature.


Amanda sat in the car for a few minutes looking sadly at the house, the headlights starkly displaying the dead shell that had once been teeming with life. Childhood dreams and adventures came flooding back, causing an ache that she didn’t want to define. Why did life have to be this way? Cruelly fleeting, with nothing ever staying the same. You were born, grew old, and desperately clung to life as it waned, longing for a lost hug or an old, familiar smile. And finally, mercifully, you died. She thought about leaving, going elsewhere in her quest for isolation. How different things had become! Deeply troubled, she leaned back and pushed aside a wave of hair that had fallen across her eyes. Home! But could she live here? Forever, it seemed, her life had been nothing but heartaches and disappointments. She’d yearned for a complicated, exciting existence and, to her woe, the wish had been granted. How would her father, if he’d lived, feel about her accomplishments, her failures?


She switched off the headlights and ignition and closed her eyes. I’ll rest for a minute longer before entering the darkened dust bowl, she told herself. Pulling her sweater more tightly around her thin frame, she folded her arms across her chest and promptly fell asleep.

Review:

“Amanda Jackson retreats to her old hometown after a love affair gone bad. She had been deeply in love with Dan Owen and thought they were happy, that is until she found out Dan was cheating on her. Back at her childhood home, Amanda meets Scott Flynn, an acquaintance from the past. Scott has inherited his father’s hardware business and volunteers to fix up the old homestead for Amanda. Amanda is sure that Scott is just hitting on her, so she is extremely disappointed that he actually works on the house and never even asks her out. 

A Twisted Nod is a great romance with a lot of very difficult obstacles for each of the characters to negotiate. Amanda has to deal with her broken heart and painful memories from her youth. Scott has to deal with his guilt over letting go of his deceased wife, as well as his stepdaughter’s unhealthy expectations of him. This story has a nice smooth, gentle pace that is perfect for a lazy afternoon read. There’s also an interesting psycho twist with the stepdaughter.” Tami Brady, TCM Reviews

