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Dedication
For Elon
Who loves coffee—and me!
For Joanne
Who showed me Rhode Island, and who loves coffee and music—just like me!
For my family and friends…
Whether you drink coffee or not—your voices are music to my ears.
Sonata
so·na·ta
Pronunciation: so-’na-ta
Function: noun
Etymology: Italian, from sonare to
sound, from Latin
: an instrumental musical
composition typically of three or
four movements in contrasting
forms and keys
Source: Merriam-Webster OnLine
v
Behind every successful woman…is
a substantial amount of coffee.
—Stephanie Piro
Coffee should be black as hell,
strong as death, and as sweet as
love.
—Turkish proverb
The Taste of Your Name
For my love
I exhale your name out of gratitude
And passion
It rolls off my tongue when I am awake
And in dreams
I breathe it against your lips
Before the kiss
I want to taste your name
Across your skin
I will murmur it against your neck
Let it vibrate against you
Where as my voice is breathless
Yours is distinct and precise
You say my name like it was coffee
You know it throws me
It will be easy to hide in you
Wrap your love around me
Then when Þ re consumes us
I will bless us with your name
Gun Brooke, 2001
COFFEE SONATA


PROLOGUE
What do you mean, you want to cancel the tour, Vivian?”
Malcolm Hayes said. “You’re scheduled for concerts in Tokyo, Hong Kong, and Singapore. They’ll claim damages and might damn well get them.”
Vivian Harding turned from the window to her obviously stunned agent. “I don’t care. I can’t do anything about it, Malcolm.” Impatient, she tapped the surface of the Venetian desk in her hotel room with perfectly manicured Þ ngernails. “Just make it happen.”
“But why so late? And so sudden?”
“I…I can’t talk about it now. We’ll discuss it in more detail when I’m back in the States.”
“What’s the matter? You don’t have anybody to water your plants right now?”
“Don’t be a smart-ass.” Vivian pressed trembling Þ ngers to her eyelids. “I fully intended to honor my contract, Malcolm. All I can say right now is that this is the only course of action.”
“Dear God. You’re serious, aren’t you?”
Malcolm was also her friend, and Vivian watched with regret how utterly stricken he looked as he sank down on a chair behind the desk. After a brief silence he cleared his throat and began again. “I’ll take care of it, Viv. I promise.”
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CHAPTER ONE
The bell above the café door gave a muted ping. As Michaela Stone glanced up from folding napkins behind the counter, she saw a woman she didn’t recognize coming toward her. Dressed in a casual yet elegant white and navy blue sweat suit, she looked like she’d just stepped off a yacht. Maybe she had. Her blond hair, kept in a loose twist, sparkled like it was alive. Mike found herself imagining how it would look if it were set free.
“Welcome to the Sea Stone Café,” she managed, embarrassed to realize that she was staring. “I’m Mike. What can I get you?”
“Just coffee.” The woman’s voice was so rich and full it reminded Mike of a blend of espresso and smooth Belgian chocolate.
“There’s no such thing as ‘just coffee,’ ma’am.” Mike pointed at the blackboard over the counter with a grin. “We offer ten different beans, and you can have brewed coffee, boiled coffee, ice coffee, cappuccino, latte, macchiato…well, you see over there?”
“Ah…nothing ordinary will do, I see.” Raising her porcelain blue eyes to the board, the woman read through all the coffee varieties.
“Okay, a house blend cappuccino.”
“Excellent choice. Coming right up.” Mike abandoned the napkins and walked over to the espresso machine. While her hands automatically created the cappuccino, she thought about the woman waiting for it. It wasn’t tourist season in New Quay, Rhode Island, and even then, she rarely saw anyone who looked like this woman just drop in. It wasn’t just her clothes that suggested wealth and sophistication. The way the blonde carried herself, with ease and elegance, suggested a well-leveled selfconÞ dence.
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She placed an extra piece of chocolate on the saucer but stopped just as she was about to serve the coffee. “Would you rather sit at a table?” Not just yet.
“The bar’s Þ ne, Mike. I’m Vivian, by the way.” She waited until Mike had put the coffee down before extending her hand and barely missed the cup. “Nice to meet you.”
“Likewise, Vivian.” It was surprisingly easy to call her by her Þ rst name. Vivian felt familiar. People never feel familiar this fast. What’s going on? Mike cleared her throat. “Just visiting East Quay?”
“Yes, for a while. I’m on…hiatus.”
Interesting choice of words. “Staying at the Marriott?”
Vivian didn’t appear to mind the third degree. She sipped her coffee and looked relaxed. “No, I’m borrowing my friends’ beach house with my two dogs. It’s their summer home, but I look forward to sitting by the Þ re this winter.”
“Ever experienced a New England winter? You may be surprised if you haven’t.”
Vivian laughed and the sound rippled down Mike’s spine. “I know they can be brutal. I grew up in East Quay, a thousand years ago. The town has changed a lot, but I’m sure the winters are the same.”
“We get snowed in all the time. As odd as it sounds, that’s good for business.”
“Yes, I bet people are even more interested in hot coffee when there’s a cold wind outside.”
“You got it.”
Mike caught herself staring at Vivian and grabbed a new pile of napkins. She neatly folded one in three, turned it over once, and attached the simple brass napkin ring.
“You work here alone?”
Unexpectedly happy she hadn’t bored Vivian, Mike shook her head. “No, I’ve got three part-time employees. One comes in for the evening rush.”
“You’re the owner?” A surprised smile revealed perfect white teeth when Vivian leaned forward, her Þ ngertips playing with the rim of the coffee cup. “Well, I certainly admire what you’ve done with the place. It was already pretty run down when I was a child.”
“It was condemned when I bought it, been sitting empty for several years. I had to renovate for six months before I could get a license to serve food.”
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“And look at it now.”
Mike warmed to the approval in Vivian’s voice, pleased that she appreciated Mike’s hard work. She watched Vivian sip her coffee, closing her eyes as she tasted it, and she looked so sensual Mike wondered if that was how she looked when she made love. Shocked at her thoughts and disturbingly aroused, she stared at the napkin she’d unconsciously wrinkled beyond recognition. Damn, what’s wrong with me?
“How long have you been in business, Mike?”
“Almost six years. I graduated from the University of Rhode Island, and then fate called me to this old marina. I fell in love with its beautiful vintage yachts and this abandoned building begging to become a café.”
“And you listened.” Vivian’s eyes sparkled.
“I did. It’s hard work, but I’ve never regretted that.” What I regret is all the years I wasted before that. Despite Mike’s best efforts, thinking about the past left her feeling naked and exposed. “This is also my home,” she continued, and tried to Þ nd the security that thought usually carried. “I live in the basement.”
“In the basement? In this old house? Is that…healthy?”
“Sure.” Pulled out of the mood she hated for a few seconds, Mike laughed, again warmed, this time by Vivian’s apparent concern. “I had it completely restored when the café started to make money. Before that I lived in a small apartment in town. Now I have lots of space. And it’s not as dark as you’d think.” And there’s really nothing wrong with darkness. You can hide well if you stay out of the light. v
Vivian Harding couldn’t take her eyes off Mike’s face and the shadows ß ickering in her eyes. She felt like a voyeur as she sat across the counter and wondered what had caused such torment. The young woman, or perhaps not as young as she’d Þ rst thought, was beautiful in the darkest of ways. Her hair was so black that the highlights were blue. They emphasized her blue-black eyes, set deeply under black, full eyebrows. Her features were strong, with sharp planes and angles—a face full of character. “So you’re like me, live and breathe work?”
“I guess that’s true, to some extent.” For a moment, Mike’s
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expression lightened. She placed a new pile of folded napkins next to Vivian. “I watch a lot of movies and play the drums. Especially if I’m angry. That’s why I started—to get rid of stress in college.”
“Ever play professionally?”
“No. Except for the gigs at college where they paid us in free beer.”
“Beer?” Vivian couldn’t stand the stuff. The smell, the taste; it was all bad. She wasn’t about to insult Mike’s taste, though.
“Yeah, there was a lot of beer, but I stayed away from it. I don’t drink.”
More shadows. Vivian leaned forward so she wouldn’t miss any of Mike’s facial expressions. “I don’t drink much either these days. A glass of red wine on special occasions, that’s all. I’m on, well…some medication, and the two don’t play nicely together.”
“I’d say so.” Mike grimaced, making Vivian laugh. “I knew someone who mixed alcohol with a little bit of everything. Everything but food.”
“Sounds like a careless person,” Vivian suggested cautiously. I bet that was someone close to you.
“To say the least.”
They exchanged another long look, and again Vivian felt something indescribable happen, something she couldn’t grasp, but it was as tangible as the coffee cup in her hands. Mike’s mix of dark wildness, combined with an undeniable vulnerability, stirred something inside Vivian and induced a faint tingle in her stomach. She was amazed at her own interest, and it did take her mind off the issues she was battling. Vivian welcomed the change of focus.
“You said you have dogs.” Mike changed the subject, her eyes now black as thunderclouds. “What kind?”
“Great Danes,” Vivian replied, trying to sound cheerful. She wanted to assure her she had nothing to fear from someone who was almost hiding in East Quay. Mike’s look of relief and the disappearing tremors in her hands were worth the effort. “They’re brothers, six years old, called Perry and Mason.”
Mike laughed aloud and the irresistible sound produced goose bumps on Vivian’s arms. “Perry and Mason! You a Raymond Burr fan?”
“Not really, but somehow the names Þ t. They’re both nosy and
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stubborn.” Vivian grinned. “They’re also sweet and well behaved, most of the time. Since I’m alone in that beach house, they make me feel safe.”
“Is your family still here in East Quay, Vivian?”
“No. I moved my parents to a condo near the harbor in Newport as soon as I could afford to. My mother always wanted to live near the water, and nowadays she loves to watch the ships come and go. Especially the QE2.”
“What do you know.” Mike sounded enthusiastic. “I went to Newport once, with a family I stayed with, and we toured the QE2. I was stunned, beyond stunned. I knew one day I’d travel on that ship and visit all the ports she went to.” Leaning forward, she placed her chin in her palms. “I still want to.”
“And you should, cara. You have plenty of time, but the sooner the better.”
“Have you sailed with her?”
Vivian nodded. “Yes, but it was a working voyage.”
“You don’t exactly strike me as a sailor.” Mike winked. Laughing, Vivian shook her head, covering her forehead and feigning exasperation. “You found me out,” she huffed. “Honestly, I was part of the entertainment.”
“You’re a performer?”
“Yes. I sing.”
“How great. I play the drums and you sing—we have potential.”
A Þ erce blush crept up from Mike’s neck and spread to her pale cheeks like wildÞ re. “Hey, I didn’t mean—”
“I know, I know. But I see your point.” Vivian smiled, charmed by Mike’s apparent confusion.
The bell pinged and a young woman poked her head in. “Sorry I’m late for work, Mike! I’ll just park my bike and be right in.”
The mood between Mike and Vivian broke like a dry twig, and they both pulled back. Vivian slid ten dollars beneath her cup. “Well,”
she said with some reluctance, “I think that’s my cue. It was nice talking with you.”
“Thanks. The same to you. Do come back.”
A quiet longing in Mike’s voice made Vivian stop and turn. “Of course I will. You make excellent coffee, cara.”
v
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“Hey, kiddo, drop what you’re doing.”
Eryn Goddard jumped when her boss’s loud voice sounded just a few inches from her right ear. “Why?” She pivoted on the chair, meticulously preventing her disdain for Harold Mills from showing. He was a short, stocky man, and if his nonexistent social skills weren’t enough, he wasn’t running the local paper very professionally. She resented his lack of objectivity and his obvious pandering to some of the local politicians and merchants.
“Get down to the Marriott, pronto. Hernandez was supposed to go, but his wife’s hatching their fourth.” Harold obviously thought that Mrs. Hernandez should’ve thought better of interfering with business than to expect her husband at her side for the baby’s birth.
“What’s up at the Marriott?” Eryn was already on her feet, eager to get out of her bully of a boss’s way.
“A press conference. The world press is there. Make sure you have your credentials. Security’s bound to be tight.”
“Are you going to tell me what kind of press conference, or will that be a surprise?” Eryn knew she sounded sarcastic and didn’t care. Harold glared, and she felt a little wave of satisfaction.
“Our only freakin’ diva is back for the Þ rst time since she skipped town some forty years ago. Do me a favor. Put East Quay on the map for a change. Ask a headline question. Anything.”
Eryn’s mind raced. Only one name came to mind, but was that possible? “Vivian Harding? The opera singer?”
“Bingo.”
Eryn hated when he said “bingo” in that smug tone. Overbearing prick. “All right, I’ll head over there now. When’s the press conference?”
“In forty-Þ ve minutes.” He checked his watch. “Make that forty.”
“And that’s cutting it a tad close.” With her teeth clenched around a juicy insult, Eryn headed for the door, pulling her shoulder bag over her head as she strode between the desks in the small ofÞ ce. Nothing like a little pressure!
v
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Vivian applied her deep red lipstick with skilled precision. As she put it down, she leaned in closer to examine her reß ection. It was important to look impeccable, today more than ever. She gently pressed a tissue to her full lips before applying a second layer. Something stroked against her leg, and she looked down at the dog. “Do I look the part, Mason? Will I look enough of the homecoming superstar to fool the press?”
Mason sat down and tilted his head as if to ponder the question, making her laugh. His brother joined them and rested his large head on the dresser, reluctant as usual to take his eyes off her. Vivian returned her attention to the mirror and made sure her hair was secure in its loose twist. She had chosen a red pantsuit over a white sleeveless blouse and her trademark three-inch-heel pumps. Colorful earrings and a matching necklace full of emeralds, topazes, and rubies glittered. I dress the part, and they see what I want them to. So what?
That’s how you play the game.
When she heard the cabdriver honk for the second time, she threw a multicolored scarf casually around her shoulders and patted Mason and Perry. “I won’t be long, boys. Behave.” Looking once more into the mirror, Vivian took a deep breath. One last time. Surely I can pull it off one more time?
v
Eryn sat down in the Þ rst row, at the far left, and looking around, she realized she was lucky to get this seat. One of the more seasoned reporters, who’d been a close friend to her previous boss, had saved it for her since the conference room was packed. Media people lined all three walls in the large room.
The buzz from the audience rose and fell around her, but Eryn was busy opening her tablet PC and locating the Þ les she needed from her wireless uplink. Many Web sites were dedicated to the world-famous mezzosoprano, and she’d read reviews of Harding’s performances and recordings before. Vivian Harding was one of the few classic divas in the same category as performers like Birgit Nilsson and Maria Callas. Eryn wondered how such a talent could have sprung from East Quay. Few people in America, let alone outside the country, had ever heard of this little town. And despite Vivian Harding’s fame, she hadn’t put it on the map. As far as Eryn knew, this was the Þ rst time the singer
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had been back since she’d left East Quay immediately after Malcolm Hayes discovered her.
At the sound of applause Eryn glanced up at the podium, expecting the star of the media circus to appear. Instead a dark-haired woman in a dark blue skirt suit, her chocolate brown hair in a low, snug bun, climbed the few stairs to the dais.
She seemed familiar, and after a second Eryn realized why. Not only was Manon Belmont the owner of the venerated Belmont Foundation and considered East Quay’s Þ rst lady, but she was Eryn’s neighbor in the condo she’d inherited from her great-aunt. It was pretty mind-boggling to be living in the same building as the town’s crème de la crème. They’d never actually talked; Eryn had only seen her from afar and doubted if Belmont would even recognize her. Not that it mattered.
Eryn settled back and prepared to take notes when Belmont placed some papers on the table in front of her and looked out over the audience. She had a commanding presence, Eryn noted absently.
“Hello, and welcome. I appreciate that so many of you could attend, and I know you’re eager to meet the woman who made this possible. We’re here for a very good cause, and having our town’s most famous person on board is tremendously exciting.” Her throaty voice easily carried throughout the conference room. Obviously Belmont was used to being in the spotlight. Eryn couldn’t help but appreciate the conÞ dent way she carried herself. It was also hard not to notice how attractive she was when an inadvertent movement outlined her full, high breasts and the curve of a hip. “Please, welcome Vivian Harding.”
Belmont clapped, initiating a new round of applause. The door opened again and Vivian Harding emerged, highlighted by the harsh spotlights aimed directly at her. She stopped just inside the door, her hand tucked over the arm of a man. She squinted brieß y and hesitated, murmured to him, and he nodded. Then she joined Manon Belmont at the table on the dais, the spotlights dimming as she sat down. Harding was not what Eryn had expected. She was taller than she appeared on TV and youthfully beautiful. Eryn checked the Web site she had just pulled up to conÞ rm that she was actually Þ fty-four. She saw no signs of plastic surgery, and though Vivian possessed generous curves, nobody in their right mind would ever call her fat. Her red tailored suit complemented her full Þ gure, and her brilliant blue eyes nearly outshone her dazzling jewelry.
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“Thank you, ladies and gentlemen of the press.”
There it was. The voice. Eryn was no opera aÞ cionado, but no one on the planet who owned a radio or TV set could mistake Harding’s voice for anyone else’s. Eryn knew she’d never forget hearing it in real life, if only speaking and not singing.
“This press conference isn’t just about me.” Harding waved off the applause. “While I realize you’re interested in my life and work, I’m actually here to support an extensive charity project, governed mainly by the Belmont Foundation.” She glanced sideways, a smile on her bright red lips. “Manon Belmont has come up with a plan to raise enough money within a year to build a new wing at East Quay Memorial Hospital. In fact, the construction company is making initial preparations.”
Everyone was silent for a few seconds, since the announcement had taken Eryn and her colleagues off guard.
“In what way are you involved, Ms. Harding?” a man sitting three chairs from Eryn asked.
“I will sing in a beneÞ t concert at East Quay Hall, three weeks from tomorrow, with the proceeds going to the hospital.”
Eryn caught Harding and Manon exchanging a furtive glance.
“The concert will serve a second purpose as well,” Harding continued. “It will also be my farewell performance.”
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CHAPTER TWO
After several audible gasps, a volcano of simultaneous questions erupted.
“Are you retiring, Ms. Harding?”
“Why have you returned to your hometown now? Didn’t you once promise never to return?”
“Did Ms. Belmont contact you?”
“Are the rumors regarding you and Peter Ovolov true?”
“Ms. Harding? Over here! Is it true that you’ve Þ red Malcolm Hayes because of the scandal in Rome?”
Embarrassed, but not surprised, on her colleagues’ behalf, Eryn looked over at Manon, whose expression had hardened.
“One at a time, please.” Vivian Harding was clearly used to being accosted by the press on such occasions. “You in the yellow blouse, in the second row.”
“Amy Torres, the Boston Phoenix. Why are you giving your last performance in a godforsaken little town like East Quay?”
Eryn groaned. What an idiot. Doesn’t she realize her question will alienate every citizen in this town?
“I left this town exactly thirty-eight years ago, and it’s high time I gave something back to it. After all, I went to high school here, and my parents lived and worked here for more than half a century.”
“But why now?” The reporter was insistent, and something impertinent in her voice made Eryn want to muzzle her.
“Why not now?” Harding countered, her expression still friendly, but she spoke with an obvious bite. “This is about closing a circle. I’ve seen and played almost every major opera house in the world. Now I
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want to Þ nish my career in my hometown where I started out. Or maybe you didn’t do your research well enough to realize this fact, Miss…?
I’m sorry. What was your name?”
Ouch. Good for you, Harding. Don’t take that kind of treatment from anyone. Eryn thought she saw Manon nod approvingly before sending the reporter a cold glance. Eryn raised her hand. v
Manon Belmont could have throttled the Boston Phoenix’s reporter, but she also knew these types of questions were unavoidable. Vivian had assured her that after dealing with the European press, she didn’t consider the U.S. media too bad.
She regarded the next reporter Vivian acknowledged. The woman was young, with stunning red hair in a long braid and a selfassured look about her. When she rose to ask her question, relaxed and conÞ dent, Manon leaned forward so she wouldn’t miss her words. She managed to avoid frowning when her pulse quickened at the sound of the woman’s clear, strong voice.
“Eryn Goddard, New Quay Chronicle. Have you collaborated with the Belmont Foundation before, Ms. Harding? You and Manon Belmont look like you know each other.”
Vivian spoke in a low-key tone, unlike the conÞ dent onstage voice she had just used to address the other journalist.
“Ms. Goddard. Eryn, was it?” A faint tremor in the elegant hands, probably only visible to Manon, spoke of Vivian’s inner turmoil. “I admire your perception. Yes, I’ve worked with Ms. Belmont on several projects, and we’ve had some success. We became acquainted when she came to Paris and I was performing at Opera Nationale. We spoke after the performance, and when I learned she was one of the New England Belmonts and how dedicated she was to her grandfather’s legacy, the foundation, I was keen to help her raise whatever funds she needed.”
Vivian raised her hands, palms up, and gestured toward Manon. “So if you think I’ve done anything remarkable for this town, you should be a thousand times more proud of Ms. Belmont. She is this town’s true daughter. I’m proud to call Manon Belmont my friend.”
Manon was astounded. She’d never expected Vivian to say anything like that. Not that the part about how they met wasn’t true…but
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the whole daughter-of-the-town business? And Vivian sounded almost regretful. What was that about? Manon glimpsed the reporter, Eryn, scribbling energetically on her computer as a forest of hands stretched toward the ceiling. With the autumn sun from a nearby window igniting her dark red hair, she appeared quite beautiful . Puzzled by the thought, Manon forced herself to focus on the other reporters. Then, to her annoyance, the insolent woman in the yellow shirt now blurted out the next question, without waiting to be acknowledged.
“Why haven’t you let your fans know about your work for charity?”
Manon glanced at Vivian, who appeared remarkably calm. She sounds as if Vivian is obligated to report every move she makes. No wonder she wants to retire.
“It’s quite simple,” Vivian responded. “I’m doing this for personal reasons. Private reasons. I didn’t want that misconstrued as some kind of bid for publicity.”
The woman looked stumped at the reply, and in the back, someone began applauding. The sound grew stronger, and Manon saw Eryn rise to her feet, bringing others with her as the entire assembled press gave a now-ß ustered Vivian a standing ovation.
“Please, please,” Vivian whispered, her eyes suspiciously bright, despite her brilliant smile. “Enough of this.” She looked at Manon, pretending to despair. “What do I do?”
“Enjoy,” Manon murmured. “You deserve it.”
“Very well. I’ll take a few more questions. You, sir, in the black suit on the Þ rst row. It’s Dan, isn’t it?”
“Yes, Dan Casey, New York Times. I’m ß attered that you remember me and sad to hear you’re retiring. Usually, at this stage in an opera singer’s career, you’re at the peak of your performance, with a lot left to give, vocally and artistically. Why end it now? Would you like to share any of your reasons with us?”
With no sound, more a faint twitch of leg muscles, Manon felt Vivian begin to tremble and watched her press her palms together tightly before answering.
“Mostly the reasons are private, and I do agree with you. I’m not ending my career as a performer for artistic reasons. But I can tell you this. I’ll miss it a lot.” The slight quiver in her smile seemed to quiet everyone. “Even the press, Dan.”
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“It’s a tremendous loss for the music world.”
Vivian murmured a thank-you, and then, with a hint of distress, she glanced at Manon, who gave her a reassuring nod and took over.
“I can answer the rest of your questions regarding our charity concert. The town has donated one week’s rent for the concert hall, for rehearsals and the main event. Ms. Harding’s performance will be the main attraction, of course, but we will have a full program, with several other local performers. An itinerary with all the details will be available when you leave…” She heard herself talk about these details with the press, but part of her alternated between making sure Vivian was all right and examining Eryn Goddard’s reaction to what was going on. She was obviously eager to get everything down, since she wrote at an energetic pace and regularly glanced up at Manon and Vivian. Manon eventually wrapped up the press conference with a sigh of relief and surreptitiously peeked at Eryn one last time. At the same moment, Eryn looked her way, and, to Manon’s great embarrassment, lifted an eyebrow questioningly.
Manon groaned inwardly and quickly averted her gaze. Oh, for heaven’s sake. To be caught staring!
v
The taxi drove away with Vivian, and Manon walked back into the Marriott, intending to pick up her briefcase and talk to the hotel manager before returning to the ofÞ ce. Alone in the corridor, she coughed, her itching throat making her realize how exhausted she was. Damn ß u. I thought I was over it. A coughing spell racked her, and she almost cursed aloud as she leaned breathless against the wall.
“Ms. Belmont, are you all right?” someone asked, and placed a hand on her shoulder from behind, startling her. Manon saw Þ rst the green corduroy jacket and tan chinos. Then the red hair, gathered into a long, loose braid; the slightly freckled oval face; and golden butterß ies glistening in small, neat earlobes swam into focus. Tipping her head back a little, Manon gazed into large, luminescent green eyes behind thin metal-framed glasses. It was the reporter from the Þ rst row, Eryn Goddard. A big leather bag was slung across her right shoulder and hung down to her hip.
“It’s all right. I’ll be Þ ne,” Manon wheezed, and hated how weak her voice sounded.
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“You sure? That’s a bad cough.”
Determined not to show just how bad she felt, Manon let go of the wall. “I assure you, I’m Þ ne, Ms. Goddard. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, but there’s no need for thanks.” Eryn tossed her braid over her shoulder with her free hand. “Especially since we’re new neighbors.”
“Neighbors? I haven’t seen you in my building.”
“I just moved into the condo below yours.”
“I see.” Manon tried to think of something more interesting to say, but she was still annoyed that anyone, especially a reporter, had seen her in a weakened state. To top it off, Eryn was scrutinizing her unabashedly, her braid swinging slowly off her shoulder like liquid red gold as she tilted her head. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she’s checking me out.
Manon grew cold and breathless for a totally different reason. She stepped back, hoping the added physical distance would deter Eryn from seeing…too much. “I’d better be going.”
“Okay. Hope you feel better soon.”
“Thank you. For your concern.” She winced when she heard her own starchy words. She couldn’t afford to alienate the press. Although she felt ridiculous, Manon began walking toward the door at the end of the corridor.
“Ms. Belmont?”
“Yes?” Manon looked back over her shoulder. Eryn’s eyes glittered as if she was hard pressed not to smile.
“You’re welcome.”
v
As Eryn strolled down the street she wondered why she couldn’t stop thinking about Manon Belmont. The extraordinarily poised Belmont onstage was a distinct contrast to the vulnerable woman she’d just seen in the corridor. Eryn wondered how someone could appear so collected every instant in public. She carried herself impeccably, wore her hair in a tasteful but restrained style, and dressed conservatively, no doubt from the most expensive boutiques in Providence and Boston. However, the woman Eryn had just encountered in the hotel hallway acted almost unsure of herself, as if she was afraid of saying the wrong thing.
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A limousine passed her and then slowed. Eryn assumed it was because of the afternoon trafÞ c, but no other cars were in the limo’s lane. It stopped completely, and Eryn halted next to it, curious. A back window lowered. “Are you on your way home, Ms. Goddard?” Manon Belmont asked in a reserved tone.
“Yes. The cab line was so long—”
“Would you like a ride?”
Eryn hesitated only a moment. “Thanks, if it’s no bother. That’d be super.”
The chauffeur, a distinguished-looking man in his sixties, came around to the passenger side.
“Ma’am.” He politely removed his cap as she entered the car.
“Thank you, sir.”
“Just call me Ben, ma’am.” The corner of his mouth twitched, making his neat mustache quiver.
“Only if you call me Eryn. I’m not used to being ma’amed.” Eryn grinned when he nodded. She already liked the chauffeur. As they merged into trafÞ c, Eryn turned to Manon, who was busy reading from a folder. She made no attempt to talk to Eryn, only glanced at her and nodded distractedly.
The muted light in the limo softened Manon’s features, making her look different—less strict, younger. Eryn knew she was in her early forties and that she’d never married. In fact, she was supposedly a barracuda when it came to men. With a new man on her arm at almost every function, she teetered on the difÞ cult edge of being envied or called a tramp.
As Eryn studied Manon discreetly she wondered if anyone who actually looked at this class act of a woman could call her a tramp. An aura of quality, of substance, permeated the air around Manon, as if she oozed old money, old values. As if I’d give a hoot for old values. Old values crucify people like me.
v
“Thanks for the ride. DeÞ nitely better than a cab.” As the oldstyle elevator stopped at the fourth ß oor, Eryn pulled the gate aside and hoisted her heavy computer bag farther up on her shoulder. “This is where I get off.”
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“My pleasure.” Manon sounded strange. “And again, thank you for being kind to me.”
“Hey, no problem. Just drink lots of ß uids, okay?”
“Thank you. I’ll remember that.” Manon obviously had something else on her mind.
“Yes?” Eryn asked gently.
“You’re a reporter…and in my position, I have to be careful.”
“And you want to make sure this is all off the record.” Irrational disappointment shot through Eryn, making it even hard to speak. Why do I care what she thinks? “I thought we were just chatting.”
“The press hasn’t given me many opportunities to chat, I’m afraid.”
Manon’s reserved stance spoke volumes. Obviously she wasn’t going to encourage any warm and fuzzy heart-to-hearts between neighbors. The muscles in Eryn’s stomach clenched into a tight Þ st. Manon’s tone of voice, stiff, yet tinged with defeat, bothered her. I wonder what she’s trying to hide. She’s clearly worried about something.
Eryn was annoyed that Manon apparently lumped her in with all the other reporters she mistrusted. And what ticked her off even more was her own reaction, her urge to assure Manon that everything was cool, that she had nothing to worry about.
“I’m sure the media’s given you a lot of attention. That can’t be easy,” Eryn said, and struggled to sound matter-of-fact. “Of course you’re suspicious. But if I ever try to interview you, you’ll know beforehand. Fair enough?” She tried a mischievous grin, which disarmed even Harold once in a while. “After all, we’re neighbors and I may need a ride again.”
A few seconds ticked by, then Manon smiled carefully and unfolded her arms. “You’re right. Neighbors should have an understanding.” She paused and checked her hair with quick, jerky Þ ngers. Eryn wondered if she was that nervous. “If you need a ride and see Benjamin and the car, use it if it’s convenient. Besides, I can tell he likes you.”
And you? Do you like me? Or was that just a clever brush-off?
Eryn shook off her own bit of paranoia and waved to Manon before she closed the elevator gate. As the old monstrosity squeaked on up to the penthouse ß oor, Eryn stuck her key into her door lock and turned it absent-mindedly.
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She simply couldn’t Þ gure her illustrious neighbor out and her reporter’s antennae were buzzing. Manon was seen as a scion of the community, but there were suggestive whispers about her private life. She was also aloof, verging on rude. It didn’t add up. What had Vivian Harding said? East Quay’s true daughter? Curiouser and curiouser. I’m going to do a little research and see what I can Þ nd out. Eryn knew Manon was bound to be hiding something.
Tired beyond words, Eryn craved a hot bath and some red wine. First things Þ rst. Humming, as soon as she entered her apartment she walked over to her CD player and pressed play. You can’t soak in the tub without Eric Clapton.
v
Mike lifted a crate of oranges and started Þ lling the basket next to the chrome juice press. If anyone ordered fresh orange juice at the Sea Stone Café, they could watch the staff squeeze it or they could suck it out of the orange themselves if they wanted it any fresher . Mike grinned and whistled almost inaudibly.
“Mike? Where do you want me to put these?”
Mike gasped at the sound of the unexpected male voice. With her hands in an automatic defensive pose, she jerked around so fast that Edward, one of her employees, almost lost his balance as he backpedaled, juggling a large melon under each arm.
“For crying out loud. I didn’t mean to scare you.” Edward put the melons down on a nearby barrel. “You okay?”
“I’m Þ ne. I’m Þ ne.” Mike rubbed her bare arms. “Just a little jumpy.”
“A little? Any jumpier and you’d end up in orbit.”
“I’ll send you into orbit,” Martha said, nudging her husband out of the way. “Go out back and make yourself useful. It’s garbage day, and I’ve got four bags for you to tie up.”
“Yeah, yeah. Garbage.” Edward rolled his eyes at Mike over Martha’s head. “I’m going, I’m going.”
Martha carried one of the melons to the area between the bar and the kitchen. When she returned, she put her hand on Mike’s shoulder.
“You look frozen. Why don’t you pop down to your place and get a sweater?”
“I’ll be okay. Just a tad chilly for a second.”
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“You almost did your karate stuff on Eddie. Not that he wouldn’t beneÞ t from some roughing up, but I’d kinda like for him to keep his teeth. Want to tell me what’s going on? You’ve been somewhat tense lately.”
“I…” Mike forced herself to ignore another shiver. “I can’t talk about it. Not now.”
“Oh, child, it’s okay.”
Mike saw nothing but unconditional kindness in Martha’s eyes. Tears welled up when Mike thought how blessed she was that Martha and Edward had walked through the door and into her life Þ ve years ago. They were the parents she’d wished for throughout her teens, and not having any children of their own made it even better. Maybe I should feel selÞ sh for monopolizing them. But hell, I don’t. I need them. I love them.
“I understand. I do. Just so you know you can come and talk to me anytime.”
“Thanks. I will. One day.”
“Good.” Something on the TV caught Martha’s attention. “Oh, my! Look at that! It’s her!”
“Who?” Mike turned around, curious since Martha hated the
“dumb-box,” as she referred to television sets.
“I adore her, Mike. Edward and I saw her in Italy when we were on that tour we won. In Milan at La Scala. He didn’t want to go, he hates opera, but as soon as she started singing…he cried like a baby.”
Vivian! Mike felt her jaw lose cohesion. The heavy makeup didn’t hide Vivian’s features, but all the bright colors changed her appearance.
Martha reached for the remote and raised the volume. “Oh, what a beautiful speaking voice.”
“Her name’s Vivian,” Mike said, still under the spell of the woman she’d chatted with the day before. And she’s so damned beautiful.
“That’s right. Vivian Harding.”
“I’ve heard of her. I think,” Mike said dubiously.
“If you know her name’s Vivian, how come you don’t know who she is?”
“She was here yesterday having coffee. We talked some. She was nice.” Seeing Martha stagger and grab for the counter, Mike had to smile, and she felt the shadows around her dissipate. “She promised she’d come back.”
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“She did?” Martha pressed a hand to her ample chest. “I hope she does. Soon. Today. No, not today. I look like hell.”
“You look Þ ne. But I don’t think she meant today. If she did, it’s not long till closing time.”
Martha looked reassured. “What did you two talk about?”
“Nothing special. Stuff.”
“Did she enjoy the coffee?”
“Very much.” I think s he enjoyed chatting with me. If she wasn’t just slumming, for kicks. It didn’t seem that way, but…you never know.
“You make the best coffee in town. It’s sure worth coming back for. And, sweetheart,” Martha added, circling Mike’s waist with a strong arm, “so are you.”
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CHAPTER THREE
Early-morning mist caressed the ocean. As Mike stretched her legs, she glanced at the trees farther up the shore. Soon their leaves would blaze against the azure skies. She loved fall. Inhaling deeply, she jumped off the boardwalk and started her morning run in the cool, crisp air. As she approached the water she shortened her stride. The sand made her work hard as she deliberately stayed on the dry part of it. Eight or ten years ago she couldn’t have guessed she would enjoy such familiar routines. She’d never controlled her time or her life, so making and sticking to her own schedule now empowered her. Back then it had been a struggle to move, to force the same body to obey that now responded so willingly. Mike could almost hear Josie Quinn advising her not to beat herself up for what she went through before she got her act together. Mike thought fondly of her, the Þ rst adult able to reach her in years. At twenty-one Mike had been broken, disillusioned, undernourished, and full of hate. Josie, then in her late forties, volunteered at the Youth Center in Providence, and Mike learned to respect and Þ nally love her mentor in just six months. They had always stayed in touch, but now it pained and worried Mike that she couldn’t track Josie down. Shaking off her sad thoughts, Mike inhaled deeply. The scent of autumn, my favorite time of year. Good for business too, but without the hassle of the summer crowd. The beach was almost empty. This was just how Mike liked it. She ran for another ten minutes before she spotted someone approaching. A breeze caught the woman’s caramelcolored coat and pushed the morning mist farther out to sea.
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As she jogged closer, Mike saw the woman wasn’t alone; two huge dogs ß anked her. Mike slowed so she wouldn’t startle the two Great Danes, which she realized had to be Vivian’s Perry and Mason. The breed wasn’t unusual in New England, but as far as Mike knew, no one else in this neighborhood had dogs like that. Closer, she could see Vivian’s long hair fanned out like a fair silken sail on the wind. Mike slowed to a walk, then stopped next to her and stretched one leg at a time by tucking it up behind her. “Nice to see you again, Vivian.”
Fighting to control the excited dogs and keep her windblown hair out of her face, Vivian looked like she needed a break. “Mike, you’re up early.”
“Habit. I always jog early. I haven’t seen you on the beach before.”
“Perry and Mason insisted on exploring today. I thought we better do it before the beach crowd comes.”
“Smart move. So these are your boys. They’re cute.”
“Cute isn’t the word I’d use, but they’re being good right now. Sometimes they set each other off and can be a handful.” Vivian laughed, eyeing the dogs affectionately.
Mike couldn’t resist smiling. Her laughter. I’ve never heard anything more beautiful. Mike regarded the large dogs respectfully.
“They’re…wonderful. May I pat them?”
“Of course. They’re friendly.”
Carefully approaching the dog she thought was Mason, Mike looked into his dark eyes as she extended a hand. To her relief he licked it immediately and then trotted over to her, pressing his body against her hip.
“Good Lord, when I said they’re friendly, I didn’t mean this much. Mason never takes to anybody like that.” Vivian moved closer. “He’s usually very reserved, especially with strangers. Perry is the sycophant of the two.”
“Ah, I know what it is. I smell like fresh pastry.” Mike grinned, surprised at how much this eccentric woman and her dogs charmed her.
“He must think I have something yummy in my pocket.”
“That could be it.” Vivian laughed again. As she stepped forward, the other dog moved in front of her and made her stumble. Staggering toward Mike, she fumbled for support but lost her balance. “Merde!”
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“You okay?” Mike shoved Mason out of the way and slid her arms beneath Vivian’s, stopping her from falling.
“Yes, yes. Thank you.” Vivian sounded out of breath as she leaned against Mike. “Didn’t pay attention, that’s all.”
Mike had a sudden, almost frightening urge to hold Vivian closer, to shield her.
Another nudge at Mike’s legs made her look down. “Perry seems to like me a lot too,” she said, changing the subject when Mason’s twin sniffed at her pockets. “I’ll have to bring some doggie biscuits in case we run into each other again.”
Still half leaning on Mike, Vivian paused before she answered.
“I’m sure we will. I plan to make this a routine for the dogs while I can. I don’t know exactly how long I’ll be in East Quay.”
Mike hesitated but Þ nally let go of Vivian. She didn’t want to start jogging again; instead she just stood there, enthralled by Vivian’s eyes. They reminded her of the ocean and were even bluer out in the open, without the excessive makeup Vivian had worn on TV. “I understand you’re an opera singer.”
“Yes. After I perform for the Belmont Foundation, I’m going to take a break. Believe it or not, it’ll be my Þ rst vacation in two years.”
Vivian gazed at her gently. “You look like a hard worker too. Something we have in common.”
“I guess so.” Mike’s cheeks warmed under Vivian’s gaze. “Keeping the café proÞ table takes a lot of effort, so I have to work more or less around the clock. With a break for a short nap now and then.”
The dogs began to pull in the direction Mike had come from.
“They’re impatient.” Vivian paused and pointed to a house on stilts about Þ fty yards from the waterline. “My manager’s house is just over there. Would you like something to drink? Juice or a cup of coffee?”
Mike started to use the café as an excuse to decline but changed her mind. I never go anywhere, and she’ll Þ nd out in a ß ash that I’m not very worldly. But I think she likes to talk to me. And I could sure look at her forever. She returned Vivian’s smile. “Thanks. Some juice would be nice.”
As they walked toward the dunes, Mike realized that though she didn’t know Vivian, she very much wanted to.
v
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Vivian unleashed the dogs before she climbed the stairs. Seeing how they had taken to Mike, she smiled. Their reaction was a good omen, since Mike was her Þ rst private houseguest, a nerve-wracking prospect. Even though she had entertained her colleagues for years in the opera world, that had been business. But to have a young woman over for an impromptu visit felt more daunting than even her upcoming performance.
Vivian gestured for Mike to sit down on the patio before she hurried into the house and grabbed a pitcher of orange juice from the fridge. She placed it and a couple of glasses on a silver tray, took a deep breath as she picked it up, bit the tip of her tongue for balance, and carried it out to the patio, hoping she wouldn’t trip or spill anything. Successful, she placed the tray on the cast-iron table. “Here we go.”
“Thanks.” Mike was still patting the dogs. “Perry, Mason, down.”
Vivian stared as her boys obediently lay at Mike’s feet and gazed up at her, as if eager for her praise.
“Good dogs.” Mike’s words were met with adoring looks and wagging tails. “I’m glad you haven’t had their ears cropped or their tails docked.”
“Yes,” Vivian said, her heart warming at this observation.
“Personally, I Þ nd it unnecessary and unnatural to subject any pet to that kind of treatment.”
“I know what you mean. You mentioned they’re brothers. They look alike.”
“Yes, some people warned me they might become hostile toward each other when they matured, but after six years they still only play.”
“Best friends, huh, boys?” Mike rufß ed the dogs’ ears. “They’re great.”
Vivian sipped her juice and motioned for Mike to accept the other glass. She studied Mike—black hair, milky white complexion, and the darkest blue eyes she had ever seen. Tall, at least six feet, and slim, Mike appeared fragile, but the way she jogged suggested strength beneath her smooth skin.
She recognized an unexpected attraction, which was both puzzling and unwelcome. Granted, she’d been acting out of character lately, and with good reason, but she certainly didn’t have time for any mysterious
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feelings. This called for casual conversation. “So, Mike, did you grow up here?”
“I lived on the other side of town most of my life. Was raised south of East Quay, in the outskirts four bus stops from the depot. Now they’ve built a whole new community there, kind of like a suburb, though it’s silly to think of a town this size having one.”
“Unless you consider the tourist season with all the summer guests.”
“True. Everyone and their dog are here then.” Mike winked at Vivian. “Present company excluded, of course.”
“Of course.” Vivian hoped her smile didn’t look as forced as it felt. Maintaining a relaxed façade was more difÞ cult than she’d anticipated.
“I know exactly where you’re talking about. I grew up not far from there, a bit closer to town, on Delivery Street, and couldn’t get away fast enough. I hated it with a passion. It was so run down and depressing…”
She grimaced. “I guess that’s why—”
“What?”
“I’m shocked that coming back to East Quay is comforting. Like home, you know? It’s odd, because I don’t know anyone here anymore, except my manager and Manon Belmont.”
“You’re not exactly back in the sticks, are you?” Mike cocked her head and glanced around, gesturing at the luxurious interior. “This is deÞ nitely the more upscale part of East Quay.”
“Like I said, it isn’t mine.”
“But surely you make more than your manager.” Mike pursed her lips. “If you don’t, you must be gullible or doing something else wrong.”
Vivian tossed her head back and laughed aloud. “God, how true. This isn’t a small apartment above a hardware store, that’s for sure. Returning to ‘the right side of Quay’ and still helping the local hospital by doing what I do best feels okay.”
“And it should. No need to go slumming to prove a point.”
She actually gets it. Vivian wanted to reach out and squeeze Mike’s hand in gratitude, but instead chose to cuddle Perry’s silky ears. If she
gets it, perhaps I can really come home. Some of the comments the reporters made during the press conference still stung, perhaps because she believed, deep down, that they were justiÞ ed. I did abandon this
• 39 •
GUN BROOKE
place and didn’t look back, until now, despite every attempt they made to get me to perform here over the years. And now I need these people a lot more than they need me.
“You’re performing for free, right?” Mike interrupted Vivian’s thoughts. “That’s cool and very generous.”
“Yes, I am. And thank you. Those $1,500 tickets should certainly help build the new children’s hospital wing. Manon Belmont expects most of New York’s opera community to turn out.”
“That’s great.” Mike said. “With all the cutbacks lately, our hospital needs the cash.”
“I know.” Vivian let her Þ ngers trace the rim of her glass, creating a delicate, haunting sound that made the dogs prick their ears. “After Manon and I discussed this project, my manager took care of everything. At Þ rst he was apprehensive, but I told him since I was going on leave this was a fabulous way to end my tour. Honestly, Mike, I’ve traveled for so long and…”
There’s more than I can handle alone now. She was so relieved to know Malcolm was taking care of things when she had to keep one doctor’s appointment after another. He was more than her manager. Before she met Manon, Malcolm and his wife were her only friends and had been since she was a teenager. The hordes of admirers and fanatical opera fans that constantly surrounded her, as well as her accompanist, makeup artist, and the paparazzi, weren’t a good source of new relationships. And besides, she had always been an ambitious workaholic.
Vivian realized she was drifting and said briskly, “I have to make some changes, so I decided to take a break here. Time will tell if it was the right move.” She sipped her juice again. “Exactly how did you end up owning such a successful café?”
“Martha and Edward helped me turn an out-of-the-way café into a popular place for the yacht crowd and, later on, the locals from East Quay.” Mike sounded cautious. “Lately, we’ve attracted a lot of out-oftowners, thanks to some serious advertising. We couldn’t accommodate a bigger crowd until now. At breakfast and lunch, we have mostly regulars, and in the evenings all sorts of people come in for a meal and some coffee.”
“Sounds like long days for you.”
“Very long days. That’s why my morning run is so important. It gives me a chance to…breathe.”
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Watching the careful smile that ß ickered over Mike’s features reminded Vivian of glimpsing a startlingly beautiful sunrise, only to watch it disappear as fast as it appeared. Uncertain why a mere smile had such an impact, Vivian struggled for something to say.
“I can imagine that. Most people don’t realize what kind of physical effort being an opera singer entails. It’s like being a lumberjack.”
“A lumberjack?”
“Performing for an entire evening is hard on the body.”
“I’m glad I ran into you this morning.” Mike gestured toward the dogs, the glass, and the ocean view. “This was great.”
“I agree. How old are you, Mike?” The question slipped out before Vivian could stop it. Damn, where’s my tact?
“Thirty-four.” Mike sounded unfazed. “You?”
“I’m Þ fty-three.” Relieved, Vivian liked Mike’s quick return of her frank question. “Actually Þ fty-four in a few months.”
“You look a lot younger.”
“Thank you, so do you. Age is really just a number. We opera singers aren’t like many theater and screen actors. We can still Þ nd parts well into our sixties. Makeup helps, but our performance isn’t about appearance. It’s about the voice.”
“You don’t need any help in either department,” Mike said impulsively.
Embarrassed but pleased, Vivian changed the subject. “I can certainly see why people eat at your cafe. It feels so warm and welcoming. Besides, you’re bound to attract all kinds of coffee lovers.”
“I know. Our Java lovers are very particular about how we grind and brew their coffee.” Mike Þ ddled with her glass, ß ustered at the praise. “And being meticulous has paid off. My best investment, not counting Martha and Edward, was our state-of-the-art espresso machine. I stayed up the entire Þ rst night staring at it, making cappuccino, café
latte, café mocha, and ten other specialties. Edward insists that he found me asleep with my arms around it, but I don’t recall that.”
“Well, you have a new customer to add to your regulars.” Vivian smiled at her sudden commitment, limited though it was. “I love the ambience, and the view is wonderful.”
“Thanks. That’s the idea. When the sun goes down and the sky’s all purple and orange, the marina is a pretty romantic place.” Mike made a wry face. “At least if you believe in romance.”
“And you don’t?” Vivian’s voice was gentle.
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“No.”
“Not ever?”
“I don’t actively look for it.” Mike shrugged and appeared a little uncomfortable. “I have a business to run.”
Vivian recognized her own life all too clearly in that sentiment, and it saddened her. They had loneliness in common, it seemed. She watched Mike rise from her chair with Perry and Mason standing at attention. “You have to get back to work?”
“I’d like to stay longer, but…” She patted the dogs, which rose expectantly. “Now, boys, behave and I’ll bring you doggie treats next time, if it’s okay with your mom.” Her cheeks reddened as she glanced at Vivian. “Damn. I didn’t mean to invite myself…”
Wanting to erase Mike’s mortiÞ cation, Vivian placed a hand on her shoulder. “Just pop by anytime. I’ll be here most of the time, when I’m not rehearsing.”
“Okay, then. See you later!” Mike patted the dogs and stunned Vivian by gently touching her arm, the contact so brief it barely registered. “Have a really good day.” Mike ran down the steps toward the beach and jogged at a steady pace along the water’s edge. Vivian touched her own arm, which tingled from Mike’s touch. The sky was ablaze, but she resisted the urge to close her eyes. Instead she watched Mike until she disappeared from sight.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Manon sorted through the Sunday paper and tossed everything but the entertainment section on the ß oor by her bed. Noticing Eryn Goddard’s byline, she tried to reconcile the professionallooking woman in the photo with the redheaded force of nature she’d just met. Now she understood why she hadn’t recognized her, though she should have at least remembered the name. Sunday mornings were the only times she indulged in personal luxuries. She’d already Þ lled the tub with hot water, scented with honey oil and bay-leaf bath salts. She read on her way to the bathroom for a long soak, caught up in Eryn’s article about Vivian Harding. Pleased by the publicity, Manon was relieved that the piece didn’t speculate about Vivian’s private life. Eryn had obviously done her homework too. She mentioned how much the opera world admired the singer but didn’t just focus on her notoriety. Instead she provided facts about the person, the woman Vivian Harding. Eryn demanded her reader’s full attention and some brainpower. Though Manon was neither a writer nor an editor, she took pride in being able to spot talent. And Eryn clearly had it. Manon placed the newspaper next to the bathroom sink. As she removed her bathrobe, she scrutinized herself with unusually critical eyes. Though her full breasts were a bit out of proportion to her slim Þ gure, as were her long legs, a college friend, Faith Dabrinsky, had once told her, “When you wear those preppie clothes, you hide your wonderful assets. You’ve got to learn to ß aunt them a little…in a respectable way, naturally.”
Manon knew she was only half joking. She climbed into the large tub and set the jets to maximum before she sank down into the milky
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bubbles. Leaning back she let the soothing scent and the massaging water engulf her.
Being head of the Belmont family and Jacques Belmont IV’s only direct descendant had its moments, but it also created headaches and heartache. She wondered if her grandfather and father had routinely felt as tired as she did right now and how they had relaxed from the demands their positions placed on them.
She’d been only thirteen when the somber realization had struck that she would take over the family fortunes and the obligations that came with it someday. Fortunately, she’d had seventeen years after that to prepare for the legacy before her grandfather died. It had felt natural to take over the foundation, his heart’s work. It had never felt like a burden. She loved it and had concentrated on learning everything she could about how to administer the many philanthropic programs. She hadn’t expected to Þ nd herself at the head of Belmont Industries quite so soon, however.
Rubbing a soapy hand down her arm, massaging her tired muscles, Manon recalled her shock when her father had suffered a massive stroke four years after her grandfather’s death and soon passed away. Suddenly she was responsible for running both Belmont Industries and the Belmont Foundation, two independent companies that needed fulltime attention. She couldn’t have done it without her highly competent friend Faith, who took over the business side of Belmont Industries and breathed new air into the corporation.
Manon turned off the Jacuzzi’s jets and welcomed the silence. As she sank deeper into the water, her chin just above it, she let her hands slide along her body and gently rubbed sore muscles. The image of a redhead with long, rich hair pulled back in an intricate French braid invaded her mind: Eryn Goddard, her new neighbor. Manon sighed and continued to explore her own smooth skin.
Eryn’s eyes intrigued her. Shimmering, green, and luminescent, they were unwavering in their intensity. Manon shivered and slid farther under the water, only her face above the surface. Involuntarily she parted her legs, and the hot water ß owing against her most sensitive parts made her gasp as if someone else was touching her. It would be so easy to imagine she was feeling Eryn’s caress, but Manon struggled against such fantasy, as she had always done. She
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could ill afford it now. As a Belmont, she had been raised from birth to be perfect, to behave immaculately. Though she saw nothing wrong with being gay, her legacy didn’t allow her the luxury of putting her own interests and happiness Þ rst. All her life she had worked hard to fulÞ ll her family’s expectations, burying her need for personal fulÞ llment and learning to be satisÞ ed with the rewards of the family business. Though she had found women attractive since she was seventeen, she couldn’t act on her feelings. Absolutely not.
Eryn Goddard’s face emerged again, and Manon moaned as one hand found an erect nipple and the other moved toward her swelling center. I shouldn’t. But it was too late to stop; the startling rush of arousal was too strong. Pushing her self-imposed rules aside, she spread her legs and stroked down along her folds. The slickness between them was easy to spread over the aching ridge of nerves at the center. In her mind, she loosened the ribbon holding Eryn’s braid, and fragrant wavy hair surrounded them… Them? Oh, God. Stop it, you fool! Get a grip!
Furious at herself, Manon rubbed harder, quicker, as if getting the orgasm over and done with would erase Eryn from her mind. With agonizing slowness, she moved toward climax, her clitoris swollen and hard where her Þ ngers pinched it. Images of Eryn’s tongue sliding between her Þ ngers to soothe and entice came and went. Manon whimpered and muttered incoherent words, sometimes cursing under her breath. Unsure if she struggled toward, or against, her pending orgasm, Manon Þ nally went rigid, convulsing as wave after wave of lonely pleasure surged through her.
The water sloshed around her, and for a moment it wasn’t foamy water at all, but long red locks and the soft skin of a freckled cheek that touched her. Manon cried out, mufß ed, close to mortiÞ ed, when her orgasm began to wear off. Silent tears ran down her cheeks and blended with the water, and she had no idea where the tears of sadness ended and the ones of fury began.
Eventually the water became so cool she started to shiver. Her legs unsteady, she rose and took a quick, hot shower. Afterward, she rubbed her skin vigorously with a terry cloth towel, determined to wipe the thought of Eryn Goddard off her skin and out of her mind. v
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The Sunday brunch crowd occupied almost every table in the Sea Stone Café. Vivian moved between them with calculated ease as she kept her eyes on a vacant table by the far wall. She reached it with a sigh of relief and sat down, adjusting the scarf covering her hair, which she had pulled back into a French twist for the day.
“Vivian,” a familiar voice greeted her from behind. Mike showed up at her side. “Perfect timing—I was just thinking about you.”
Vivian smiled at the spontaneous comment and promptly saw two red spots appear on Mike’s high cheekbones. “I was thinking of you too—and your coffee,” Vivian teased, delighted at Mike’s reaction. Then it occurred to her that Mike might be making polite conversation with yet another customer, and the possibility erased her smile.
“Of course,” Mike countered, “the way to a lady’s heart is through caffeine in appropriate doses.”
Reassured, Vivian felt her cheeks warm under Mike’s gaze. Me—
blushing? Now that’s one for the tabloids! “Well, if you want to stay on my good side,” she said, “you can bring me a double espresso latte and a baguette with lettuce and tomatoes…and perhaps a sprinkle of Parmesan.”
“My pleasure.” Mike smiled, but then she wavered. “Want some company? It’s time for my break. Or are you waiting for someone?”
As Mike straightened her back and shoved her hands into her apron pockets, her obvious discomfort piqued Vivian’s interest. “I’d love some company, Mike. I’m here by myself.”
“Great.” An expression of relief ß itted through Mike’s eyes. “Be right back.”
Vivian noticed several other people sitting alone, reading the Sunday paper. She suspected Eryn Goddard’s article was featured in the entertainment section and hoped nobody recognized her. In her ofÞ cial role as prima donna assoluta, with impeccable makeup and an aweinspiring hairdo, she made an unforgettable impact on most people. She dressed to enhance her position as one of the most beautiful mezzosopranos working. A full spread in Vanity had claimed that none of the new talents could compare, despite their youth. If they saw me now or, worse, early in the morning, they wouldn’t argue this so-called fact any longer. Vivian hid a smile at the mere thought. Opera reviewers around the world unanimously agreed her voice was at its best these days, when maturity and life had put its mark on her
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vocal cords and her soul. Vivian knew they were right, but they didn’t know many things, which made her worry about the charity event four weeks from now.
A Sunday paper was tucked into the narrow basket beneath each table, but Vivian didn’t attempt to pick one up.
“Here we go.” Mike placed a tray between them and sat down.
“Oh, God, you have no idea how long my feet have screamed at me to sit down.” Vivian heard her kick off her shoes under the table. “There, better!” She eyed the tray. “Now, here’s your latte and baguette. I spiced it up for you with some new mixed herbs that go really well with tomatoes…Vivian?”
Vivian tore her eyes from Mike’s enthusiastic face and regarded the steaming mug of coffee and the large baguette. “It looks delicious. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. You seem a bit tired. Is being on your home turf catching up with you?”
Vivian sipped her latte and felt the caffeine hit her system almost instantly. “In a way, yes.”
Mike stirred her drink, Þ shed out a dark tea bag, and squeezed it against the inside of the mug with her spoon. Blowing on the tea she looked thoughtfully at Vivian. “Something bothering you? Can I help?”
“Thank you, but I don’t think so. As I said, this will be my last performance for quite a while.” Most likely ever. The thought hurt, and Vivian steeled herself against it, pushing it to the back of her mind.
“The media is focusing a lot on my part of the concert…and I guess I’m nervous. I have rehearsals all month, but still…” She shrugged. “I’m probably just overanxious.”
“I think it’s wonderful.” Mike leaned forward and placed her mug back on the table. “Was it your idea?”
“No, it wasn’t.” Vivian sipped her coffee. “Manon Belmont approached me several months ago, asking if I could Þ t this event into my schedule. I was booked for another year abroad, but my circumstances changed, so I could agree to Manon’s request.” Vivian bit into the baguette, managing not to drop the tomato. “I’m not the only one performing. A local concert pianist will be playing, and Madame Verdi’s ballet group will dance.”
“Madame Verdi! Oh, I remember when my fondest daydream
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was to dance. A girl in my class, I think it was second grade, took her classes. I desperately wanted to be a ballerina, but I sprouted into a gangly tomboy faster than you can say ‘beanpole.’”
Vivian could easily picture Mike as a child. The tousled black hair, skinny knees beneath denim shorts, and those dark blue eyes studying the world in much the same way Mike was looking at her now, with undivided, but guarded, interest. “So what did you end up doing?”
“Oh, nothing much.” Mike’s eyes grew impossibly dark. She shrugged and cradled her chin with her palm. “Survived, mostly. I grew up with just my father and had to be responsible for myself early on.”
“Sounds familiar. I grew up with both my parents, though. They worked shifts at the cotton mill—long days and sometimes nights. I was home alone a lot.”
“You’re an only child too?”
“Yes. I remember wishing for siblings. How about you?”
Mike shook her head, her knuckles whitening as her hands clutched the mug. “No, I didn’t. Not ever.”
Vivian remembered what Mike had told her about knowing someone who drank too much. Her father perhaps? She knew better than to pry, especially in a public place. Still, she couldn’t help but respond to Mike’s obvious distress. Barely missing the tea mug, she placed her hand on Mike’s wrist. “Life can be tough on kids.”
“Understatement.” Mike’s voice didn’t waver. “Say, can’t you discuss your stage fright…or whatever…with Manon Belmont? From what I know, she’s a neat lady, really classy, and on TV the two of you looked like good friends. I think everyone in town admires her. Well, perhaps except Reba Ronaldo. She wrote a nasty column a while back in the New Quay Chronicle, which she had to apologize for, and that must’ve stung.”
“Who on earth is Reba Renaldo, and what did she write?”
“She implied that Manon Belmont goes from one man to the next like wildÞ re. You know, chews ’em up, spits ’em out. That sort of thing.”
“What a terrible thing to say, about anyone. It’s nothing but lies. I’m amazed she wasn’t Þ red. I mean, a local paper, which relies on local adverts?”
“Ah, believe it or not, Reba has her fans. When a large number of them wrote to the paper, complaining, she and the chief editor Þ nally
• 48 •
COFFEE SONATA
thought she ought to apologize. On the front page, no less. Only time that woman’s made the front page, and she has to eat humble pie.”
Mike snickered, a sound Vivian found surprisingly charming. She could easily picture Manon’s haughty expression as she read this Reba person’s column. She’d certainly seen it many times in the past. “The Belmonts have earned a lot of respect and loyalty in the community.”
“Yeah, I guess.” Mike grimaced. “They’ve had their share of bad luck, more than their share. Seems like they’ve been sort of cursed. I think a lot of people feel bad for Ms. Belmont because of that.” Mike’s voice was low, almost hollow. “She’s the last one. That’s got to be awfully lonely. Who could blame her for looking for company?”
“I agree.” Vivian wondered why Mike sounded so pained. She leaned her chin into her palm. “I guess I could talk to Manon about my stage fright. On the other hand…”
“What?”
“I don’t think it’s really stage fright—I’ve done this too many times for that. However, I suppose I could talk to Manon about this strange uneasiness. It’s not like me. She’s my friend, but…and perhaps this is my pride speaking here, I don’t want the press to get wind of this. You have no idea how the media can blow things out of proportion.” Vivian’s eyes hardened. “They Þ le everything you say or do and store it for future reference. No matter what, they always get the last word.”
“Oh, trust me, I have some idea.” Mike made a wry face and twisted her napkin into a ball. “But is the local paper that bad when it comes to the charity event? Surely you thought Eryn Goddard’s piece was fair?”
“The Belmont Foundation arranged for the press conference. They need the publicity.” Vivian willed her shoulders to relax and shook her head. “Since I’d already agreed to do it, there was no way out. They need to sell every single one of the tickets. And I really don’t have an opinion about the New Quay Chronicle. If I remember correctly, Ms. Goddard appeared intelligent and pleasant. At least I think it was her, sitting in front. I’m sure she did a good job.”
“Haven’t you read it yet?” Mike reached for the newspaper. “I glanced at it earlier and think it’s actually well written. Granted, I’m more used to bookkeeping and dealing with business management, but it seemed to do you justice.”
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Vivian felt herself grow cold and shook her head again. “No, I haven’t read it.”
“Here.” Mike unfolded the entertainment section and offered it, but appeared slightly puzzled when Vivian waved it away.
“I’d rather not.” Vivian knew she sounded short and smiled weakly. “Why don’t you read some of it to me?”
A few seconds ticked by before Mike dropped her gaze toward the article. “All right. No problem.” In a low, clear voice, she read the beginning of Eryn’s text.
As she took in the words, Vivian began to relax. She liked how Eryn had written the article. The straightforward text wasn’t full of the ingratiating adjectives that inundated some of the articles written about her in Europe. More importantly, it was neither disrespectful nor malicious. Instead it focused on Vivian’s link to East Quay and her work in general over the years. Eryn had appeared to be conÞ dent and friendly. Her questions had indicated that she’d done her homework, but…she was a reporter, and the media always made Vivian feel on guard.
“She’s done a good job,” Vivian said with a quiet sigh of relief when Mike stopped. “Thank you for reading it to me. I…I haven’t subscribed to the Chronicle yet.”
“My pleasure.” Mike folded the paper and put it back into the basket. “Got to get back to work.”
“Can you bring me the check? I need to go walk the dogs.”
“Do you think you’ll be back, Vivian?” Mike asked tentatively. MystiÞ ed, Vivian nodded. “Yes, of course. Why do you ask?”
“If you leave your name, address, and phone number on a slip by the cash register, you can keep a running tab. We do that for our regulars.”
To Vivian’s surprise, a faint blush crept up Mike’s neck and colored her cheeks.
“That sounds perfect. You know where I live, after all.” She smiled and rose from her chair. “And don’t forget to visit. You did promise.”
After a brief silence Mike grinned and said, “I did, didn’t I? Well then, since I never break my promises, I’ll come by later in the week and check on your stage fright.”
Not bothering to notice if any of the patrons were watching, Vivian slid her hand up along Mike’s bare upper arm. “Good. See you soon, cara.”
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“We’ll be off then, Michaela,” Martha said just after closing time at ten, tucking her hand under her husband’s arm. “See you tomorrow morning.”
“Night. Have a good one.” Mike walked them to the door and locked it after them, waving through the window before returning to the counter. She emptied the cash register, counted the money, and added up the credit card slips. As she went through her normal routine, part of her mind was elsewhere.
She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Vivian all day. She’d smiled at her customers and provided the best service possible, all the while mulling over her earlier conversation with Vivian. Vivian fascinated her. She was a world-famous celebrity, and yet she was kind and warm and approachable. She was obviously wealthy, but she didn’t seem bothered that she and Mike came from different sides of the track. She had offered friendship, with no strings attached, and Mike felt her defenses were weakening, whether she liked it or not. As she sorted the paperwork, she returned to her thoughts of Vivian and her heart sped up.
She’d watched Vivian during lunch, memorizing her image for future reference. With her hair pulled back and no makeup, Vivian looked fresh and naturally beautiful. She’d seemed intently focused on Mike, her eyes sometimes clouded with emotions Mike couldn’t read. Unaccustomed to such exclusive attention from anyone, Mike still felt the weight of her gaze. And to think she was afraid of faltering during her Þ rst performance ever in her hometown. Her, with all her talent and experience.
Mike gave a short bark of a laugh. Until a decade ago, failure had been her specialty. She would have to tell Vivian how the Belmont Foundation had helped her turn her own life around. It wasn’t something she talked of easily, but something in the way Vivian listened to her made her want to. With that thought in mind, Mike placed the money in the safe and switched off the lights.
Edward jokingly called her basement apartment “Mike’s bunker,”
which wasn’t far from the truth. The stairs took her down to a narrow hallway, which in turn led into a large room where she spent her precious little free time.
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The room boasted a twin bed, an entertainment center holding her wide-screen television and stereo, and a leather couch with a driftwood coffee table. In the far corner stood a small, elevated stage where her prized possession reigned in solitude. She’d dreamed of owning a drum set ever since she’d played in high school. Being able to buy the latest state-of-the-art Yamaha digital drums had healed yet another of her wounds.
Too tired to play that evening, Mike went into the bathroom and showered quickly. The hot water soothed the shoulder that always ached after carrying trays all day. After drying slowly, she dropped the towel to the ß oor.
Unusually aware of her own nakedness, Mike wondered for the briefest of moments if Vivian could ever Þ nd her attractive. Hell, she didn’t even know if Vivian was into women. She glanced over at the stack of newspapers that she’d bought earlier that day in hopes of Þ nding out more about her new friend. She couldn’t remember reading anything about Vivian’s private affairs. There was no mention that Vivian had ever married.
Mike shuddered from the cool air against her damp skin as she pulled on a pair of gray ß annel shorts and a tank top. After quickly brushing her teeth, she climbed into bed, grateful to tug up the covers for warmth. She grabbed one of the many pillows and buried her face in the crisp cotton fabric. Out of long habit, she began to hum an old lullaby. “Twinkle, twinkle little star, how I wonder where you are…” It was one of the few things that always helped settle her. Unprepared for the image of Vivian that appeared behind her closed eyelids, Mike stopped humming and drew a deep breath, uncertain what to think. The memory of how Vivian had focused on her made her heart race. She hugged the pillow to her chest and let Vivian’s image Þ ll her mind as sleep overcame her.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Good morning, Ms. Belmont,” her assistant, a blond, thin man with a receding hairline, said. “The press conference went well.”
“Glad you approve, Dennis,” Manon said absently and put her briefcase down next to her computer. With dark cherry hardwood ß oors and an enormous rolltop desk from the early 1900s, her ofÞ ce held a lot of Belmont history. It was located in a building constructed in 1796 and protected for many years by the National Historical Registry. Manon sat down behind her desk and welcomed the familiar surge of comfort. This was home, so much more so than her penthouse condo. Here she did what she was meant to do and interacted with the people who helped her make it happen. Her staff had been with her a long time, a couple of them having even worked for her grandfather. They were as loyal as family members and nearly as dedicated to the foundation as she was.
“Are those my messages?” Manon pointed at Dennis’s hand.
“Yes. They require your personal attention.”
“Thanks. Coffee?”
“I’ll make some.”
As Dennis left the room Manon booted her computer and glanced through her phone messages, two of which were from the woman coordinating the charity event. Concerned, Manon dialed the phone number at the bottom of the notes. Someone answered after only one ring. “Belmont Foundation. Kay Masters.”
“Kay, Manon here. I got your messages. What’s the problem?”
“Our leading lady.”
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“Vivian?” Manon frowned. “What’s wrong?”
“I can’t put my Þ nger on it—but something seems off and it’s making me nervous.”
Manon knew how Kay could get when every single detail wasn’t ironed out. “All right. Can you at least give me a hint?” Please, not yet, Vivian. Hold on.
“I don’t know. It’s how she’s dealing with the staff at the concert hall. I know she’s the prima donna whatever, but she’s always had a reputation for treating her crew properly.”
“She’s mistreating the stagehands?”
“Heavens no! But she’s acting…weird. She doesn’t seem to want to be around anyone—or have anyone near her. I’ve even seen her literally stumble backward when any of the crew comes near. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she’s paranoid.”
“Sounds odd. Want me to drop by later? I’ve got some time just before lunch.” She checked her watch. The concert hall was just two blocks down the street. “If rehearsals have started by then.”
“Yes, that’d be a good idea. Maybe she needs to talk to you. You know, friend to friend.”
“Maybe so,” Manon said noncommittally before she hung up. She logged into her e-mail and browsed through the urgent messages, responding to the most critical ones and then starting on the others.
She’d been at it for several hours when the intercom buzzed. “Yes, Dennis?”
“A Ms. Goddard from the New Quay Chronicle on line one. Do you want it or should I take a message?”
Manon ß inched. The call was unexpected and, considering last night’s guilty pleasure, somewhat disturbing. “Thank you. I’ll take it.”
Manon switched lines. “Ms. Goddard…Eryn. Manon Belmont here.”
“Ms. Belmont. Am I interrupting anything important?”
“Call me Manon, please. And no. I’m just about Þ nished.” Manon rolled a fountain pen between her Þ ngers, her mouth dry. “What can I do for you?”
“Since you arranged the press conference for Ms. Harding, I’m curious what you think of my article.”
Eryn sounded enthusiastic but cautious. She also sounded as if Manon’s opinion mattered.
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“I thought you did a very good job. The townspeople will know a lot more about our most famous performer.” Manon Þ ddled with the up and down arrows on the laptop keyboard. “So, is there—”
“I was wondering—I have to go to a photo shoot near your ofÞ ce this afternoon. Are you free for lunch?”
Manon glanced at the calendar sitting next to her computer, surprised by Eryn’s directness. Say no to her! “Yes, I think so. Let me check.” Her calendar was clear. Why didn’t I just say no?
“Great! How about meeting me at the Lobster House, on the corner of your block?”
“Would it be on or off the record?”
“Neither. Just lunch between neighbors. I just want to try the chowder. Nothing to do with work and no inquisitive questions, I promise.”
“Their chowder is superior.” Her cheeks warming, Manon relented. I can be there at 12:30. Should I ask my assistant to reserve a table?”
She heard papers being shufß ed.
“Perfect. See you there!”
Eryn hung up before Manon had a chance to say good-bye. Manon slowly put the receiver down and considered the unexpected invitation. Despite her reservations, she was looking forward to seeing her persistent, and very attractive, neighbor again. v
Eryn turned to her computer and tucked another pencil into her hair, just where the loose braid began. She was having lunch with Manon Belmont! Her boldness didn’t surprise her—she was normally spontaneous—but she had been pretty daring. She’d been at her desk since seven o’clock, working on her current assignment. The school board misappropriation of funds appeared to reach as high as the principal himself. And the whistle blower who had made the situation public was none other than Manon Belmont. Manon was deÞ nitely mysterious and exciting, even if her less than positive attitude toward the press still pushed Eryn’s buttons. She thought of all the hours she spent doing her job in a way she could be proud of, and her ire ß ared again.
She Googled the Belmont Foundation in search of more info
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about the family. She scrolled down one page after another, certain that there was more to Manon Belmont than the woman Manon allowed the world to see.
The Þ rst several hits showed clippings from different newspapers’
society columns. It didn’t take her long to conclude that Manon had never married and attended functions with a different man on her arm each time.
Looking regal, Manon posed for photos at charity events, elegantly turned out in designer dresses and expensive jewelry. The men by her side beamed at the cameras more than Manon did, and Eryn wondered if she was imagining it or if the measured smile on Manon’s lips was just for show.
Her interest piqued, Eryn moved on to the archives of both the New Quay Chronicle and the New York Times. It didn’t take her long to assemble a rough timeline of events in Manon’s early life, and the resentment she’d harbored for her new neighbor’s standofÞ sh approach evaporated. Eryn squeezed the mouse hard as she read about Manon’s twin being killed when they were thirteen.
Because the articles became fewer, Eryn deduced that the Belmonts withdrew from the spotlight after the tragedy. From what she could determine, Eryn pieced together that Manon grew up living with her father, who never remarried after his wife left him, and her grandparents. She graduated from Harvard with a double major in social science and business management, which suggested to Eryn that Manon had always been as driven and goal oriented as she seemed now.
“Hey, kid.” Her boss’s harsh voice broke Eryn’s concentration.
“How much more do you need to print the school board scandal story?”
“Hello, Harold.” Eryn sighed, irritated by his favorite nickname for her. “Kid. ” Presumptuous asshole. “It won’t take me long. I just have to interview a few more people to verify where the money actually went. So far, all we know is that it didn’t end up where it was supposed to and that it may cost some teachers their jobs.”
“Write the story ASAP. I’ve got some other assignments after that, kid. There’s the horse show, and the Maxim Circus is coming to town.”
“I need more time.” Eryn frowned and tossed her braid back over her shoulder. “We can’t print what we have now or jump to conclusions
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about who’s culpable. Everyone respects these people. Besides wanting to get at the truth, I don’t want to have someone suing us for slander. Someone’s got their hand in the till, but for now—”
“As I said, get it done ASAP. Horses and clowns await your review.”
Eryn bit back an acerbic comment. Oh, joy. Just the reason I became a reporter. I’m sure the hot stories in East Quay will get me the freakin’ Pulitzer Prize. “I’ll get the story for you, Harold. Don’t worry.”
She clenched her teeth. She’d worked at the New Quay Chronicle since graduation. The excellent articles she’d produced on subjects ranging from high school reunions to a series of local bank robberies had prompted several larger newspapers and news stations to offer her a job. But she declined them all because she wanted to stay in East Quay. Frank, her mentor and the previous editor-in-chief, had lived and worked here. Unfortunately, Frank had retired early due to health problems and Harold, who lacked both skill and tact, took over. On days like today, when she wanted to choke her overbearing boss, she regretted her decision. The general consensus at the news desk was that Harold Mills was a twenty-four-karat bastard.
“I’ll hold you to it, kid.” Harold stalked toward his ofÞ ce and glared at his assistant, who cowered behind her computer. Eryn checked her watch. Time for the photo shoot uptown. She looked forward to meeting Manon in a more relaxed environment. As she leaned down to grab her purse, she was startled when three pencils dislodged from her hair and fell to the ß oor.
v
The resonant voice of the woman standing center stage surpassed even the powerful sound of the orchestra. Her hair glowed in the light as the sound reverberated, weaving its magic.
As Vivian reached new heights and incredibly rich tones, Manon stood at the back, listening intently to a new, special quality. Not only had Manon attended a multitude of Vivian’s performances, but she also owned most of her recordings. She had listened to this particular aria many times, and when the music reached its crescendo, Vivian’s voice rose with it, both chasing and leading it. When the aria “Printemps qui
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commence” from Samson et Delilah ended with only a whisper, Manon held her breath and furtively wiped away tears from her eyelashes. If she sings like that at the charity concert, she’ll go out with a bang. Oh, God, Vivian…
She watched a stagehand approach Vivian and frowned when the singer backed away from him as he gestured toward where Manon stood in the aisle. Vivian then nodded brieß y and edged toward the steps leading down from the stage, descending them slowly. Now she walked toward Manon with longer, more conÞ dent strides and let her hands slide along the backrests of the chairs closest to the aisle. “Manon,” she exclaimed and extended a hand. She wore a ß owing blue caftan over black slacks, black pearls glimmering around her neck and dangling from her earlobes. An ebony comb secured her hair in an intricate twist.
“I thought I’d stop by and enjoy some of your performance, Vivian.” Pretty sure the prima-donna act was intended for the beneÞ t of the stagehands and the rest of the staff, she took Vivian’s hand. Manon admired her poise and larger-than-life energy. “We’re honored to have you here, you know that. Is everything okay?”
“Everything’s perfect.” Vivian gave a dazzling smile. “I’m very impressed with the musicians. They would be welcome in any concert hall in Europe.”
“I’m glad you think so. We’re proud of our orchestra. I’ve come to see if you’ve decided on a Þ nal program yet. Is singing four arias in a row too much for you?” Manon added the last question in a low voice, out of earshot.
Vivian shook her head slowly. “I sing three or four times that during an opera, Manon. Four arias is nothing. Not even now.”
The sadness in Vivian’s voice made Manon’s heart ache. She seemed conÞ dent enough, but Manon wondered if she wasn’t asking too much of herself—under the circumstances. She tried not to sound too concerned. “I realize that, but I also know you haven’t had much time to rehearse, and you’ve also come straight from a strenuous tour. The rehearsals must be wearing. You seem nervous, to tell the truth. Feeling a little jumpy around people?”
“No, no, I’m Þ ne. Still a bit jet-lagged, I suppose.” Vivian spoke quickly, too hasty for her words to ring quite true. “Guess that kind of thing gets worse with age.”
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Manon wondered why Vivian was downplaying the subject. They were good friends, if not extremely close, since they were both busy women with demanding careers. Still, the fact that Vivian seemed to be stalling worried her. Why do I get the feeling that I can’t probe further?
“You sure?”
“Positive. I’ll be Þ ne once I adjust.” Vivian smiled brightly. “You know us old divas. We’re used to performing more or less under any circumstances. It’ll take more than a little jet lag to stop this concert. Trust me.”
“You know best, I’m sure.” Manon suspected that if she pushed, Vivian would only recoil further behind her onstage persona. “All right. I won’t keep you any longer. Just so you know you can talk to me if you need anything. Anything.” Manon reached for her black leather briefcase.
“Thank you,” Vivian said. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
Not convinced, Manon said good-bye but remained standing in the aisle while Vivian slowly made her way back to the stage, then stopped and hesitated before she resumed her position by the microphone.
While exiting the building Manon pulled her cell phone from her jacket pocket. “Kay? Manon here. I just visited the concert hall and spoke with Ms. Harding.”
“And?”
“I’ve just heard her, and if she sings like that at the beneÞ t, and I don’t see why she shouldn’t, we’ll be more than Þ ne.”
“I’d hoped I was imagining things.”
“Just keep an eye out and get back to me…once a week from now on, unless there’s something urgent, all right?”
“Fine. We’ll keep our Þ ngers crossed.”
Manon walked to her car, where Ben opened the door to the backseat. “Where to, ma’am?”
“Back to the ofÞ ce.” She checked her watch and frowned. “No, make that Dante’s, on the corner of Hammers and Lloyd, please. I’ll be a while, so you can take your break then.”
“Very good, ma’am.”
Manon sighed, fondly exasperated by Ben’s refusal to relinquish the manners that were more Þ tting for her father’s day. But she couldn’t break him of the habit.
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She leaned against the leather backrest and thought about the woman she was about to meet. Still uncertain why Eryn Goddard wanted to join her for lunch, and chastising herself for being overly suspicious, Manon decided to keep an open mind and a watchful eye.
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CHAPTER SIX
Eryn wasn’t surprised to Þ nd Manon seated at the best table in the room. As Eryn approached Manon, who clearly studied her every step, she felt oddly selfconscious, as if she was destined to trip on the carpet any second and make a fool of herself. Manon, on the other hand, in a black business suit, crisp white cotton blouse, and her deceptively simple jewelry, projected a professional, selfassured image of a woman who could handle anything. Not pleased with her rare lack of conÞ dence, Eryn lengthened her stride and smiled selfassuredly.
“Hi. How late am I?” Eryn pulled her long braid free from the shoulder strap of her purse. “There was a lot of trafÞ c.”
“Don’t worry about it. I just got here.” Manon looked at her over the menu and pointed at the tall glasses. “Is mineral water okay?”
“Thanks.” Eryn grabbed the glass and drank thirstily. She felt heat creep up her cheeks as she put the almost-empty glass back on the white tablecloth. “Yes, I know. Don’t tell me. No manners.”
“You drink when you’re thirsty. Should I mind?” Manon raised her eyebrows while sipping her own water.
Eryn resisted the urge to smooth her corduroy jacket. It was a few years old and supposed to look wrinkly, but she was afraid she looked sloppy compared to the vision of perfection across the table. She wondered if there was anything she could say or do to keep Manon smiling forever. Eryn’s chest heaved as she drew a deep breath and grabbed the menu to quickly Þ nd her favorite dish. She thought it best to go with what she knew. “I’ll have clam chowder . And iced tea. I have a busy afternoon.”
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To Eryn’s surprise, Manon ordered the same. “Seems our tastes are similar,” Manon acknowledged with a faint smile before she continued.
“You know, I don’t remember seeing you in the apartment building before now. Your aunt didn’t appear to have many visitors, though I do remember someone on a motorcycle visiting her once or twice a week.”
“That was me.” Eryn laughed. “I normally ride my Yamaha Wildstar, weather permitting. And Amanda was my mother’s aunt. My great-aunt. My mother…just didn’t have time to visit her.” Eryn heard how critical she sounded and hastily added, “Mother has a lot of commitments. She volunteers for our church several times a week…
and…I was brought up Baptist. It made things kind of hard further down the line.”
“I’m sorry for your loss,” Manon said quietly, suddenly subdued.
“I didn’t mean to sound insensitive.”
“That’s all right. Amanda’s been gone six months now, and I’m coming to terms with her death. In fact, living in her apartment, surrounded by her things, helps. All I had to do was paint the living room and the bedroom, and other than that, the place is just like when she lived there.” Eryn wanted to tell Manon more, to share, since she didn’t like secrets. Secrets backÞ re. She looked up at Manon. “She accepted me as I was, with all my faults and fears.”
“I’m glad. She was a nice lady. We visited some when we had meetings regarding the house. She was chairman for several years.”
Eryn thought fondly of her low-key great-aunt, who could turn quickly into a frightening disciplinarian when Eryn was little. Amanda Ritter had been patient up to a point, though Eryn and her two younger sisters had tested her limits several times. Still, it was Amanda who took me in when Mother began her ridiculous ultimatums. Eryn suppressed another shudder. She didn’t want to explore the subject of her mother.
“I Þ nally realized that I’d read more of your articles in the Chronicle, ” Manon said and pulled Eryn out of her reverie. “When I saw your byline, it dawned on me that you cover most of our local news. I can be absent-minded sometimes.”
“Or maybe it’s the picture of me in the byline that shows me as a seasick person who’s just lost a tall-ship race.”
“No, no.” Manon laughed. “You look Þ ne. Perhaps a tad more”—
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she raised her hands in a helpless gesture that Eryn found both endearing and sexy—“neat?”
“A tad?” Eryn snorted. “I think I had glue in my hair spray that day. The photographer demanded that I look respectable, ‘not like a wild-looking mermaid.’”
“So far I haven’t seen you look anything but quite presentable.”
Manon relaxed visibly, her hands loosely folded together on the table.
“I appreciate that. I do try.” Eryn winked and enjoyed seeing Manon’s cheek’s color a faint pink.
“Your piece on the beneÞ t was excellent. Surely that’s what matters,” Manon said, and sounded sincere.
“Thanks. I worked hard on that piece, especially since I just had one day. The press conference was really a breath of fresh air. Interesting things don’t happen very often in East Quay. I wonder if Ms. Harding realizes what a legend she is, not only in this town but worldwide.”
“I believe she does, to a degree. She has her fair share of paparazzi. Actually, I saw her just now, during rehearsals, and I’m glad she insisted on pretty strict security, because the stairs leading up to the concert hall were Þ lled with fans and reporters. I had to use the side entrance.”
“The price of fame,” Eryn mused. “Some of my less tactful colleagues can be a pain, but I suppose there’s a story there…and anything regarding Vivian Harding is good copy. How did rehearsals go? Will she have a program for us soon?”
“Yes, she should. She was excellent. Of course, she’s so ß amboyant. That, plus her great stage presence, helps make her so popular.”
“Yes, she makes opera appealing—though I admit it’s not the Þ rst CD I’d buy.” Eryn stirred her cooling chowder. “I play the guitar, so I listen to a lot of instrumental stuff. You know, like Clapton, Malmsteen, and Morse.”
“Eric Clapton I know,” Manon admitted. “The other two, well…”
“Guitar gods. But the goddesses are my thing. Bonnie Raitt and Juliana HatÞ eld do so much more for me.”
“Never heard of either of them.” Manon blinked, seeming totally out of her element. “They play the guitar?”
“Yes. Mean, howling electric guitars.” Manon was obviously trying to show interest, which Eryn appreciated.
“What do you like to play?”
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“I have an old black Fender Stratocaster. I saw one in the window of Harmony Instruments when I was Þ fteen, and it took me three years of landscaping to save up for it. I own a vintage Gibson too, but I love my Stratocaster. Probably because I saved so long for it.”
“Couldn’t your parents have chipped in at least half?” Manon had Þ nished her meal and was now leaning her chin in the palm of one hand, picking at the tablecloth with the other.
“I suppose. But they didn’t.” But Mom made sure they supported Kelly’s ballet classes, even if she cut half of them. And they bribed Sandy to do her homework all through high school. Manon studied her in silence. “You were brave to follow your dream and buy the guitar on your own.”
“That’s not how my mom would’ve put it,” Eryn muttered. She wouldn’t let me practice in the house and said it was just another way of showing my “unfortunate disposition.”
“But you kept your guitar.”
“Yes.” Eryn shrugged. “What I wouldn’t give for a cup of Mike’s coffee right now.”
“Who’s Mike?” Manon carefully placed her spoon in her empty bowl.
“Michaela Stone. She owns the Sea Stone Café, in the old marina. Haven’t you been there? Mike’s café latte is the best I’ve ever tasted.”
“She a friend of yours?” Manon smiled and leaned forward on her elbows.
“We’ve known each other for a quite a while. Mike’s very private and doesn’t exactly invite people to share her life story, but she’s happy to serve them the best coffee imaginable. I got to know her through a story I did about enterprising young women when I was new at the Chronicle. She stood out because she’s so driven and street smart. And now her business is booming.”
“Since I’m a coffee addict, it’s odd I haven’t heard of her place. Especially since we moor the family yacht there during the season.”
“It’s on the waterfront, near the pier. Mike’s done a great job restoring it. It took her at least a year, since she did most of it with her own two hands.”
“Michaela Stone. It rings a bell—”
“I can introduce you. She’s succeeded where most people wouldn’t stand a chance. I think you’d appreciate her.”
“She sounds quite remarkable.”
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“Want to get together at the café tomorrow after work?” Eryn held her breath, unable to believe what she’d just asked. “I’d like to see you again. Like this. In private.” Shut up, Goddard. You’re making a fool of yourself.
Manon slowly removed the napkin from her lap with measured movements and placed it next to the bowl. She nodded toward their waiter and then focused on Eryn, a guarded expression in her dark green eyes. “So you think I’d like to meet this Mike Stone?”
That’s an elegant way of answering a question with another question, Belmont. “I thought you might. You did say you love good java. Unless you’re busy.”
Manon didn’t show any emotion, though Eryn could practically hear the wheels turning as she considered the invitation. The muted light picked up the highlights in her shiny hair, making it shimmer. Eryn loved trying to decipher her enigmatic expressions.
“You said earlier you work long hours.” Manon’s eyes were impenetrable beneath her thick lashes. “Do you have time?”
“Sure,” Eryn answered readily, never one to dodge a direct question. “I’m working late tonight, but tomorrow I get off around six. I can be there in less than ten minutes.” She grinned, as much from nerves as from the possibility of seeing Manon again. “I’ll be the one in black leather.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Motorcycle outÞ t.”
“Oh.” A smile spread over Manon’s features. “I see. Well, I’ll be there. The old marina. Give me a call if something comes up, and I’ll do the same, all right?”
“Sure.” Our plans, eh? Eryn’s breath caught as Manon’s smile seemed to illuminate the entire room, pulling her in. With trembling Þ ngers she reached into her purse for a business card and a pen. She scribbled down barely legible numbers. “Here’s my cell number and my new home number.”
“Thank you.” Manon glanced at it before putting it into her briefcase.
When the waiter showed up and handed Manon the check, Eryn shook her head, a credit card already in her hand. “This one’s on me.”
Manon hesitated only a second before handing the leather folder across the table. “Thank you. Lunch was delicious.”
Eryn was pleased that Manon didn’t argue. Their Þ nancial
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circumstances didn’t compare, but in all fairness, she had asked Manon to lunch.
Out on the sidewalk, Manon stopped and turned to Eryn. “Can I give you a ride?” She motioned toward the limousine parked nearby.
“No, I’m Þ ne. I’m off to a photo shoot just around the corner. Thanks anyway.”
Manon squeezed Eryn’s hand Þ rmly. “See you tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow,” Eryn repeated. Her heart ß uttered, and she recognized the weakness in her knees for what it meant. She was attracted to Manon Belmont.
v
Something cold and wet nudged Vivian’s cheek. Drowsy, she fumbled as she rufß ed soft dog ears. “Hello, you. Good boy. Where’s your brother?” she whispered. Squinting, she made out Mason’s shape, but recognized him from the way he whimpered. He sat down and wagged his tail, thumping it on the hardwood ß oor. “Perry’s sleeping, as usual?”
As Vivian started to get up, a sudden, yet familiar, pain stabbed the back of her eyes. She blinked against the light Þ ltering through the halfclosed shades but saw only unrecognizable shifting patterns. Reaching for her anesthetic eyedrops, she accidentally knocked the bottle off the bedside table.
“Blasted thing,” she murmured, and sat up. “Mason, move. I have to…” She jerked the cord that pulled the blinds back completely and let the stinging sunlight in; tears began to stream down her cheeks. When she shifted carefully and tried to see where the small bottle had gone, the burning pain behind her eyeballs made her bite her lip to stiß e a moan.
The phone rang, making her ß inch. As she felt around for the receiver, she sent the sunglasses lying next to it to the ß oor with a clatter.
“Hello?”
“Vivian, this is Mike—”
“Mike. I really can’t talk now. I have to…” She gave a muted moan. “I’m in the middle of something. Can I call you back?” I sound like a perfect wimp!
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“What’s wrong? You sound terrible.”
“It’s just…I need to use my medication and managed to knock it over.” Vivian knew the pain was evident in her voice despite her best efforts to remain calm. She slid down on the ß oor next to the bed and felt around with her free hand. “Merde, I can’t Þ nd it!”
“Don’t worry. The lunch crowd’s gone and I’ll come right over. I’ll be right there.” With a distinct click Mike hung up. As Vivian held her hands over her eyes and tried to block the painful light, Mason whimpered. Then Perry loped into the bedroom and yelped. He licked her cheek and sat down next to her.
“Oh, boys.” She sighed. “I’m such a klutz. Where the hell is the stupid bottle?” She felt around with one hand. “Surely it didn’t roll very far. Maybe it’s under the bed.” She bent down to half crawl under the bed, but lowering her head only made the pain worse. Cursing under her breath, Vivian sat back up and leaned against the side of the bed. The ß oor was cold and she began to shiver.
She tugged at the covers behind her and, with Mason’s boisterous aid, pulled them down to wrap around her. She felt utterly vulnerable and silly where she sat, with her head tilted back, cheeks cold from her drying tears. “Mike said she was coming. She can help me look for the stupid bottle, isn’t that right, boys?”
The dogs woofed in response, making Vivian feel marginally comforted as she waited for Mike.
v
It seemed like forever, but Mike arrived at the beach house in only eleven minutes. Gasping for air, she banged on the door. When nobody answered, she ran to the back of the house and tried again at the glass doors she Þ gured led into the master bedroom. “Vivian?” She listened for a response through the loud barking inside.
“The door’s locked and I can’t move yet,” a barely recognizable voice Þ nally called. “There’s a spare key…under the rocks to the left of the front door.”
“Okay, I hear you.” Mike rushed back around front and dug under a display of decorative rocks and plants. Eventually Þ nding a blue key, she grabbed it and opened the door. One of the dogs, she thought it was Perry, greeted her with a wagging tail.
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“Vivian?”
“In here.” The overwrought voice led her to a disheveled bedroom. Vivian sat on the ß oor, huddled under some bedcovers.
“Are you hurt?” Mike said anxiously.
“No. I just…I just need my medication.”
“First of all, let’s get you off the ß oor. Here we go.” Mike slid her arms around Vivian to help her up. When she felt Vivian tremble she pulled her close and stroked her back. “Here. Into bed now.”
Once Vivian was comfortably settled against the pillows, Mike took in the pained expression on her face with alarm. Vivian’s eyes were pressed shut and her cheeks tear stained. “Tell me what’s going on. What do you need?”
“My medication is somewhere on the ß oor…but I can’t Þ nd it,”
Vivian gasped, obviously trying to stay calm. “Maybe under the bed.”
Mike knelt and looked underneath but couldn’t see anything. Putting one cheek on the ß oor and peeking under the bedside table, she spotted a small white item. She sat up and pressed her shoulder against the sturdy table, moving it just enough to be able to reach the bottle. She handed it to Vivian. “You couldn’t have reached it on your own. Your eyes are blurry, aren’t they?”
“Yes,” Vivian whispered. Her hands trembled as she gave the bottle back to Mike. “Can you help me? Normally I can do this on my own, but I’m in rather a lot of pain—”
“Of course.” Mike unscrewed the top of the bottle and found an eyedropper. “How many drops?”
“Two in each eye.” Vivian’s voice was barely audible. Mike leaned over Vivian. “Try to look up.”
Vivian opened her eyes slowly, clearly wincing when the light and air hit her cornea. Quickly but carefully, Mike took the eyedropper and administered two drops in each eye. “Okay. You can shut your eyes again, I think.”
After Mike sealed the bottle and placed it on the nightstand, she remained nearer than necessary, telling herself it was because Vivian was even paler now. Her long hair, usually so neatly contained in a twist, lay tangled around her shoulders, reaching almost below her breasts. “Better?”
“In a minute or two.” Vivian sighed. “I want to rub my eyes, but that’s strictly forbidden.”
Mike thought she saw Vivian shiver. “Are you still cold?”
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When Vivian nodded, Mike reached for a white comforter lying on the foot of the bed and wrapped it around her. “There you go.”
“Oh, God, that feels a lot better.” Vivian sighed again, her eyes still closed. “I guess I don’t have to tell you that today is a particularly bad day.”
“I can see that for myself.”
“I left rehearsals early. Right after Manon Belmont paid a visit. I hate canceling rehearsals but I just couldn’t go on.” The dismay was obvious in Vivian’s voice. A deep blue cashmere sweater hugged her above black slacks.
“What’s wrong, Vivian? It’s something with your eyes, right?”
“Yes. I won’t go into any boring details, but I’m pretty dependent on my medication. When the eyedrops start to work, I’ll have to take a battery of pills. Then I’m Þ ne. I have to go back within the hour because I have to rehearse with a children’s choir this afternoon.” She opened her eyes slowly and blinked a few times before focusing on Mike. “Good Lord, you must have a million things to take care of at the café. And here you are looking after me. You should go back.”
“Don’t even think about it. I asked Martha and Edward to hold down the fort. I’ll help them later.” Mike hesitated, but couldn’t resist pushing the hair back from Vivian’s forehead. “Are you sure you’re okay? You look exhausted.”
Vivian sat up straighter and smiled with obvious effort. “I’ll be Þ ne.”
Taking in Vivian’s high cheekbones, her full lips, and the way her sweater clung to her form, Mike realized that Vivian Harding was probably the most beautiful woman she had ever seen. Something forbidden, at least for her, constricted her throat and made it difÞ cult to swallow.
Shaken, Mike recoiled. Her mind whirled in response to her body’s red alert.
It’s the way she looks. Fragile and helpless right now. I can’t forget that these things tend to change, and fast. The fragile become the furious. As she rose she willed herself not to reveal her apprehension.
“Can I do anything else, Vivian? Make you some coffee or a snack?” She was backtracking while she spoke, eventually standing in the doorway, and felt her cheeks burn as Vivian shook her head.
“No, thank you, cara.”
The term of endearment hung between them, testing the last straw
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of Mike’s resolve. She took two more quick steps backward. “All right. I’ll be off, then. See you at the café later today? We serve great pies for the after-work crowd.” Mike knew she was babbling. She wanted to see Vivian later, but in a more…secure setting. This gorgeous woman’s bedroom wasn’t a safe place.
When Vivian swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood up, slightly wobbly, Mike resisted the urge to rush to her side.
“I’ll be there after rehearsal. Around Þ ve thirty or six.” Walking up to Mike, Vivian smiled. “I can’t thank you enough. May I impose on you by asking you to promise me something?”
Mike nodded, already guessing. “You want me to keep your eye problems a secret.”
“Mind reader. That’s exactly it. I won’t be able to hide anything much longer, but for now, before the concert, I need to keep my condition conÞ dential. Thank you for understanding.”
Mike clasped her restless hands behind her back, though all she really wanted was to hug Vivian. I’m never this mushy. What’s the matter with me? “I never gossip,” she said, knowing she sounded short.
“Somehow I’m not surprised to hear that.”
“I’ll let myself out.” As Mike walked toward the door, a cold nose against the back of her knee made her jump. “Hey, Perry, or Mason, cut it out.” She smiled as the two dogs followed her to the door. “See you later, guys. Keep an eye on her, okay?”
The low woofs sounded enthusiastic but did little to alleviate Mike’s concern.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Manon parked her British racing green Lotus Elite at the far end of the nearly full parking lot.
Donning her sunglasses, she glanced around the marina at the people readying their boats for winter. She walked to the pier and saw an unpainted wooden building, its cast-iron sign swinging in the breeze.
“Sea Stone Café,” Manon murmured, half smiling at her old habit of talking to herself. “Appropriate.”
“Manon!” Eryn’s eager, slightly out-of-breath voice made Manon whirl. Dressed in black leather, the outÞ t hugging every curve, Eryn approached in long, energetic strides, her braid, deep red in the setting sun, swinging behind her. She carried a red helmet under her arm, and the strap across her chest led down to her by now trademark leather bag.
“I saw you drive up. What a car!” She grinned. “You travel in style, Belmont.”
Manon returned the infectious smile. “I’m a sports-car aÞ cionado.”
“Me too, but I still drive an old Volvo when it’s too cold to ride the Yamaha.” Eryn scowled.
“Nothing wrong with that.”
“Only if the Volvo’s a 1982 station wagon.”
“Oh, a vintage car.”
“Try a dying car.” Eryn sighed. “I doubt it’ll last another winter.”
Peeking through the café windows, she waved for Manon to follow.
“The place is packed. I was afraid of that, so I called ahead. Let’s see if Mike managed to save us a table.”
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Inside, Manon was struck by the warm ambience. Traditional redand-white plaid tablecloths covered rustic tables, and a roaring Þ re cast a cozy glow, creating patterns on the dark paneled walls. A bar outlined the entire length of the inner wall, and the counter shone.
“Eryn, good to see you.” A dark-haired woman appeared, carrying a tray of sparkling glasses. “It’s been too long. How are you doing?”
“Fine, thanks. This is my friend and neighbor, Manon. Manon, this is the owner, Michaela, or Mike.”
“Nice to meet you, Manon.” Mike put the tray down on the counter, wiped her hands on a towel hanging from her black apron, and smiled cautiously. “Your table’s over there.” Mike pointed toward the corner where two walls of windows met. “It’s got a great view of the marina.”
“Mike. It’s a pleasure.” As they shook hands, Manon began to realize where she’d encountered Mike Stone, but she merely said,
“Thank you for saving us a table.”
“Awesome.” Eryn grinned. “Thanks for the VIP treatment.”
“Don’t mention it.” Mike’s dark eyes lit up. “Come with me.”
Mike led them among the tables, and Manon noticed that she moved with the grace and control of an athlete. Though she attracted the attention of more than a few men, she didn’t even glance in their direction.
When they reached the corner table, Mike removed the Reserved sign and pulled out the chairs. “There you go, ladies. What can I get you to drink?”
“Since I’ve heard great things about your coffee, I’ll have a latte, please.” Manon felt her stomach growl and reached for a menu.
“Same here.” Eryn opened one as well.
“Two lattes, then. Take your time. I’ll be right back.”
Manon watched Mike hurry away. “Nice woman, and rather different.” She turned her attention back to Eryn.
“Yes. She stands out in a crowd. Kinda dark and edgy, if you know what I mean.”
“Dark and edgy? Is she Goth?”
Eryn’s eyebrows ß ew up. “I don’t think so. How would someone like you know about Goth people?”
“What do you mean, someone like me?” Manon frowned.
“Well, you must admit, you travel in slightly different circles.”
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“A lot of different people come by the foundation ofÞ ce. I usually Þ nd them interesting. Talking with them is a welcome change from the rigid, formal functions I have to attend on a regular basis.”
“I didn’t mean to suggest—”
“I know you didn’t.” Without thinking, Manon placed her hand on top of Eryn’s to reassure her. God. Pull your hand back. Now. Eryn leaned forward, turned her hand palm up under Manon’s, and squeezed it. “Do you get that a lot?”
“What?” Manon felt her Þ ngers tingle from Eryn’s Þ rm touch. Pull back.
“The poor-little-rich-girl-she-knows-very-little-about-life-in-thereal-world routine from people.” She grimaced. “That’s how I sounded. I’m sorry.”
“I used to get that,” Manon said, and managed to slowly pull her hand free. Pleased with Eryn’s intuition, she grabbed the menu and opened it just to occupy her hands. “It’s a rather sore spot.”
“Your lattes, ladies.” Mike interrupted the awkward moment.
“Have you decided on anything to eat?”
“What do you recommend?” Manon looked up.
“The ham and tomato quiche. And it comes with a salad.”
“Then I’ll have that and some mineral water.”
“I’ll have the spinach crepes,” Eryn said. “And water too.”
“Sure. Until then, enjoy the coffee.”
Manon sipped and then sighed in pleasure. It tasted as wonderful as it smelled.
“That good, huh?” Eryn grinned. “I told you.” She sampled hers.
“Very, very good.”
She had a dreamy expression on her face, and for a moment Manon could easily envision her as a character out of a Shakespeare play. A female Puck perhaps, or… Quit that. Say something.
“I’ve been coffee deprived all day.” Nervous, Manon drank too quickly, and hot coffee ß ooded her throat. She coughed, reached for her napkin, and pressed it to her mouth as she tried not to wheeze.
“Are you all right?” Eryn was halfway out of her chair. “Do you need anything?”
“No, no,” Manon croaked. “I’m Þ ne.” Finally catching her breath, she wiped annoying tears from the corner of her eyes. “I just swallowed wrong.”
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Eryn gave her a doubtful look but didn’t persist. Her eyes lit up as she glanced around the room. “Hey, look over there! Your good friend and our favorite mezzosoprano just walked in.”
“Vivian’s here too?” Manon turned around. “This must be the place to go.” This time sipping her coffee with great care, she asked,
“Unless she’s meeting someone, would you mind if she joined us?”
“Not at all. I’d like to get to know her better.”
Manon waved Vivian over and thought she detected a relieved expression on her friend’s face.
“Manon, so nice to run into you.”
“Why don’t you join us? It’s crowded tonight.”
“I just popped in for some coffee at the bar, but if you don’t mind, I’d rather sit here.”
“You’ve met Eryn Goddard.” Manon gestured, not quite liking how her voice became deeper and more intense when she spoke Eryn’s name.
“Yes. The press conference. Thank you for writing such a lovely piece in the Sunday paper, Ms. Goddard,” Vivian said as she sat down.
“It was so much better than what that impertinent woman from the Boston Phoenix did. I honestly couldn’t tell if the two of you were at the same press conference.”
Manon noticed Eryn’s cheeks turn pink, enhancing her freckles.
She looked cute Þ ddling with her utensils to cover up her discomfort. Not only capable but modest. That’s a refreshing change from most reporters.
“Thank you,” Eryn murmured, sounding more pleased than embarrassed. “I’m glad you liked it. What’s really important, though, is that I convinced my editor to run an ad on the Þ rst page every day for the next few weeks, telling people where to send their money for the hospital wing.”
Manon’s heart warmed, shattering a few old icicles. As she and Eryn gazed at each other, she felt an instant of silent communication. It was unexpectedly welcome. She only looked away when Mike approached the table.
“Hello, Vivian. I see you’ve found some company,” Mike said.
“How about a latte and some of that salad you like?”
Manon thought it was unusual for her friend to let Mike in so quickly. Vivian was a private woman. She must feel lonely.
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“Yes, I found some special people, cara. Can you join us?”
“I’m sorry.” Mike shook her head. “We’re packed to the brim. I have to keep serving the pies as soon as Martha Þ nishes baking them. Something to eat, Vivian?”
“No, thank you. I’m not very hungry.”
“All right.” Mike’s incredible eyes shifted to violet. “Let me know if you change your mind, okay?”
“I will.”
After Mike moved lithely between the tables, a slightly awkward silence Þ lled the air.
Finally, Eryn cleared her throat. “So, you’re settling in, in your old hometown, Ms. Harding? It must’ve changed a lot over the years.”
“Please call me Vivian,” she requested, after tearing her eyes from the disappearing Mike. “Ms. Harding is my stage personality. This,” she gestured, “is just me. A woman from East Quay. And yes, the town has grown and become…something else. Something I’m happy to explore, now that I’ve returned.”
Manon was stunned. Vivian had never mentioned anything about East Quay or her life there before she became famous. It was as if her Þ rst sixteen years had been erased, and Manon knew she wasn’t the only one who wondered why.
“I’ll be honored to call you Vivian. And I’m just Eryn. And as I’ve told your friend here, things are always off the record unless I say otherwise.”
“Fair enough. If Manon trusts you,” Vivian smiled at her friend,
“so do I.”
v
As they ate, making casual conversation, Eryn studied her two companions. They contrasted in style and personality, but both were clearly women of the world. However, she refused to feel outclassed. Besides, Manon at least found people from all walks of life interesting. I wonder if she’d still Þ nd me a suitable lunch date if she knew I was a lesbian. She gives out such mixed signals. Eryn could have sworn Manon trembled when their hands brieß y touched earlier. Then she’d detected something close to panic in Manon’s eyes before she withdrew her hand.
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Eryn put down her fork, content to listen to Manon and Vivian.
“I wish I had more time to work on the Rossini aria,” Vivian said, sounding a little tired. “I haven’t played Rosina in ages, and though I know The Barber of Seville well…I’m not pleased. This is my last performance, at least for a while. I want it to be perfect.”
Manon frowned and leaned back in her chair. “Aren’t you rehearsing almost every day with the orchestra?”
“Yes, but I miss Sherry, my regular accompanist. She’s touring with Othello. She couldn’t put her career on hold just because I decided to take a leave.” Vivian looked uncomfortable. “And to tell the truth, I don’t want to make it known that I’m uncertain…or perhaps intimidated by the fact this is my last concert. With Sherry, I knew I was in safe hands, musically and personally.”
From her research about Vivian, Eryn knew Sherry Millard was one of the most sought-after accompanists in the opera world. She wondered if Vivian had cut off all ties to her career. Manon placed her napkin next to her plate. “If you’re not too picky and really need extra rehearsals, I could accompany you. I play the piano.”
Eryn stared at Manon.
“I’m not a virtuoso like Ms. Millard, but I’m not entirely bad.”
“You know The Barber of Seville?” Vivian asked. “I’d love to Þ ne-tune my intonation and phrasing. Do you have time tomorrow evening?” She gestured, obviously imitating herself on stage. “I need to be Rosina, not just sing the aria.” With an overly dramatic motion of her chin, she mimicked a stereotypical opera singer. Then she laughed so resoundingly that several people turned their heads toward her.
“I have a baby grand, and my tall ceiling makes for decent acoustics. Why don’t you come over after rehearsals Friday?” Manon asked. “Then it doesn’t matter if it gets late.”
“That’s a great idea,” Eryn managed, and tried her best to sound convincing. She looked down at her hands squeezing the napkin into a ball and wondered what was erupting in her chest. This is ridiculous. I can’t be jealous, for heaven’s sake. “I had no idea you were musical too. You’re a woman of many talents, Manon.”
“Thank you. I’m good, but not great. I enjoy playing.” After scribbling something on the back of a business card, she handed it to Vivian. “Here’s my address. You already have my phone number. I’ll be home after six. We can order some takeout if you’re hungry.”
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“What a wonderful solution.” Vivian closed her hand around the card. “I’m so grateful.”
Much to Eryn’s relief, Mike joined them. “Everything all right, ladies?”
“Everything’s Þ ne.” Vivian’s expression mellowed as she looked at Mike. “Manon’s going to rehearse with me Friday, which leaves one less thing to worry about.”
Eryn wondered what else Vivian worried about. Ever since the press conference she’d sensed that Vivian had a hidden agenda, and she was also curious about the electricity between Vivian and Mike. Quite the odd couple, she thought while Þ nishing her coffee, almost choking on the last sip. Couple? Nah.
“That’s awesome,” Mike said and placed a hand on Vivian’s shoulder. “Let me know if I can walk Perry and Mason.”
“Oh, you’re right!” Vivian threw her hand into the air. “How could I forget the boys? Could you possibly let them out late Friday afternoon?”
“Why don’t you bring them over here when you leave for rehearsals? They can stay in my backyard, and I’ll be able to walk them several times.”
“Are you sure? You know how big they are. I’d have to bring you some of their food.”
Eryn’s eyebrows had just about reached her hairline. “I suppose we’re talking about dogs?”
Vivian laughed. “Yes, two Great Danes.”
Manon joined in. “Oh, my…I’d forgotten about them. Perry and Mason.”
“They’ll love being spoiled by you,” Vivian said quietly. “I’ll pick them up when I’m done.” She bit her lower lip. “But I don’t know how late I’ll be, Mike.”
“No problem. I’ll wait up.”
The words, uttered with certainty, relaxed Vivian’s expression again, and her voice sank to a gentle purr. “Thank you, cara. Put this on my tab?”
Mike nodded, her face mirroring Vivian’s and gentler than Eryn had ever seen it.
Vivian looked as if she was about to say more but then glanced at Manon and Eryn. “I need to go home now, no matter how lovely this has been.”
• 77 •
GUN BROOKE
Manon rose. “See you tomorrow, Vivian.”
Vivian turned to Eryn. “Will I see you at Manon’s condo? Perhaps you’d like to listen in on the rehearsals.”
“Yes, I’d love to.” Eryn tried to sound conÞ dent, not sure why her stomach was still in a knot. Annoyed at herself, she pushed her chair back. “Time for me to leave too.” She hated to sound so abrupt, but it was damn near impossible for her to Þ gure out her mixed emotions. Why was she so jittery?
Vivian checked her watch. “Long overdue for me. The boys have been alone long enough to level the house.”
They walked behind Mike to the counter where Manon insisted on picking up the entire check. “You can treat me next time,” she said, apparently not about to give in. Eryn and Vivian surrendered, the latter claiming that she didn’t have time to stand around and argue.
“Next one’s on me!” Vivian called, and disappeared out the door. As Eryn and Manon headed toward the parking lot, Eryn managed to sneak a look at Manon, her thoughts whirling. She knew how irrational her response earlier had been and was trying to make sense of it. But at the moment, she couldn’t make sense out of anything. v
Manon turned the key in the ignition and listened to the low growl of the powerful engine, then backed out and started to leave. As she passed a red motorcycle, Manon glanced at Eryn’s frustrated face and saw her slam her Þ st into the handlebars while she straddled the cycle’s low, wide saddle.
Manon stopped next to the bike, rolled down her side window, and quirked an eyebrow. “Has it given up on you?”
“Looks like it.” Eryn closed her eyes. “Damn it, I can’t believe this. It’s never done this before. And no, I didn’t forget to Þ ll up. It’s probably an electrical malfunction.” She gave her bike a gloomy look.
“Traitor.”
“Why don’t you push it into Mike’s backyard and have a garage pick it up tomorrow? I’m sure she won’t mind. If you’re on your way home, I can drive you. It’s the neighborly thing to do.” Manon groaned inwardly at her own comment. How silly did that sound?
Eryn hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Thanks. That would be
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great.” She ran over to the café and ducked her head in for a second, then dashed back to her bike and pushed it behind the wide plank fence. Returning with a large white and blue gym bag in her left hand, she tossed it behind the seats, then sank down next to Manon and closed the door. She sighed heavily, equally relieved and annoyed.
“Why the gym bag? Have you been working out?” Manon asked, as Eryn buckled up.
“Yeah, I go twice a week, not because I’m into sports, but because I sometimes sit for hours typing. It’s murder on my back.”
“I know what you mean. I should exercise more, but at least I programmed my computer to insist I take breaks and stretch every hour.” As Manon maneuvered the Lotus smoothly along the streets leading into the city, they sat in silence. Finally Manon glanced at Eryn before speaking asking cautiously, “Is something bothering you?”
To Manon’s surprise Eryn blushed. Just when Manon thought she wouldn’t get an answer, the words tumbled over Eryn’s lips.
“You’re going to think I’m incredibly stupid, but when I saw you talking to Vivian, I felt…out of my league. You two have so much in common. You move in similar circles.” Eryn clasped her hands and looked straight ahead. “I’m not even sure why this matters. I mean, we’re neighbors. That’s all.”
Manon shivered at the unexpected words. Only her years of practiced self-control made it possible for her to speak at all. “Why this sudden bout of insecurity?” she asked gently, a bit out of breath. Eryn leaned her head against the backrest, giving another deep sigh. “You tell me. I feel so silly.”
“Vivian may seem worldly and privileged, that’s true, but we both know that isn’t so. When it comes to me…well, we’re all just people, aren’t we? Do I make you feel inferior? I’m sorry. I don’t intend to.”
“No, that’s not it at all.” Eryn tugged at her braid, inadvertently releasing more locks of hair.
“Then I don’t understand…” Manon took one hand off the wheel and gestured in confusion. “Why would you feel out of your league?”
“This’ll probably make you short-list me for your persona non grata award.” Eryn clearly tried to keep her voice light, but it sounded strained and sank to a low murmur. “I don’t play games, Manon. I’m attracted to you.”
What? Manon braked reß exively and felt the Lotus shiver before
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she gathered herself and continued down Main Street. Stunned by Eryn’s declaration, as well as her candor, Manon kept driving, relieved to see their condo unit appear at the far end of the street. She changed lanes twice and pulled into the garage on the other side of the alley near the landmark building. After parking in her designated spot, she turned off the ignition and waited a few seconds to collect her thoughts.
“Eryn—”
“I know, I know. You don’t have to say anything.” Eryn grimaced and wound her braid around two Þ ngertips. “I never should have said anything either. I do that all the time. Speak before I think.” And now she looked as if she wanted to bite her tongue to stay silent, despite the brave smile.
And do you tell other people…other women…what you told me?
Just like that? As they still sat in the parked car, Manon shifted to face Eryn. “Some would call that honesty.”
“Yes, well, honesty’s overrated sometimes. It tends to get me in trouble.” She peeked at Manon. “Would you call me honest or am I in trouble?”
Despite the facetious tone of voice, Manon sensed that Eryn had braced herself for the reply. And when she realized she might lose a rare friendship if she said the wrong thing, Manon curbed her initial impulse to withdraw.
“I see you as honest. Why would you be in trouble?” she asked gently. “I’m not sure why and how you’re attracted to me, but I’m ß attered.” Yes, that’s it. Keep it light. Friendly. Defuse it.
“You really have no idea, do you? You’re intriguing and stunning, and… But I’ll stop now before I dig this hole any deeper.” Eryn unclasped her Þ ngers and instead laced them loosely together on her lap.
Manon’s heart was beating rapidly. The idea that this exciting, beautiful woman found her attractive amazed her. Damage control. That’s what it’s about.
“Why don’t you join Vivian and me after work tomorrow?” she blurted. “If you’d like to, that is?” Was that damage control? God almighty.
“Really? You sure?”
“Yes.”
“Okay. I don’t know when I’ll be back after my assignment, but if it’s not too late, I’ll pop up and see how the rehearsal’s going.” Eryn’s
• 80 •
COFFEE SONATA
attempt to sound casual failed miserably since she couldn’t help but grin.
Manon returned the smile, torn between the giddiness she felt at the sight of Eryn’s sparkling eyes and the dread Þ lling her. They walked through the glassed-in pathway one ß oor up from street level and reached their lobby.
“Allow me.” Eryn pressed the button for her ß oor and the one for the penthouse. When they reached her stop, Eryn gave a salute with two Þ ngers and stepped off. “Night, Belmont. Appreciate the lift.”
Leaning back against the wall as the elevator proceeded up, Manon smiled at the charmingly irreverent use of her last name. No one ever treated her so casually, but then Eryn was constantly surprising her. She rather liked that. She wasn’t sure how she was going to deal with Eryn’s unexpected admission or even how she felt about it. That was more than she wanted to think about now. She was really only certain of one thing. She’d never met anyone remotely like Eryn Goddard.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
Fucking idiot!”
Chaos erupted at East Quay High School when a tall, middle-aged man shoved from inside the building through the glass doors straight into a large crowd that thronged the school grounds. Eryn felt caught in the middle and stood aside when the irate speaker continued to curse and barged forward past her. “You can’t do this! My kids deserve more!”
Principal Archibald Rex froze. He and the school board had just decided, in a closed emergency meeting, to cut the staff by four teachers and consolidate the eight classes into six. This would increase each group of students by eight and consequently decrease the time the teachers could devote to each student.
Eryn had followed the escalating debate over the last few weeks, and now, doing a follow-up, she and her photographer Don found themselves in the middle of an outraged group of parents.
“We need a comment from Rex, Don. Damn it! Now he’s heading back into the school. He’s not going to deal with the parents. What a coward. Think he’ll use the west entrance?” Eryn yanked Don’s sleeve.
“Let’s go!”
They hurried away from the crowd and ran around the corner. As they approached the side door they saw a crowd of teachers gathering there. “Damn,” she muttered. “This could get ugly.” This is about as action packed as it gets in East Quay. Eryn didn’t know whether to be concerned or amused.
“Mr. Rex, Eryn Goddard, New Quay Chronicle. ” She pressed down the record button on her tape recorder and extended it as Rex
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stepped outside. “What’s your response to the concerns of the parents?
Aren’t the kids going to be the ones to suffer from these cutbacks?”
Rex gave her an annoyed glance. “No comment.”
“Isn’t your decision going to diminish the quality of education for East Quay’s children?”
“The quality will not diminish.”
“Then the citizens of East Quay have a right to know how you plan to ensure the same level of education with fewer staff and larger classes.” Eryn cocked her head and moved closer to the tall, bulky man.
“After all, it’s their children and their tax money.”
Rex stopped in midstride, his face suffused with anger. “I’ll address this issue at the next PTA meeting, not here on the sidewalk.”
“Sir, we have to get going,” a woman behind Rex said. “We have another appointment.”
“I have nothing more to say,” the principal said, turning away.
“You heard that, Ms. Goddard. Good-bye.”
“Just one more thing, Mr. Rex. I hear you’ve decided on these cutbacks because of problems with last year’s budget. Is it true you overspent on technology? Surely you want to comment on that accusation?”
Rex’s mouth hardened into a thin line. “What part of ‘no comment’
don’t you understand, Ms. Goddard?”
“Here comes the rest of the gang,” Don murmured next to her, and raised his camera to Þ lm the now-enraged Principal Rex. Eryn heard the noise of the angry parents. In front of her, Rex tried to circle the smaller crowd of teachers, and Don turned with the camera to keep him in view.
Clearly annoyed, Rex swung at the camera, and though Don managed to duck in time, Eryn wasn’t as lucky. A Þ st slammed into her temple. Her tape recorder hit the sidewalk, and after two stumbling steps backward, she followed.
She landed on her left shoulder before her head connected with something hard. Her vision wavered and she blinked at the sharp ß ashes of light that danced against a curtain of blackness. With effort, she willed herself to stay conscious, then groaned and felt around the back of her head for blood.
“What the hell are you doing, man?” Don was by her side instantly.
“God, Eryn.” He slid an arm behind her back and carefully helped her sit up. “You okay?”
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“Damn, I hurt my shoulder,” she managed, tears of pain streaming down her cheeks. The sound of screeching tires and the shouting voices didn’t help her headache either. “Godalmighty. Is he crazy?”
“He must be. Jesus.” Don scanned the gathering crowd. “Fuck. He’s gone.” Don helped her lean against one of the columns that ß anked the door. “Don’t move. I’ll call the police and an ambulance.”
“No…well, I do want to report this, but no ambulance. I can walk to the car.”
Holding his arm, she stood on wobbly legs and let Don escort her to his car across the street.
Several people called out in unison. “We saw what happened, lady! We’ll testify to it!”
After Don helped her into the passenger seat, he handed her his cell phone. “Here. Call the police while we’re on the way to East Quay Memorial so they can get some statements. That bastard won’t get away with this.”
Every movement hurt, and Eryn couldn’t hide a quiet whimper while she punched 911. When a dispatcher answered, Eryn kept her voice steady when she reported the details of the assault and their destination, but she still trembled from pain. “Oh yes, I can identify him. And I have a witness.”
v
Manon checked the clock next to her grand piano again as Vivian’s voice reverberated throughout her living room and Þ lled it with the magic of her famous sound. After they had practiced the entire aria several times and stopped to work on certain parts, it was well past eight o’clock, and Manon suggested a supper break.
“Didn’t you say Eryn was supposed to join us?” Vivian asked as she followed Manon into the kitchen.
“Yes. I suppose something must have come up. She doesn’t work from just nine to Þ ve.”
“Nor do we.” Vivian rubbed her neck. “All four of us work far more than normal eight-hour days.”
“All four? Oh, you mean Mike too? Yes, being your own boss means working twice as much.”
“Can I help?” Vivian asked as Manon pulled a tray from the refrigerator.
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“No, I—” The doorbell rang. “That must be Eryn.” Relieved, Manon hurried to the door, opened it, and stared. “Eryn! My God!
What happened?”
Eryn managed a grin despite the blue sling on her arm, the white bandage on her left temple, and the red bruise on her right cheekbone.
“Would you believe I won?”
“I’ll try, but…” Manon guided her inside with a hand on her uninjured arm, shaken by the sight. “You’re hurt. Don’t make light, please.”
“I’m okay,” Eryn said, touched by Manon’s concern. “I had a runin on the job with somebody bigger than me. I just Þ nished giving a statement to the police at the hospital.” She sighed. “The doctor and my photographer insisted I shouldn’t be alone. Sorry to barge in so late.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Manon said sharply, her worry making her impatient. “Of course you should have come.” Mellowing, she slid her arm gently around Eryn’s waist. “Who did this?”
“I’ll tell you all about it later, I promise. I just need to catch my breath.” Eryn began to shake her head, but stopped with a grimace.
“Ow. Bad move.”
“Have you eaten? Can I get you anything?”
“Come to think of it, I haven’t eaten since breakfast.” Eryn didn’t really want Manon to move her arm. It felt very good on her waist. Very. The worry in her eyes was kind of nice too. But if they stood there much longer, this close, Manon was going to feel her tremble at just how damn good it felt. Reluctantly, she said, “Maybe just a sandwich or something?”
“Of course. Vivian and I were just about to eat.”
Eryn smiled. “I didn’t miss her after all? Great.”
When Vivian saw them, her smile of welcome changed to a look of horror. “Eryn! For heaven’s sake, sit down. What happened?”
“She’ll Þ ll us in after we Þ ll her stomach,” Manon explained, placing the chicken salad her housekeeper had prepared earlier on the kitchen table. “Eryn, would you rather sit here or on the couch?”
“I’m Þ ne. Let’s eat.” Eryn grabbed her fork. “This is just what the doctor ordered. Literally.”
After quickly Þ nishing her meal, Eryn explained. “I spent two hours in the ER—X-rays, doctors, the police…it’s been a long day.”
“Why didn’t they keep you for observation?” Manon frowned.
“You hit your head, after all. You may have a concussion.”
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“They discussed it, but since I never lost consciousness and the neurological exam cleared me, they just told me to take it easy this weekend.”
“What about your arm?” Vivian looked at the sling. “Is it fractured?”
“No, just some badly sprained ligaments around the shoulder joint. I have to keep it immobilized for a while. Thank God I’m righthanded.”
Manon stared down at her untouched salad and stabbed a tomato. The thought of Eryn being hurt upset her deeply, and she had to chew for a long time before she could swallow.
“So, did the police pick up the guy?” Vivian asked.
“Yes, since Don had taken pictures and handed his compact ß ash card over to the police as evidence. The next school board meeting should be even more interesting than the last, Manon, considering it was Principal Rex who—”
“Archibald Rex?” Manon was stunned. “I knew I should have gone to that emergency meeting. I could have stopped him. What a coward—”
“An incompetent coward, it turns out.” Eryn grimaced. “Believe me, there was quite an uproar. At least two hundred parents and the entire faculty were at the high school. When I got to the hospital I talked to one of the nurses, whose sister teaches English at the school. She knew all about it, so I called the story in from there. It’ll be in tomorrow’s paper.”
“I can’t believe you managed to do all that while injured,” Manon said. She couldn’t fathom anybody being unaffected by such an ordeal.
Eryn shrugged as well as she could in a sling. “It’s my job. I wasn’t about to miss Þ ling a great story.”
When Manon murmured, “I’m impressed,” Eryn ß ushed with pride. Then she glanced at Vivian.
“Sorry I missed your rehearsal. I was looking forward to it.”
“I was going to run through the aria once more before I head home,”
Vivian said. “If you’re up to it, Eryn, you can be our audience.”
“Sounds like a plan to me.” As Eryn rose she swayed toward Manon. “Damn. I feel almost drunk.”
“Did they give you something for pain?” Manon circled her arm around Eryn’s waist again.
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“Percodan. I guess I’m pretty stoned.”
“They let you go home with a head injury and a drug like that in your system? Come on. Let’s get you on the couch.” Manon guided Eryn to the living room, feeling more protective than she could ever remember when she realized Eryn was shaking. Her scent, fruity, with a tinge of vanilla, was mixed with antiseptics. “There. Sit down and put your feet up.” When she noticed the vulnerability in Eryn’s eyes, now dazed and dulled by the medication, she could hardly breathe. She tucked a blanket around Eryn and tried to cover her own turmoil with a smile. “Comfortable?”
“Yes. Go play for Vivian.”
With an effort, Manon tore her eyes away from Eryn and went to the baby grand. She stared blindly at the music for a second, then gathered her control and hit the Þ rst chord. “All right, Vivian. From the top?”
v
The music Þ lled the room and, with relief, Eryn rested her injured head against the velvet cushions; the plush couch hugged her body, soothed it. Her shoulder ached also, a dull throbbing sensation, mellowed by the painkillers. The doctor had insisted she Þ ll a prescription for more before she left the hospital, so Don took care of that detail while she signed her statement for the police. She had spoken to her boss before they left the ER, and surprisingly, Harold grumbled something about her resting up and Don making sure the Chronicle had the photos of the events ready to print ASAP.
As Vivian’s amazing voice soared, Eryn felt tears escaping. She closed her eyes and wiped them away with her sleeve, welcoming the warmth of the music and the comfort of Manon’s care. Despite her casual attitude earlier, it was good to be here, safe. When the music stopped, she opened her eyes drowsily and tried to smile. “If my arm wasn’t in a sling and I wasn’t so out of it, I’d join you guys with my guitar.”
Vivian regarded her with interest. “You play the guitar?”
“Electric guitar. I used to be in a band in college.” Eryn’s tongue felt swollen. “Schorry, ladies.” She could hear herself slur. “I’m so tired.”
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Worriedly, Manon took Eryn’s hand. “You’re not feeling strange, are you? Tell me what day it is.”
“Friday. October seventh.” Eryn winked. “I’m tired. Not concussed.”
“Sometimes these things don’t show up right away.” Manon still looked uncertain. “You should stay here tonight, though. In case you need something.”
“Thanks. If it’s not too much trouble that would be great.” Eryn sighed and shifted on the couch. It was a relief not to have to move.
“It would be more trouble if Manon were up here worrying about you.” Vivian looked closely at her watch. “It’s late. I’ll call a cab and go pick up my dogs.” She collected her coat and purse and leaned over Eryn. “Take it easy the next few days, all right? Listen to Manon.”
“All right,” Eryn whispered, already half asleep. “I promise.”
The next thing Eryn knew, she felt a gentle touch on her uninjured shoulder and heard Manon say, “Let’s get you a little more comfortable.”
“I’m comfortable here.”
“I don’t think so. You’re still wearing your jacket and boots.”
“I have my boots on, on your couch?” Appalled, Eryn tried to sit up. “I’m so sch-sorry, I…oh, man…” Her head pounded from moving too quickly.
“Shh. Don’t worry about it. No harm done. Come. Let me show you to the guest room—”
“Please. Can’t I stay on your couch? I’m really comfortable.” Eryn tried again to sit up and frowned when her legs wouldn’t obey her. “I can just take my boots off.”
“All right. But I’ll bring something better for you to sleep in, though. Be right back.”
Eryn moved slowly, Þ nally sitting up. She was sorer than she’d expected. Her shoulder burned like Þ re. Time for more pills. After pulling a small bottle from her pocket and trying to ß ip the lid open with her thumb, she glared at it. “Childproof. Of course. Damn it.”
“What?” Manon arrived carrying a long white button-down ß annel shirt. “Oh, want me to open that?”
“Please.”
Manon opened the bottle, handed it to Eryn, and went for a bottle of water. “Here. For the medicine.”
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“Thanks.” After taking her pills, Eryn felt cross-eyed as she looked down at her boots. “I think you’re going to have to help me with those. Sorry.”
“Of course.” Manon knelt before Eryn and removed each boot. Then she rose and sat down next to the Eryn, gently tugging at her jacket. “Here. Let’s take this off. It’s only half on as it is.” She carefully removed the jacket, folded it, and placed it on the backrest. “Want to try for the ß annel shirt?”
Eryn looked at the garment in Manon’s hands. Suddenly selfconscious, she nodded briskly and winced when the movement set off another stab of pain. “All right. It looks comfy.”
v
Manon reached for the buttons on Eryn’s sleeveless denim shirt. Her Þ ngers trembled when she undid them, skimming over pale, freckled skin. She examined the sling. Fortunately it had practical fastening devices to hold Eryn’s arm stable while she removed the shirt. Bare to the waist except for her creamy lace bra, Eryn looked vulnerable, the bruises on her left side emphasizing her frailty. Manon shuddered at the sight of the injuries, as well as the feel of Eryn’s satin skin. She slipped the short-sleeved ß annel shirt over the sling and refastened the clasps. “There, always start with the injured side.” Then she held the other sleeve for Eryn. As she buttoned the shirt, Manon felt her Þ ngers brush Eryn’s skin. She had to bite her lip when the brief touch made Eryn shiver.
“Can you stand up a minute?”
“I’ll try.” Eryn held on to Manon as she helped her rise. Manon willed her hands not to give away what touching Eryn this way was doing to her. As she undid Eryn’s slacks, she noticed the torn fabric around the left knee for the Þ rst time. I could kill the bastard. As she helped Eryn step out of the trousers, she clenched her teeth and harnessed her outrage. “Much better. Lie down again.”
Eryn looked grateful and dazed as she sat down. Manon scooped her legs up and tucked the blanket around her again, then settled carefully on the edge of the sofa beside her. “Much better.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re so welcome.” Manon’s voice was gentle. “Just go to sleep. I have to read some papers, and then I’ll check on you.”
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“Manon? Could you undo my braid? It hurts my head.”
Manon’s Þ ngertips tingled as she reached for the end of the long braid and removed the ribbon. Slowly she ran her Þ ngers through Eryn’s hair, amazed at its texture and the scent of citrus and ß owers emanating from it as she freed the tresses. Despite its curls, Eryn’s hair was silky smooth, and Manon combed through it several times, reluctant to let go. Only when Eryn’s eyes slid open and gazed at her with unspoken questions did she jump up and smooth her slacks down to keep her hands busy. Careful.
Eryn’s eyes closed again and Manon remained for a few more seconds, watching her sleep. Deep red hair pooled around her pale face. Reddish-brown eyelashes formed dark half circles above high cheekbones. Though her vivacious smile was absent, her Þ nely sculpted lips made her look almost angelic.
Manon couldn’t recall ever seeing such beauty.
v
As her cab drove away, Vivian inwardly cursed whoever was supposed to light the marina for not doing a good job. She tapped on the door to the closed café.
“Vivian, come inside. It’s freezing out here.” Mike’s low voice startled her.
“Yes, it’s not summer anymore, that’s for sure.” She noticed Mike had changed into low-cut jeans and a dark shirt. She liked the way the casual clothes emphasized her lean, graceful build. The fact that she noticed surprised her. “Did the boys behave?”
“They’ve been great. They’re sneaky, though. I saw Martha slip them some treats at least three times.”
Vivian walked into the café, lit only by a few lamps. “I’m sure she spoiled them rotten. They can look at you as if they haven’t eaten in three weeks.”
“They’re downstairs.” Mike took Vivian’s hand. “Just hold on.”
Vivian allowed Mike to guide her and was met with enthusiastic woofs and licks. “Hello, boys, did you miss me? I didn’t think so. Mike’s treated you like princes.” She grinned when the dogs lay back down on the rug by the TV. “I see they’ve made themselves at home.”
As Perry and Mason yawned and rested their big heads on crossed paws, Vivian glanced around the large room and said, “This is a
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remarkable room, Mike. Honestly, I’d expected it to feel claustrophobic and closed in…but it feels like a safe haven.”
“That’s exactly what it is to me.” Mike looked surprised and happy at Vivian’s comment as she settled on the couch and motioned for Vivian to join her. “Long day, huh?”
“And night. We had quite an evening.” Vivian sat down next to Mike. “Eryn was attacked while on assignment.”
“What? Is she all right?”
“She’ll be okay,” Vivian said quickly. “She hurt her head and her shoulder.”
“Where is she? Is she in the hospital?”
“No, at Manon’s. She’s spending the night there.”
“That’s terrible.” Mike regarded Vivian with concern. “You and Manon must have been pretty upset too.”
“We certainly were, but it helped that Eryn’s such a trooper.”
Vivian laughed with apparent kindness. “All she could think about was her story.”
“You admire her.”
“I do. She’s bright and insightful, with a gift for writing.”
“Like you.” Mike cupped Vivian’s cheek. “But your gift is the music.”
The touch on her face was tender, but disturbing too. Vivian’s pulse quickened. “Mike?”
“Yes?”
Vivian swallowed hard, not taking her eyes off Mike. Her eyes, black in the muted light, studied Vivian intently. “What are you thinking? I have to—”
“How I worried about you today and thought about you after the other morning and…hoped you were feeling better.” Mike lowered her hand to Vivian’s shoulder.
“You’re so sweet,” Vivian whispered. “Somehow I think you’re not used to opening up like you do to me. Am I right?”
“Yes. More than you know.” Mike blinked, as if surprised at her own candor. “You make it easy, somehow. To…share things that matter to me. It’s just that life is short and…I guess I found that out the hard way. And I’m not trying to be mysterious. Life’s also too short for riddles.” Mike shrugged and her expression hardened. “This life is all I have, and these days, I’m proud of what I’ve achieved. It wasn’t always that way.”
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Vivian heard more hurt and depth behind the words than Mike might have realized. “I like what I see, Mike. And I mean you, not just what you’ve accomplished.”
“And I see Vivian. Not the famous diva adored by millions of opera fans. I look at you and I see…you.”
Vivian refused to shed the tears that Mike’s gentle admission stirred. Silently, she nodded.
Mike brushed a thumb across Vivian’s forehead. “Don’t frown. You’re safe.”
“I…what do you mean?” It was hard to breathe.
“Yes. It’s just me.”
There was nothing “just” about how Mike looked at her. Prompted by the trust and caring in Mike’s eyes, Vivian put her arms around her.
“I know. I’m glad.” In that instant. Vivian couldn’t explain how, but something in Mike’s eyes prompted her to act. She surprised herself when she reached out and pulled Mike into a Þ rm hug. A muted whimper escaped Mike. Vivian felt it against her cheek and turned her head to whisper a word of comfort.
“Don’t…talk,” Mike said. Her lips were close enough for Vivian to feel them move against her skin.
“You’re trembling,” Vivian murmured after a moment of silence.
“Why is that?”
Mike tensed in her arms. “You know why. Surely you must know?”
“I think so.” Vivian tightened her embrace at the naked darkness in Mike’s voice. “Are you attracted to me, Mike?”
“Oh, yes.” Mike buried her face in Vivian’s neck.
“There’s no hurry. I don’t have to go anywhere. Oddly calm, Vivian leaned back, her arms still around Mike. “We can just stay like this.”
Mike rested her head on Vivian’s shoulder. “Thank you.”
Vivian laughed. “My pleasure.” She placed two Þ ngers underneath Mike’s chin and tipped her head back. Mike’s eyes shimmered with restrained emotions. “What is it, Mike?”
Vivian was unprepared for the intensity when Mike’s mouth closed gently over hers. The tenderness of the kiss spoke more to Vivian than if Mike had actually deepened it, demanded more. Vivian kept her arms around Mike, somehow knowing that the fragile bond between them would shatter if she let go.
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CHAPTER NINE
Mike’s heart thrashed like a trapped animal. Vivian still held her close, their lips pressed together in a caress that stole her breath. She trembled as Vivian stroked her back in languid movements.
She simply wasn’t used to this. It had been ages, years, since anyone touched her this way. She’d fallen for Brenda’s caresses too, and gotten so scorched by life she ought to be smoking around the edges. Until now, she’d kept her distance. But this was different. This was Vivian. And all she could think was this amazing woman was returning her kiss and, more than that, holding her so tenderly. This amazing, supposedly straight woman… Mike stiffened. It hurt to break contact, but she was already steeling her resistance, rationalizing as she retreated. She’s just being kind and understanding. She’s grateful and perhaps lonely. Or even worse, she pities me.
“Mike?” Vivian murmured, reaching for Mike, who quickly pulled back even more.
“I…I should apologize.”
Vivian regarded her silently for a long moment. “Why?”
Taken aback by the simple question, Mike tried to think of what to say. Vivian had been nothing but kind to her. “Friends should never cross some boundaries.”
Another pause. “Do you regret kissing me?”
“No! I mean, no, not from my perspective. But it wasn’t right.”
Mike tugged a small pillow close and dug her Þ ngertips into the dark brown velvet. “It won’t happen again.” She hated how desolate her words sounded.
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Vivian angled her body sideways and stretched out her arm, but never averted her eyes. “Why did you kiss me?”
Mike ß inched. Nothing like going in for the kill right away. “I think I lost my head.”
Vivian smiled. Not the condescending, taunting smile that Brenda had ß ashed at her when Mike had tried to voice her thoughts. Instead, Vivian’s smile was encouraging, lacking any malice. How could it disturb her more than anything Brenda had ever said or done?
“I think I did too.” Vivian didn’t reach for Mike again. Instead she leaned her head against her palm, brieß y closing her eyes. “I’ve never kissed another woman.”
“I said I was sor—”
“I didn’t mean it like that.” Vivian shook her head. “Quite a few men and women have propositioned me during my career. I’m not inexperienced. My affairs with men were short bursts of…some type of theatrical passion. The women never interested me, at least not the ones I met at the time, and I’ve always been more committed to my work than to any special person. Singing, to me, is more than a profession. Singing is what I am.”
The clear blue eyes clouded over, and Mike forgot her own bewilderment and grasped Vivian’s free hand.
“Or what I was,” Vivian continued in a matter-of-fact voice. Mike guessed her comment was meant to cover a deep hurt, but for her, Vivian’s pain was obvious.
“Are you really retiring?”
“God, Mike. I…I don’t know.” Vivian shuddered. “I haven’t been able to say it. I’ve hardly dared think about it. I’ve always been booked years in advance, always known exactly what I was doing and when. But this upcoming concert is the last I have planned for a long time.”
She closed her eyes. “I feel lost.”
Mike suddenly knew. Tenderly, she asked, “It’s your eye condition, isn’t it, Vivian?”
Vivian dragged an unsteady hand through her hair, disheveling it thoroughly. Mike held her breath when the golden locks tumbled around Vivian’s shoulders, glowing in the muted light of her living room.
“Yes.” Vivian’s voice was strangled.
Mike couldn’t stand the pain in Vivian’s face. She pulled Vivian
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close and, thankfully, Vivian let her hold her, her curves melded with Mike’s leaner frame.
“How bad?”
“Bad.” Vivian sighed against Mike’s skin. “Cara, I’m going blind.”
v
Manon tugged at the belt of her terry cloth robe as she left her elaborate bathroom. When the building was restored, Manon had fought the National Historical Registry about only this concession, convinced that a Jacuzzi wouldn’t destroy the protected structure. She tiptoed over to the couch to check on Eryn. The bruise on her face was darker now, and Manon was ready to string Rex up for what he’d done, even if it was an accident. If it wasn’t, then she imagined a direr fate.
“No.”
Manon jerked when Eryn muttered in her sleep and shifted restlessly. She leaned over and barely touched her uninjured arm.
“Eryn?”
“Not fair.”
Eryn was obviously dreaming, and from the sound of her voice, even if she didn’t thrash around, Manon guessed the dream was unpleasant. Her lips quivered, and tears formed at the outer corners of her closed eyes, darkening her eyelashes.
“Eryn. You’re dreaming.” Manon knelt next to the couch. “Wake up! Come on—”
“No, no.” Eryn’s eyes opened slowly, unfocused and wary.
“What—”
“Just a dream. You’re Þ ne.”
“Dream. Yes.” Eryn was obviously not quite awake.
“Here. Roll over on your right side so I can rub your back.”
Immediately regretting her spontaneous suggestion, Manon waited a few seconds. “If you want.”
“Mmm, yeah. Thanks.” Eryn struggled to turn, but only when Manon helped her did she manage to move. “God, I feel helpless,” she whispered. “How long have I been asleep?”
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“Two hours. I was just on my way to bed.” Manon slid up to sit next to Eryn and placed her arm around her back. She stroked her back gently, up and down, outside the large nightshirt. “How’s that?”
“Wonderful. My shoulder’s throbbing, but it’s probably too early to take any more of those dynamite pills.”
“Yes. You should wait at least another four hours.”
Eryn frowned and Manon stopped, keeping her hand at the small of Eryn’s back. “Did I hurt you?”
“No, I…the dream just ß ashed by. How strange. I rarely remember dreams.”
“Want to talk about it?” Manon resumed her massage. “You don’t have to.”
“It was weird. I kept seeing faces. Mom, Dad, my sisters. They were shouting at me and then ignoring me, and then shouting again. Nothing I said mattered.”
Eryn’s voice was raw, and deep with emotions.
“No wonder you were upset.” Manon instinctively moved closer. She slowed her caresses, trying to make her movements more soothing.
“Just plain silly, huh?”
“Nothing silly about it at all.” Manon shook her head. I know what nightmares can do to a person. I also know how crying through sleepless nights can eat away at your soul. Nights of tearstained pillowcases were over for her, but the thought of Eryn suffering alone through forgotten nightmares bothered her.
“Manon. Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.” Or maybe not?
“How do you do it? Be so poised and together all the time?”
“What?” Manon stared at Eryn and forgot to move her hand. Obviously Eryn wasn’t kidding. “Well, it takes a bit of training, which I’ve had plenty of. My grandfather and father sent me to a boarding school in Vermont when I was fourteen. You learn how to take care of yourself when you’re on your own.”
“They sent you away?” Eryn rolled over on her back, trapping Manon’s hand. “Why?”
Manon felt heat ß ood her cheeks. Her close proximity to Eryn was making her dizzy, and all she could see were Eryn’s sensuous lips curving as she spoke. Manon’s breath caught in her chest, and she
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had to clear her throat twice before she could slowly free her arm and answer.
“They didn’t send me away, exactly. My family thought I’d be better off, but I just stayed for three semesters, until I persuaded Granddad that my place was at Belmont Manor with him and Father.”
“Did they agree?” Eryn asked with concern.
“Yes. I studied with tutors over the next two years until I graduated from high school.”
“Homeschooled, huh? Wasn’t that lonely?”
Manon considered her reply and tried to control her reactions.
“Not really,” she said, and was rather surprised at how true her response was. “I went with my granddad to the foundation ofÞ ce almost every day and did my schoolwork in one of the conference rooms. My tutors joined me there. I not only studied but learned about the company from the inside out. I became friends with some of the younger ofÞ ce staff, at least in the beginning.”
“And you never missed going to regular school?”
“I took physics and chemistry at a private school and participated in a few sports. I also played in the school orchestra.” However, Manon cringed at some of the memories her words produced. “I was happiest when I was at the foundation, though.”
“Sounds like you were more comfortable around adults.”
“That’s true. I had to grow up quickly when my parents divorced and Jack…” Manon regretted her choice of words immediately, aghast that she could even mention Jack this casually. What was it about Eryn, a reporter, for heaven’s sake, that made her lower her guard like this?
“Anyway,” she stumbled, “a lot changed in my teens that made life very different.”
“I read about your brother,” Eryn said, placing a hand over Manon’s. “You must miss him.”
The simple words cut through pain and anger—anger mostly directed at herself for being too softhearted and weak at this moment—
and left Manon astonished. I never let anyone talk to me about Jack. No one.
“Yes, I do.” The confession was even more staggering. Normally she immediately let people know, beyond any doubt, that Jack was off topic. “I loved him.”
“You still do. And he knows it, wherever he is.”
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Simple words, and yet they warmed her heart, breaking through the ice that usually formed instantly when the topic of her brother’s death came up. “Thank you, Eryn.” And bless you for not prying.
“I have two sisters,” Eryn said. “One older, one younger. My parents adore them.”
Pain, different from Manon’s, but nearly tangible, permeated Eryn’s voice. Manon held on more Þ rmly to the warm hand in hers.
“And you?”
“No.”
Manon waited, unwilling to inquire further, since Eryn hadn’t.
“I’m a disappointment and have been since I was sixteen.”
Eryn’s face paled, but her eyes were bright in the dim light. A shimmer of tears? Manon said gently, “I can’t imagine that.”
“I don’t Þ t their mold of a good daughter. Well, I guess my father could’ve come around if he wasn’t so intimidated by my mother.”
“And your sisters?”
“They’re not like my parents. They detest being favorites, and my younger sister drives my mother half insane by bringing up ‘the issue’
at least once a week, bless her heart.”
“The issue?” Slightly bewildered, Manon had to ask.
“The fact that I’m a lesbian.”
“Oh.” Silence hung between them. Manon wasn’t surprised, exactly, but to have Eryn’s sexual preference out in the open galvanized all her own fears. She knew she sounded rigid, unyielding, but her inner alarm system wouldn’t allow her to relax.
Eryn studied her intently for a few seconds, then pulled back her hand, her eyes tired. “I see,” she said quietly, with a tone of Þ nality.
“You too.”
v
Oh, God, no! Mike wanted to cry in frustration. Instead, she pressed her lips against the top of Vivian’s head and mufß ed her sobs. Vivian needed reassurance and support, not an emotional weakling who needed comfort herself.
“I’m sorry to hear that, Vivian,” Mike managed, hugging her closer. “How long have you known?”
“Two months.” Vivian spoke in a dull voice, as if trying to stay detached from the horror. “In that time, my sight has slowly deteriorated.
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Days like last Monday are quite bad, and every day like that makes me lose more of my vision.”
“And have the doctors told you how long…” Mike didn’t want to sound too clinical, but really wanted to know.
“Within a year, perhaps much faster. It all depends on my individual version of this disease.” She sighed against Mike’s neck. “I’m sorry to unburden on you. You have enough on your plate with the café.”
“No, no. I don’t mind. Feel free to tell me anything.” Mike hated to think Vivian would be all alone to deal with such a loss. Then she had a new thought. “Unless you already have someone to conÞ de in.”
Vivian tipped her head back, smiling with sorrow. “You’re the third person I’ve told, after Malcolm and Manon.”
“You need to talk to someone. A friend.” Mike felt her cheeks grow warm, and she stumbled over her words. “I…I hope you think of me as a friend.” At least.
“I know a lot of people, but I have very few friends,” Vivian murmured and scrutinized her.
Mike wondered if her illness distorted the way Vivian saw her.
“You’re special to me, cara.”
Special? What does that mean? Mike wanted to ask but was afraid to push too hard. Her hands were tingling from holding Vivian in her arms, and it was difÞ cult to breathe. She stroked Vivian’s back, trying to comfort her, and felt an undeniable guilty pleasure at the touch.
“I’m glad,” Mike murmured. “I know we’ve known each other for only a week, but…I want to be here. For you.” Annoyed with herself for almost stuttering, Mike spontaneously kissed Vivian’s forehead. Her skin was smooth and the fragrance from Vivian’s hair pleasing. “I don’t mean to overstep any boundaries—”
“Shh.” Vivian cupped the back of Mike’s head. “Kisses don’t hurt. I would never want to hurt you, Mike.”
“I believe you. I do.” Mike swallowed against impending tears and felt tender. She couldn’t just switch from hiding her heart in a foxhole to trusting implicitly, but she had to reward Vivian’s faith in her. She couldn’t hold back human contact, physical or emotional. But, damn, I haven’t been this close to having my heart broken again in years. Keeping her distance from people worked well most of the time, except when the person in front of her was hurting. What’s a broken heart compared to becoming blind?
Vivian squinted and laced her Þ ngers through Mike’s hair. “I know
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you don’t quite trust me, and one of these days you’re going to have to share your reason.”
Startled, Mike stiffened. “There’s really nothing very interesting to say—”
“Didn’t you hear me, cara? Not tonight. We’re Þ ne, for tonight.”
Vivian leaned her head to the side and rested it against Mike’s upper arm. “Now I have something entirely different to ask you.”
“Yes?”
“You took me by surprise. The way you kissed me, the way it felt.”
Vivian blushed faintly. “I’d like to try again. A little more prepared.”
Oxygen. None. Mike forced air into her lungs. “Vivian!” Vivian’s eyes Þ lled Mike’s entire Þ eld of vision—beautiful, glittering, and unwavering.
“Yes.”
Mike lowered her gaze to Vivian’s full mouth, slightly parted as a smile played at its corners. Filled with equal parts desire and dread, Mike leaned forward and hovered above Vivian for a breathless moment, afraid she might unleash all her built-up passion. Vivian closed the last bit of distance, pulled Mike’s head closer, and raised her own. And she initiated the trembling embrace. Brushing her lips along Mike’s, she nibbled at them. Mike whimpered helplessly when pleasure blossomed in the pit of her stomach and ß ew down between her thighs.
“Vivi…”
“Mmm,” Vivian murmured against her mouth. Mike felt the tip of Vivian’s tongue explore the outline of her lips. She’s not gay! She’s not. How can she kiss me like this?
Convinced she was going to self-combust, Mike gasped. Vivian could barely hear Mike’s sharp intake of air over the thunder of her own heart. Mike’s mouth was over hers, Mike lying half on top of her. And still it was Vivian who instigated the kiss. Vivian could never have prepared for those incredible, soft, soft lips that parted readily. Forgive me. I have to. She slid her tongue inside and tasted a woman’s, Mike’s, mouth for the Þ rst time. She’d kissed the air next to other women’s well-made-up faces a million times and allowed quite a few men to devour her lips with more or less skill, but…this? This was entirely different.
When Mike’s tongue met hers and pushed, caressed, tentatively,
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but with increasing passion, Vivian could no longer remain careful. Her emotions ran high, and she invested much more in this kiss than she’d ever thought possible.
She pulled Mike closer and leaned back against the armrest. Lying with Mike on top of her, she tilted her head to allow for more ardent kisses.
Mike followed her easily, exploring Vivian’s mouth with equal parts fervor and tenderness. “Vivi,” she murmured, “I didn’t count on this. I just wanted to be…your friend.”
“You are.” Vivian could hardly believe her own body’s reactions. Sweat beaded on her temples and between her breasts. Her thighs shook and she squirmed beneath Mike’s legs, Þ ghting the urge to part them and engulf her. “You…are.” She kissed Mike again and groaned in the back of her throat when Mike slid a knee between hers. Mike broke free and straightened her arms. The sudden distance between them made Vivian feel cold, and she stared up through her dishevel hair, trying to gauge Mike’s expression.
“We have to slow down,” Mike panted. “Please, Vivian.”
“I know.”
“Too fast.”
“Yes. I agree. Just let me hold you a little longer.” The thought of losing the connection was unbearable.
Mike hesitated, looking down at Vivian with smoldering eyes.
“We’re playing with Þ re.”
“I won’t burn you, cara.”
“What if I end up hurting you?”
“You won’t.”
“How can you be so sure?” Mike asked, still on rigid arms above Vivian.
“Instincts, intuition…come here.” Vivian pulled at Mike, who slowly gave in, lowering herself to the couch. “There.”
It was a blessing to just lie there, with human touch, Mike’s touch, instead of her cold and lonely bed where only Perry and Mason noticed if she took her next breath. Shaken by her ominous thoughts, Vivian held Mike closer, again hiding her face against her neck. Mike stroked Vivian’s arm in slow, languid motions, as if trying to lull her to sleep.
“Pain is part of life,” Vivian murmured.
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“But I would never deliberately hurt you. I promise.”
Vivian knew then that Mike had suffered more emotional agony than most. She kissed Mike on the neck and vowed to never add to those wounds.
v
Eryn’s head pounded and she wished she could take some pills right away, instead of in four hours. Most of all, she wished she could take back her last words. She glanced down at her blunt, short nails and let her index Þ nger trace the pattern on the blue blanket.
“Eryn. Look at me.”
Reluctantly, Eryn raised her eyes and prepared for the all-toofamiliar expression, the one her mother assumed as soon as she walked into her childhood home. Instead she saw regret and something else, something unreadable, on Manon’s face.
“I’d already guessed. It wasn’t that hard, after what you told me in the car the other day.” Manon blushed faintly but reached out and took Eryn’s restless hand in hers. “I’m not like your parents. I don’t consider sexual preference when it comes to friendship.”
Eryn didn’t believe her. She’d noticed something, a shudder as if someone had walked across Manon’s grave, when Eryn told her the truth. “It’s all right,” she said, recoiling. “It really doesn’t matter, does it? I’m just an unexpected guest on your couch, right?”
“No, please. You’re not merely any guest, Eryn. I’ve never met anyone like you, so give me a chance to get to know you better.”
Manon’s words came out in the same measured, collected way she always spoke, and yet she sounded almost frantic.
“Perhaps it would be better if I went down to my own place and—”
“No, you can’t. It’s not safe. You’ve hit your head. Eryn…”
Manon leaned forward, her hand placed Þ rmly against Eryn’s uninjured shoulder.
Eryn wondered if Manon was backtracking, insisting she stay because of political correctness, since, after all, Eryn was a reporter for the local paper. It wouldn’t do to let anyone assume the head of the Belmont Foundation was a bit of a homophobe, would it? Eryn immediately regretted her ungrateful thoughts. I’m no better. Didn’t I give her the poor-little-rich-girl remark just the other day? Loosen up.
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“Okay, okay. I’ll stay. Your couch is more comfy than my bed, actually.”
Eryn gave a self-deprecating grin. “I’m so damn sore.”
“Your shoulder?” Manon seemed relieved, most likely because they were moving away from the hot topic of Eryn’s sexuality.
“Yeah. It burns like hell.”
“Here. Let me rub it.” Manon moved closer. “No wonder it aches. You’re black and blue. And the sling has twisted. There.” She gingerly moved the sling around and unwound it. “Better?”
“Thank you…yes.” Relief and fatigue ß ooded Eryn and made her less careful about what she said. “I want to get to know you too. I’m just so tired of criticism about something I’d never change even if I could.”
“I’d never criticize you for anything like that.” Manon moved her hand in small circles around Eryn’s aching shoulder. “Whether you believe it or not, that’s not who I am or what I’m about.”
“Who are you? What are you about, exactly?” Eryn managed to open her eyes and look up at the austere woman next to her. Manon appeared at a loss for words. She kept her hands on Eryn’s shoulder and stroked it as her face became pensive. “I’ll be damned if I know.”
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CHAPTER TEN
You look like hell, kiddo!” Harold belted from across the room.
“That pompous ass really got you good.”
Geez, why don’t we just put a freakin’ ad in the paper and announce it to all of East Quay, you idiot. “I’m okay, Harold. Where’s Don?”
“Out with Hernandez, covering the extra PTA meeting. The parents and the teachers at East Quay High School are joining forces.”
“That was my story!” Eryn was furious. “I want to Þ nish it.”
“Rex sees red when he hears your name, Goddard. Hernandez is on it.”
“This isn’t fair—”
“Get used to it. Nothing’s fair. You pressed charges against him. Don’t get me wrong, he deserved it, but I don’t want you in his face just yet.”
Fuming, Eryn laid her bag on the chair by her cluttered desk. “And what am I supposed to do instead? Lick stamps?”
“Watch it, kiddo.” Harold’s plump features darkened, and when he slowly licked his lips Eryn recognized the signs of an impending storm.
“In fact, I want you to do an article about the Dodd woman.”
“Who?”
“The closest thing we have to royalty in this town. The old bat has a hundredth birthday coming up in three days. She and her family go way back. You know, the one that owns almost all of New England’s Þ shing industry.”
“Marjorie Dodd Endicott?”
“Yeah.”
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“They don’t just own most of the Þ shing industry, but also half the town, along with the Belmonts. I didn’t know she was that old.”
“It’ll sell papers and ads if we run a this-is-your-life story on her. The Harding piece you did put you on the map. I want you to do something similar with the Dodd broad.”
Dodd broad? Harold was a moron, and his lack of respect about other people never ceased to amaze her. Why don’t I just say “screw you” and get out? She bit her lower lip and reached for her bag. Out where?
“I need you to cover her birthday arrangements. Supposed to be an all-day hoopla.”
“Sure. When?” Eryn wondered if he detected her tone of resignation.
“Oh, in about,” Harold checked the large clock on the wall, “thirty minutes.”
“Thirty! God, that barely gives me time to grab my stuff and get the car.” That darn Volvo better not give me attitude. Switching from resigned back to furious in a second, Eryn tugged the shoulder strap back over her head and made sure she had her computer, new tape recorder, and a notepad. She pulled on a baseball cap and hoped it would disguise the worst of her bruises. “Where is this ‘hoopla’ taking place?” She knew her not-so-subtle sarcasm was wasted on Harold.
“At the old lady’s mansion behind the marina. You know, just after the pier.”
“Got it. Want me to take photos too?” That’ll cost you.
“Probably won’t be anything worth taking except maybe the old bat and whoever she shakes hands with. Be good to know who’s taking care of her stuff once she croaks. You never know, any dirt we can dig up on her might bring in more ads. That’s what pays our salaries.”
“I’m off.” Eryn didn’t wait to listen to the well-known litany. In the parking lot, she stared gloomily at her old Volvo. She still hadn’t collected her Yamaha from the Sea Stone Café. She’d called Mike to let her know she’d be by after work and try to Þ x the problem herself, instead of calling AAA. Eryn was used to working on her bike and wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty. In fact, she enjoyed tinkering with engines, when she found time.
It was hard to Þ nd time for her favorite hobby, but the hours she spent in the garage with her bike were worth gold. She drove past the
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marina, thinking it would be easy to swing by Mike’s later. Always something.
She recapitulated the Dodd family history as she approached the house. As famous as the Kennedys, the Dodds had affected American history directly both politically and economically for more than three centuries. Marjorie, the head of the Dodd clan, still resided in East Quay where her dynasty had started out generations ago. Marjorie Dodd Endicott had been a widow for more than forty years, having lost her husband in a boating accident. As far as Eryn knew, she had never remarried or been seen with a man since. Cars overß owed the large circle in front of the Dodd mansion. Its beautifully aged cedar shingles and black slate roof had never yielded to a storm during its almost hundred years, and neither had its owner. Eryn navigated her Volvo between a BMW and a Bentley and chuckled as she got out. “Be on your best behavior now, dear car. Looks like you’re out of your element here.” Shaking her head, she hurried toward the main entrance where livery-clad men stood guard.
“Eryn Goddard, New Quay Chronicle. Member of the press,” she announced, holding up her press card.
A guard scrutinized it thoroughly. “Do you have a copy of the invitation faxed to your newspaper’s ofÞ ce?”
“What? No. I don’t know anything about an invitation. My boss…” Damn that idiot! “Surely you must realize since I’m with the Chronicle—”
“I cannot let you in without an invitation, ma’am.” The man clearly wasn’t going to budge.
“Wait. Hang tight.” Eryn chewed her lower lip for a few seconds, then checked her watch. She still had time.
Picking up her cell phone she dialed the reception desk at the ofÞ ce. “Amanda? Hi. Eryn here. Do you see a fax about an invitation to a press conference at the Dodd Mansion? You do? Excellent. Now, can you fax it to my cell phone number in two minutes? Thanks. I’ll bring you some of that godawful tea you love so much.”
Eryn hung up and sat down on the wide staircase leading into the mansion. Her Þ ngers ß ew as she placed her phone next to her PC tablet and allowed the Bluetooth to connect. Two minutes later the phone rang the special three-tone signal alerting her that a fax was coming in. Eryn let it download into the computer and then unplugged the phone.
• 109 •
GUN BROOKE
Rising with the computer in her hands, she shoved it under the guard’s nose. “Here’s my invitation. Can I pass now?”
The guard looked impressed, and with a half smile he nodded.
“Yes. Welcome to the press conference, Ms. Goddard.”
“Better late than never.” Pleased with herself for solving the problem, Eryn ß ashed him a smile and jogged up the stairs, the computer under her arm. “And only three minutes late. I deserve a medal.”
Inside, the cedar-shingle house appeared unchanged by time and very well kept. Eryn knew the Dodd family had lived here for at least four generations, and the current Mrs. Dodd Endicott was the last of her line. Eryn thought it was sad that Mrs. Dodd Endicott had lived so many years without any close family members.
A Welcome sign directed Eryn toward a large sitting room where at least Þ fteen other reporters had gathered in a small circle around a frail woman on a cobalt blue silk sofa. Eryn stopped in the doorway when she saw who sat next to her.
Dressed entirely in red, Manon looked perfectly at ease. The sight of her long legs disappearing up the above-the-knee-length skirt took Eryn’s breath away. Manon’s hair was swept up in a loose twist tucked into the nape of her neck. She looked relaxed, her elegant hands lay idle on top of each other on her lap, and the memory of how they had massaged her three nights ago rushed back.
Eryn’s own hands trembled as she ß ipped the top of her laptop to engage the tablet mode. She gripped the stylus with sweaty Þ ngertips and tried to blend with the wall as she sat down behind the other the reporters.
Another press conference. And who’s here to support the center of interest? Of course, she is. It wasn’t enough for Manon to invade her thoughts constantly, causing Eryn to daydream. She had to show up every time she turned around.
“Welcome to this press conference,” Manon began, and her voice created goose bumps along Eryn’s arms. “Mrs. Dodd Endicott appreciates your interest in her upcoming birthday, which coincides with the 150th anniversary of Dodd’s Fishing, Inc. Founded by Mrs. Dodd’s grandfather, it was one of the few companies that didn’t go under when the Þ shing industry was struck hard two decades ago. I could keep talking for hours about how I admire the way Mrs. Dodd diversiÞ es her business, but I won’t.” Manon smiled and gestured
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toward the woman next to her. “Instead, I’ll let Mrs. Dodd Endicott answer a few of your questions.”
“Call me Marjorie.” The wrinkled face was faded like an aging rose, yet still delicately beautiful. Her voice was low, but she spoke with force and command.
I don’t suppose you live to be a hundred and remain at the helm of your ship without being tough and determined. Eryn glanced at Manon. Is this your future? Rich, powerful—and alone?
The reporters asked the usual questions: how it felt to turn a hundred, what her life had been like since she retired only a few years earlier, and if Marjorie had any special plans for her 101st year. Marjorie answered every question politely, all the time maintaining a certain distance. Clearly Marjorie Dodd had dealt with the press before.
Eryn raised her hand. “Eryn Goddard, New Quay Chronicle. How long have you and Ms. Belmont been good friends?”
Marjorie tilted her head for a few seconds, peering between two other reporters. “Ms. Belmont began to visit me regularly when she was a child. We quickly became friends despite our age difference.”
“Do you and Ms. Belmont really own most of the buildings and real estate in East Quay?”
“Yes, I believe so.”
“Such power must entail tremendous responsibility. How do you handle it?”
“You’re right.” Marjorie seemed to consider the question. “It is a huge responsibility, and not all landlords take it seriously. The people and companies that inhabit the structures I own—as well as the ones Ms. Belmont owns—will testify to our care and maintenance.”
Reluctantly charmed by Marjorie’s candor, Eryn asked another question. “You can’t reach such a venerable age without gaining wisdom. What have you learned that is worth sharing with our readers?”
Marjorie laughed and shook her head. “Dear one, your assumptions aren’t very well based. Some people live a long time and don’t learn a damn thing. Yet some children are born with wisdom sprouting out their ears. Life has taught me lessons, but they may be valuable only to me.” She glanced at Manon. “But if you still want me to say something, there’s always the subject of following your heart.”
Eryn held her breath. Why did Marjorie look at Manon like that?
Eryn noticed something resembling caution ß icker over Manon’s face.
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“Sounds like a cliché,” Eryn pointed out, putting a smile in her voice so she didn’t sound offensive.
“Certain clichés came into being for a good reason.” Marjorie sounded unfazed. “I deÞ ed convention when I insisted on going to college and on to university. When I started working my way up through the family business, my peers disapproved. I went against the wishes of my parents when I married my husband, a scholar uninterested in money or proÞ t. I certainly rubbed people in my circles the wrong way when I kept working after getting married. We were never blessed with children, and I suppose work…was what I wanted and needed.”
Marjorie suddenly looked fragile, and Manon rose from the couch.
“That’s it for today. As you know, we’re having a huge celebration at the city hall on Friday, and if you give your name and the name of your publication to the guards outside, you’ll receive an invitation. Thank you for coming.”
Everyone began to leave the room, and Eryn typed a few more notes on her computer before sliding it into her bag.
“I would like to speak to Ms. Goddard in private.”
v
Manon watched Eryn’s head snap up. Marjorie didn’t sound at all frail anymore, and Eryn stepped closer, cautious. “Yes?”
“Not like this, in here,” Marjorie said. “Why don’t we go into my study? The leather couch there is much more comfortable. Marie can bring us something to drink.”
Manon had to admire Eryn’s poise as they walked into a dark wood-paneled room. A Þ re crackled in the Þ replace, and Manon helped Marjorie into the chair closest to its warmth.
“May I ask what this is about?” Eryn took a seat across from Marjorie.
“Certainly, dear. Let’s just give Marie a ring. Would you, Manon?”
“Of course.” Manon pulled a brocade rope by the Þ replace. Marjorie’s determination to keep the house in its original state amused her. All the modern conveniences were available but well hidden behind an eighteenth-century façade.
“Now, Ms. Goddard. May I call you Eryn?”
“Sure.”
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“Eryn, I asked you in here for a reason.”
“What can I do for you then?”
“You get straight to the point. I like that.” Marjorie turned her head as the door opened and a middle-aged woman stepped inside. “Ah, Marie. Please bring my guests a hot drink and some of your scones. I’ll have Darjeeling tea.”
Both Manon and Eryn opted for black coffee, and Manon returned her attention to Marjorie, who focused on Eryn.
“Do you work on commission?”
“Excuse me?”
“Do you work, I mean write, on commission?”
“I haven’t so far. I’m employed by the Chronicle. Why do you ask?”
“Let me put it this way. Do you Þ nd the history of East Quay worth telling?”
“Of course. Being one of the earliest settlements in New England makes it special. I’m proud to be from here.”
“Did you know that my ancestor, William Dodd, helped found this town in 1699?”
“Yes. The library and the park are both named after him.”
“Well, I’m not so interested in William’s accomplishments—they’ve been well documented.” Marjorie nodded at the woman who returned with a large tray. “Thank you, Marie. But I need a talented author to write about the female Dodds, their endeavors and achievements. They did a lot of good for this town, but you wouldn’t know it from the way history’s been written.” Marjorie’s voice hardened. “Nine generations of Dodd women.”
“What makes you think I can pull that off?”
“You come highly recommended.” Marjorie shot an unmistakable glance of appreciation at Manon.
Eryn’s eyes narrowed. “I’m ß attered, Marjorie, but I already have a job that takes up all my time.”
Manon wanted to groan. Don’t let this opportunity slip by, Eryn. You’re worth so much more than writing about council meetings and dog shows.
“I know, but surely you can take a leave of absence. How could they refuse? You’ve worked there for, what is it, Þ fteen years?”
“Yes. But you don’t know my boss. He can’t even spell ‘leave of absence,’ let alone give me one. And he doesn’t care much about
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East Quay’s history. He’s not from here.” Eryn grimaced. “Actually, sometimes I think he’s an alien.”
Marjorie slumped against the sofa back, her teacup clattering against the saucer. “I’d never ask you to resign.”
I would. Manon thought vehemently. It’s a dead end. Eryn sipped her coffee, then reached for her long red braid, twisting it around her hand. Manon gazed at the long Þ ngers, able to almost feel them against her own, like she had at the restaurant. Say yes, Eryn. Eryn suddenly glanced up at Manon, catching her off guard. “The
‘highly recommended’ part?”
Feeling naked, as if Eryn could see the surge of desire that now raced through her veins, Manon recoiled. “When Marjorie asked if I knew of a local writer she could trust with this commission, I thought of you.”
“Why? You have to know a million people. Surely some of them are better, more famous writers than I could ever hope to be?”
Manon had to smile at the exaggeration. “I know a couple of other writers. None of them are local, and the way you wrote about Vivian Harding proved that you might just be who Marjorie is looking for.”
“Do you think so little of your own skill, Eryn?” Marjorie asked.
“What do you mean? I’m just realistic. For a small-town local reporter to make it big in the publishing world is…not very rational. Having a job that pays the bills is, however.”
“Nothing wrong with being able to pay your bills,” Marjorie concurred. “But this job would easily cover your bills for a couple of years. I don’t have to tell you that there are a lot of journalists out there who’d sell their grandmother for a deal like this. My family is still prey for the media, and nobody’s ever written about them like this before.”
Eryn reached for a cup of coffee and took a large gulp. Swallowing repeatedly, she never took her eyes off Manon. “So, just for argument’s sake, is this an offer or a suggestion? I mean, would I have to prove myself further?”
“No, you’ve proved yourself enough. You just have to decide if you want the commission.”
Manon wondered what was going through Eryn’s mind. They hadn’t talked since the Saturday morning when Eryn had woken up on Manon’s couch.
“It’s beginning to sink in,” Eryn said. “How long do I have to
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decide? How much would you pay me? Would I be able to support myself? It’s an extensive project…”
Marjorie gestured for Manon to hand her a briefcase that sat next to the couch. Pulling out a bunch of papers, she handed Eryn a contract.
“As you can see, you’d make enough to set aside money for two years after you Þ nish the project. And, my dear, if you can’t take a leave of absence, and instead quit your job now, you won’t have any problems Þ nding a new one. Especially since this book might be your ticket to the nonÞ ction best-seller lists.” She brieß y smiled. “The women in my family were as illustrious and interesting as the Kennedys, so, they have never been written about, and you’d have plenty of information.”
“I’m sure I would.” Eryn looked at Manon. “How did you know that Harold would send me here instead of Hernandez?”
“We asked him.” Manon struggled to sound casual. I bet her boss is dying to know what’s going on, but it’ll be up to Eryn to tell him. If
she tells him.
Eryn didn’t comment. She put down her coffee cup, reached for another one of her bags, and pulled out a camera. “I need a few shots for the Chronicle. Is that all right? My photographer is on another assignment.”
“Certainly,” Marjorie agreed. “Go ahead. Make sure Manon is in the picture.”
Manon didn’t like to have her picture taken, but didn’t want to disappoint Marjorie. She watched Eryn snap several shots of Marjorie. As Eryn moved around the room, Manon gazed into a ß oor-to-ceiling mirror where she secretly devoured every angle of Eryn. She noticed how Eryn’s slacks enhanced her narrow waist and nicely shaped hips, embarrassed by her guilty pleasure. The thick braid danced across Eryn’s back, and Manon remembered how those silky red masses had looked when spread across the pillow on her couch.
“Manon?” Eryn motioned for her to move in closer, so she hid her discomfort and managed a smile for Marjorie’s beneÞ t as Eryn kept clicking.
Eryn took three more photos, then put her camera away. “Thank you, ladies. When will you need my Þ nal decision?”
“I’d like to announce it during the festivities Friday,” Marjorie said.
“Then I’ll let you know by Thursday.”
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“That’s cutting it a bit close.” Manon got up as well. “It’s Monday. Could you notify us—”
“On Thursday.” Eryn’s eyes reminded Manon of the green ice she’d once seen during a cruise in the Arctic Ocean. “I don’t like being manipulated.”
Oh, this is going well. “All right. Thursday.”
“Thank you for the coffee, Marjorie. Manon.” Eryn nodded stifß y and pulled the shoulder strap of her leather bag over her head, securing it on her hip. “I’ll see myself out.”
A stunned silence followed, then Marjorie turned to Manon, a frown on her thin face. “Not quite the enthusiasm I’d hoped for.”
“I did warn you that she might be cautious.”
“Yes, but I detected something else. She seemed more apprehensive about you, my dear, than me. Shouldn’t it be the other way around since she’s your neighbor?”
“Perhaps.” Manon felt her cheeks warm. “We got off to a rocky start. And being assaulted by Archibald Rex last week has probably made her distrust everyone more.”
“But you trust her?” Marjorie tilted her head.
“Yes. I do.” Manon shrugged. “Despite everything else, Eryn shows a lot of integrity.”
“Everything else?” Marjorie held up her hands. “Strike that. None of my business. I do hope she’ll say yes. All my instincts, and you know they’ve always served me well, tell me she’d be perfect for the job.”
“I’d never doubt the famous Dodd instincts.” Manon smiled.
“And a few of them insist there’s more than meets the eye between the two of you.” Marjorie gave a regal nod. “But as I said, none of my business.”
Only Manon’s impeccable manners prevented her from rolling her eyes. Sneaky. “There’s no business either to examine or to leave alone.”
Marjorie gave a surprisingly resounding laugh. She didn’t look at all convinced.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
Mike ß inched as the bell on the café door chimed. She half hoped it was Vivian and half dreaded seeing her. The three days of silence after their heated kisses on her couch made her feel as if cold Þ ngers were digging holes in her heart.
Instead she watched Eryn enter the almost-empty café, rain dripping from her leather coat. “Hi, there. God, it’s pouring.”
“Hello. Latte?”
“Please. I just had some awful coffee at the Dodd Mansion.”
Surprised, Mike glanced over at Eryn, who sat at the bar. “Dodd Mansion? You’re moving up in the world.”
“Not likely.” Eryn grinned. “Purely business. Marjorie Dodd turns a century old Friday.”
“Wow, that’s not bad. She’s still going strong, isn’t she?”
“Very strong. Very convincing too, if you ask me.”
“What do you mean?”
“They offered me a job.”
“They?”
“Manon Belmont was there too. Turns out they’re good friends.”
“No surprise there.” Mike began steaming the milk. After the noise quieted, she said, “They’re bound to move in the same circles.”
“I suppose. Thanks.” Eryn reached for the steaming glass. “It was just so sudden, you know. What if it’s not right for me?”
“But you hate your boss. Would Mrs. Dodd be worse?”
“No way.” Eryn squirmed. “But you know, I have to pay my bills, and this commission would just last two years—”
“Two years?” Mike couldn’t understand why Eryn hesitated.
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“That’s not bad. A lot of people don’t know what they’ll be doing in two days.”
Eryn’s cheeks turned pink. “I’m having a rather luxurious problem, I know.”
“Sorry, Eryn.” Mike wanted to take her words back. She knew how important Eryn’s independence was to her. With a mother like Eryn’s, she had to support herself. Mike had never met the woman, and she didn’t particularly want to. In fact, Mike hated to think what she would say if she ever saw how Mrs. Goddard treated her daughter. “I didn’t mean to sound holier-than-thou.”
“You didn’t. Don’t worry about it.”
Mike studied Eryn. She looked pale, which emphasized her bruises. “Sure you’re okay?”
“Yeah. Well. No, not really.” Eryn sighed and sipped her latte. “I may be in trouble.”
“What?” Mike grabbed the stool she kept behind the counter and sat down. “Surely a job offer isn’t—”
“I’m not talking about that. It’s something else. Something a lot more likely to screw up my life.” She rested her chin against her palm.
“God, my head hurts.”
“I’ve got aspirin.”
“Thanks, but my stomach won’t tolerate it. I better get some Tylenol on the way home. I can’t keep taking the pills the doctor gave me. They make me act weird.”
“Really?”
“Yeah.” Eryn met Mike’s gaze. “Too loose-lipped. I told Manon that I found her attractive even before I hit my head. After I started taking medication, it got worse.”
“What did she say? What did you say?”
“She was the perfect lady. She took me in when I was hurt and took care of me.”
“But no…response?”
“No, not really.” Eryn pulled her eyebrows together. “But something about her, something I couldn’t put my Þ nger on, made me wonder…I don’t mean to gossip. It’s just that thinking about her is driving me crazy. And now she’s recommended me to Marjorie Dodd to write a book!”
For a minute, Mike’s own worries felt manageable. “So?”
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“It’s an exciting project, and normally I’d give my eyeteeth for it.”
“But?”
“But…I don’t know.” Eryn’s eyes glimmered with unshed tears.
“Damn, just look at me! I don’t know what to do, and I have this stupid headache and…”
Mike knew Eryn was never weepy. She rounded the desk and put a protective arm around her, making sure the few customers couldn’t see Eryn’s distress. “You don’t have to decide on any of it right now. Just breathe.” She gently tightened her grip. “Why don’t you come behind the counter? I keep a comfy chair and a computer behind this curtain. You can put your feet up and…I may have some Tylenol. Come on.”
Eryn followed Mike. “Thanks. You’re being so thoughtful.”
“Hey, what are friends for? You wrote that piece about the Sea Stone Café and didn’t drag up my sordid past.” Mike deliberately exaggerated her relief. In fact, just thinking about her Þ rst publicity campaign for the café made her stomach churn.
“You don’t have a sordid past. You did the best with what you had. Nothing to be ashamed of.”
You still don’t know all of it. You don’t know how much I’ve hidden. Mike forced a smile and reached for the medicine cabinet underneath the counter. Pulling out an unopened box of Tylenol, she waved it in the air. “We’re in luck.”
“Thanks again.” Eryn accepted two capsules and a bottle of water.
Two large gulps later, Eryn sat down in the “ofÞ ce” behind the curtain. Mike took care of two new customers in the meantime, but kept a close watch on Eryn to make sure she didn’t look any worse off. When she Þ nished, she dragged a stool up next to Eryn, making sure she could still check on the café.
“I’ve never met anyone like her.” Eryn spoke in a low voice. Mike didn’t have to ask who Eryn was talking about. “She’s quite the mystery, isn’t she? Contradictory.”
“Yes, isn’t she?” Eryn nodded emphatically. “So collected, with her ofÞ cial image usually in place. But so…caring, with a strange sort of passion showing through, which I don’t think she realizes.”
Mike sat waiting for her friend to choose to conÞ de in her—or not.
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“She was so good to me last Friday night. She rubbed my back and acted like I mattered. And then she goes right back to being strict and stern…acting like freakin’ nobility!”
“And you think that’s a problem?” It wasn’t like Eryn to be this upset. Mike wondered just how vulnerable she’d become.
“I’m so stupid.” Eryn clenched the mug. “I have no clue if she’s into women. God knows she’s had enough men to Þ ll two soccer teams. All hunks, from the look of them.”
“You researched her?” Mike raised an eyebrow and tried not to sound judgmental, even if she was surprised.
“Yeah.” Eryn’s cheeks Þ nally colored when a faint blush crept up from her neck. “I went through some Þ les. There were pictures from the social events she goes to. You know, fund-raisers, openings, that sort of thing.”
“Not everything’s the way it seems.”
“Some things are. Most, even.”
“Don’t judge her too quickly. I know what some people still say about me after all these years.” Mike swallowed. “I’d hoped they’d invite me to the East Quay Chamber of Commerce dinner this year. Someone, somewhere, put a stop to that. And the Sea Stone Café is one of the fastest-growing new businesses in East Quay.” She knew she sounded angry and hurt, but that was how she felt, and it was a relief to Þ nally tell someone.
“Damn, Mike, they’re idiots.”
“Yeah, but they have the power. You know, Mr. Ludlow, the banker, is chairman and he decides if I do or die. I thought I’d proved myself, and after the article you wrote, I actually thought someone like me could enter their realm. But I guess not.”
Feeling defeated, Mike slumped against the wall. And then there’s Vivian. Have I pushed her away for good? It felt so right to kiss her. How could that be a mistake?
“You could appeal their decision.” Eryn turned and looked at Mike.
“They’ve got standards for membership. You fulÞ ll those standards and ought to be voted in. It’s that simple.”
“It’s not simple at all. I’m persona non grata.”
“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. Who says that?”
A famous voice interrupted and Mike twirled. “Vivian!”
“Hello, Mike. First of all, I need a double espresso. Your best.”
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“You got it.” Happy to have something distract her rampaging emotions, Mike turned to the espresso machine and pressed Þ nely ground coffee beans into the mallet. She had to force herself not to use too much strength with the tamper, not to destroy the beans. She inhaled and exhaled three times, slowly and deliberately. Holding Vivian’s espresso in a tall cup, she made sure she was smiling politely. If it’s possible to smile with such stiff lips. Mike was sure she looked like an idiot, grinning from ear to ear in pure nervousness.
“Thanks.” Vivian sighed and sipped her coffee. “I needed this. All of it.” She gestured around the room. “I had to meet with a New York conductor, an old friend, but he kept trying to persuade me to do three concerts at Carnegie Hall in six months. I had to tell him twice that I’m not doing any concerts after my farewell performance here.” Vivian sounded strong and certain of her decision, but Mike saw the hurt in her eyes, the beautiful eyes that were going blind.
“I’m looking forward to hearing you sing and take your hometown by storm,” Eryn said.
“Thank you, but I’m not so sure these days. I…have a lot on my mind, and it affects my voice.”
“Then we just have to make sure your mind is where it should be.”
Mike grabbed a cloth and began wiping off the spotless counter. She’d rather put her arms around Vivian and hold her tight, to comfort her. She rubbed more vigorously.
“Time to call it a day,” Eryn said, and rose. “I feel better now. I’ll call AAA after all and have them come pick up the bike. I’m too tired to Þ ddle with it myself.”
“I put a plastic cover over it.”
“Great. Thanks.” Eryn lit up. She felt around in her pocket, ß ipped open her cell phone, and walked away from them to place her call. Vivian looked at Mike with a question in her eyes. “Are you all right, Mike? You seem…muted.”
“I’m Þ ne. The after-work crowd should be here soon, and business is great.” Mike knew she was stalling, but Vivian’s steady gaze didn’t let her off the hook. Annoyed and feeling cornered, she reached for a crate of oranges and began stacking them next to the juice press.
“Have I done something to upset you?” Vivian’s voice, tinged with sudden sorrow, stung.
Upset doesn’t even begin to describe it. I kissed you, for heaven’s sake! I more or less attacked you on the couch and forced a kiss on
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you… “No. Yes. I mean, it was my fault.” She sent the customers at the other end of the room a worried look. “Let’s don’t talk about it here.”
“Fine. Where then?”
“I don’t know. I’m busy now.” Goose bumps rose all over Mike’s arms and legs. Can’t you see I’m dying, Vivian? Stop pushing.
“Can you come over tonight? We could walk the dogs and have a late-night snack.”
Mike wanted to decline. More than anything she wanted to hide from Vivian, who had pierced her shields with strange effortlessness. But I did promise to be there for her. “All right. I close at ten. I can ask Martha and Edward to cover for me the last half hour.”
“I’d like that. A lot.” Vivian slumped back a little on her stool.
“I’m off, then. Thank you, Mike,” Erin said.
“Go home and rest. You’re still pale.”
Eryn frowned. “I’ll try.”
She left, and Vivian also rose from the stool and Þ nished the last of her espresso. “Delicious, as always, cara. See you later.”
Mike nodded, reached for the cup at the same time as Vivian, and their hands met. Vivian, who apparently hadn’t seen Mike’s hand, grasped it. “Mike. Don’t shut me out,” she whispered. “Please.”
The touch almost did Mike in. She squeezed Vivian’s hand and held on for a few seconds too long. “I’ll be there.”
v
“Hold the elevator, please!”
Eryn, about to press the button for the third ß oor, opened the outer gate while Manon hurried through it, holding at least eight shopping bags from different boutiques and carrying her briefcase under her left arm. “Eryn. Great. Could you save my computer? I overestimated my strength.”
“Got it.” Eryn grabbed the briefcase and tried to hold back the gasp that escaped her when she inadvertently stroked the outside of Manon’s breast. “Sorry.”
Manon put down her bags and reached for the briefcase. “Thank you,” she said. “That could have been a disaster.”
“Here you go.” Eryn handed it over and motioned toward the bags, happy to have something else to focus on. “You’ve been busy.”
“Yes. I have so many functions coming up, not to mention the fund• 122 •
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raiser concert in a few weeks. I had to restock my wardrobe. I realized just how busy I’d be when Marjorie and I tried to Þ nd a time to go over the research material with you—should you choose to accept.”
“You sound like Mission Impossible. ” Eryn smiled. “‘Should you choose…’”
Manon hesitated, then chuckled. “I did, didn’t I?” Manon seemed more at ease and younger as she leaned against the elevator wall. Only when it stopped with a sudden jerk did she square her shoulders again.
“You will give it serious thought, won’t you, Eryn?”
“Yes. I said I would.” Please, don’t try to weasel a decision out of me just yet. Eryn opened the inner gate.
“I know. I know.” Manon held up her hands, palms toward Eryn. Eryn pushed the outer gate open and regretted her terse reply. They might be offering me the chance of a lifetime, and I’m acting like I’m being stalked. “Hey. Want a cup of coffee?”
Manon looked at her for several seconds, and Eryn had no idea what might be going through her head. “Coffee would be lovely. Thank you.”
“I don’t have Mike’s ß air for making espresso, but I make good regular black coffee.”
“I’d take instant after trying on seventeen cocktail dresses at Genevieve’s.”
Genevieve’s Boutique & Shoes was one of the fancy clothing stores on Main Street that carried shoes costing half a month of Eryn’s salary. “Seventeen? You’re kidding.”
Eryn took mercy on the briefcase again, and Manon gathered her purchases. “No. All gorgeous, which made it almost impossible to choose.”
They walked into Eryn’s condo and into the kitchen. “Please, sit down. I’ll have some real coffee—not instant—brewing in a minute.”
“Sounds heavenly.”
Eryn busied herself with the coffee machine, pouring ground coffee beans into the Þ lter and measuring water. Manon’s discreet scent permeated the kitchen, and Eryn hoped it would linger after she left.
“You like it strong, don’t you?”
“Yes, please. Nothing’s worse than weak coffee.”
God, that voice of hers. Its velvet, throaty qualities rippled along Eryn’s spine and sent dark shivers through her abdomen. How can a voice cause physical reactions? Eryn had never experienced such a
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blatant response. Sure, her former lover Jenny had been hot, sizzling, even, but it had taken obvious overtures and hands-on caresses for Eryn to react the way she now responded to Manon’s voice. Say something more. Please.
“I like the way you’ve arranged the copper pieces.”
That’s it. A topic. “They were my aunt’s, and she kept them in a cabinet.”
Eryn glanced up at the collection, everything from copper coffeepots to cookie cutters that she’d polished and now displayed on the window sill. She wasn’t going to tell Manon how, while polishing the smallest toy-size kettle, she’d begun to cry. Amanda never spoke ill of Harriet Goddard to Eryn’s face, but Eryn had once overheard her great-aunt talk to one of her friends. “The child needs love. It’s as simple as that. If Harriet can’t see past her own prejudice to meet her daughter’s needs, then I will. She praises Eryn’s sisters for tying their shoes, and this child…she brings home top-grade essays to show her mother, and…Harriet’s a fool. A blind, misguided fool.”
The conversation had stuck in the seventeen-year-old Eryn’s memory all these years, and Amanda’s condo had been the only place she’d been able to relax and be herself.
Not now, though. She felt jittery and as if she were running a temperature, merely because Manon was sitting on one of her kitchen chairs.
“Your kitchen is so cozy. Perhaps I should go for something less…
strict. My interior decorator talked me into an austere-looking…well, you’ve seen it.”
Manon’s kitchen was white, gray, and brushed steel, very modern.
“Yes. It’s beautiful, but not very homey.”
“I know.”
There was an uncomfortable silence as Eryn Þ nished setting up the coffee machine. She turned and reached for mugs from the cabinet, moaning when she accidentally raised her left arm too high.
“Let me help.” Manon was immediately by Eryn’s side and placed an arm around her waist. “You’ve been carrying that bag of yours all day. It may have made your shoulder worse.”
“No, I’m okay. It’s only when I try to raise my arm above my head—”
“Listen to me. Sit. I’ll pour the coffee when it’s ready.”
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“All right.” Eryn knew when to give in. Manon’s voice, as sexy as it could be, sometimes sounded relentless. “You take it black, right?”
“Yes.”
“Me too.”
“I downloaded the pictures I took at the Dodd Mansion.” Eryn sat down, reached into her bag, and pulled out her computer. “Want to see?” Anything to get away from feeling so darn jittery.
“I’d love to.” Manon rose and pulled out two ceramic mugs from the open cabinet before walking over to stand behind Eryn. “Marjorie’s still striking, don’t you think?”
“Yes, you can tell she was gorgeous. She doesn’t look her age at all.”
Eryn pulled up the image folder and made sure only the pictures she wanted to show Manon were highlighted, then clicked the button that launched the preview.
Manon leaned closer and steadied herself against the kitchen table.
“You’re a good photographer,” she said as the Þ rst few images rolled by. “Marjorie looks really great and…what…”
Eryn stared at her computer in horror. Frozen, she watched as the slideshow kept going and displayed the Þ ve close-ups she’d taken of Manon.
Shit! What the hell…how could this happen? I selected only the pictures of Marjorie. The silence was overwhelming, and Eryn wanted to crawl down under the table and hide.
“When did you intend to use these?” Manon straightened up and walked over to the counter. She poured coffee into two mugs and slowly, deliberately turned around. Her slate gray eyes were cold. Darker than usual, they bored into Eryn and demanded an answer.
“Never.” Eryn clasped her hands tight in her lap.
“Never? I Þ nd that hard to believe. You were there as a reporter, and you made sure I thought you were taking pictures of only Marjorie or the two of us together.”
“I was. I mean, I was there for the Chronicle. These…” Eryn gestured toward the computer screen with a queasy feeling in her stomach. “These were…for me. It was still wrong of me. I…You looked so photogenic, but that’s no excuse.” Damn, I really screwed up. She doesn’t trust me as it is. And now…I’m such an idiot!
“For you? What do you mean?”
“For my personal viewing pleasure.” Eryn knew her attempt at
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irony was futile. “I’ll erase them right away.” She placed her index Þ nger on the touch pad.
“No! Wait. Let me look at them.” Manon walked closer and handed a mug to Eryn, her eyes on the screen as she sipped her coffee.
“They’re not bad. I don’t like being the center of attention for pictures, so you actually took some good ones…because I didn’t know I was your target.”
Eryn’s throat constricted at Manon’s choice of words. Target. It made her sound like paparazzi or, worse, a stalker. She merely held on to her mug, not sure what to say.
“And you won’t use these for the Chronicle or sell them to anyone else?”
“I can burn them on a CD for you, then erase them from my hard drive.”
“You could already have e-mailed them to your ofÞ ce.”
“I haven’t! I shouldn’t have taken the pictures, but, damn it, I’m not a freakin’ liar!”
“All right.” Manon bit into her lower lip. “Don’t erase them. Just give me your word that you won’t share them with anyone without asking.”
“I promise.” Eryn had to put her mug down on the table since her hands were shaking so badly. “Are you very angry?”
“I was for a moment.” Manon leaned closer and examined one of the pictures. “What am I looking at? I’m so focused on something behind you. Oh.”
Eryn turned her head and found that Manon was closer than she realized. She accidentally bumped her nose into Manon’s cheek, making her jump.
Manon held on to the backrest of Eryn’s chair. “I should get upstairs. It’s late.”
“Manon, please. We keep tiptoeing around each other.” The words ß owed out of Eryn, tumultuous and scattered. “Ever since I told you I’m attracted to you and…and I have no idea if you ever have or could imagine…I mean I have the feeling you’re not indifferent to me, but…”
Manon inhaled deeply and drank some coffee, perhaps to buy time. “Eryn, don’t.”
“I have to say this. I don’t want to waste time beating around the bush. I look at you and go weak at the knees. Literally,” Eryn insisted,
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and stood up. “And at times you look at me with this strange expression of…I don’t know what! Am I that scary?” Another joke fell ß at to the ground and incinerated on impact.
“You have no idea,” Manon quipped, her eyes sooty black.
“That’s what I said! I have no idea how you feel and it’s driving me insane. You set up this great working opportunity for me and make it very hard for me to refuse, and then you act as if we’re casual acquaintances. Where do you stand, Manon? And most important—are you gay or not?”
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CHAPTER TWELVE
Manon tried frantically to think of a plausible excuse to run out of Eryn’s kitchen. Instead, her mind went blank, and all she could do was to stare at Eryn for several agonizing seconds. Her tone turned from chilly to ice age. “That’s a very personal question. What do you expect me to say?”
“How about the truth?” Eryn said kindly. “How about quitting this I-don’t-know-if-she-knows-that-I-know game? I’ve been an out lesbian since I was Þ fteen. My mother hates me for it, but the rest of my family range from very supportive to ‘Þ ne, live your life, but let’s not talk about it.’ I’ve fought hard to remain out.”
“It must’ve been difÞ cult.” Manon tried to refocus the attention back to Eryn’s life.
“For me, it would’ve been harder to stay closeted.” Eryn pulled out the chair next to her. “Please. Sit down. I think you know quite a bit about being in the closet.”
“You assume too much.” Manon’s chest constricted. Reluctantly she sat down, ramrod straight, on the very edge of the chair, at a ninetydegree angle from Eryn.
“Do I?” Eryn said gently. “My gaydar is rarely off.”
“Your what?” Manon had no idea what Eryn was talking about.
“Gaydar. Inner radar that says if the other person is gay.”
“There’s no such thing.”
“I disagree, but okay—ever heard the saying ‘it takes one to know one’?” Eryn leaned forward and grasped Manon’s arm.
“Yes, I have,” Manon managed. The touch burned through her shirt. She looked at the pale hand, adorned with pink, blunt nails and
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occasional freckles. It was small yet unmistakably strong. “But it’s still a personal matter that—”
“We’ve shared lots of personal things. Especially last Friday night. What’s your worst fear? That I’ll jump your bones if you admit you Þ nd women attractive? Or that I’ll out you?”
Manon heard a faint trace of resentment in Eryn’s voice, but also something else. She’s laughing at me. She’s openly gay and proud of it. I must seem pathetic, but she has no way of knowing… Manon looked down at Eryn’s hand. “No. I don’t think that at all,” she said quietly. I think you must see me as the most pitiful person you’ve ever met. Eryn squeezed her arm and moved to caress her elbow. “Damn, Manon, I’m sorry. I’m being an ass.”
Manon could barely make herself look at Eryn. Her heart was pounding, and nothing in her upbringing had prepared her for this situation. Normally she skidded in and out of conversational traps with the ease of an Olympic slalom skier, but now her fear and conß icting emotions immobilized her. “You’re right,” she whispered. Her throat hurt.
“What?” Eryn sat as if frozen, her hand still around Manon’s elbow. “About being an ass. Yeah—”
“No. You’re right about me being afraid. Afraid of the repercussions. I have my work and my responsibilities. I don’t have the time or the energy for any type of relationship. Don’t you see? The legacy, my family’s dedication to everything I also hold sacred…it all matters more than—”
“Than what? Your own happiness? Your life? Your future?”
“The foundation is my happiness and future! I’ve spent my life in that ofÞ ce.” Tears of frustration rose in Manon’s eyes. “It’s what I’ve lived for all these years. Ever since I was thirteen, the foundation has been my pride and joy, my everything.” She wanted to move her arm out of Eryn’s reach, but her touch was strangely comforting. Eryn sat still, watching Manon with sad eyes. “That’s normally how people talk about their family or their children.”
“My existence might seem pitiful to you, but I don’t lack anything!”
Manon forced her tears back, blinking repeatedly. “My foundation means a lot to a great many people, and the reward I get from helping people create better lives for themselves is more than enough.”
“How about companionship? How about human touch?” Eryn’s voice rose as she began to rub Manon’s arm. “How about this?”
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Eryn sounded so passionate that Manon expected her touch to be equally forceful. Instead Eryn rose and pulled Manon with her into a careful embrace. Manon didn’t struggle. She stood passive, determined to prove Eryn wrong. She couldn’t surrender to the secret feelings she’d kept from everyone for so long.
“How about this?” Eryn whispered, now in a low purr. “I can feel your heart beat, faster and faster.” She placed her hands on either side of Manon’s chest, and her thumbs, hot through the fabric, reached just below her breasts. “I’m not forcing you. You want this.” She sounded so certain.
“You won’t achieve anything with this demonstration.” Manon used her most haughty tone of voice. “Why are you doing this, Eryn?”
“Because you’re trying to fool yourself and everybody else. And because I’m at my wits’ end how to act around you. You’re so exciting and so hot. And you look at me with such confusion and desire. That in itself is damn sexy.”
She stepped even closer and pressed her breasts against Manon.
“I saw how you checked me out when I took the pictures of Marjorie. Don’t you think I know what such glances imply?” She reached under Manon’s chin and tipped her head back. “And the way you look at me now…down that aristocratic nose. You try to keep me at a distance, and it must annoy you that it doesn’t work.”
As she tried to avoid Eryn’s touch, Manon found their lips only a whisper apart. Mesmerized, she stared into Eryn’s eyes and leaned in closer, unable to resist. “Eryn, please…”
After Eryn brushed her lips against Manon’s, parting them with gentle insistence, she deepened the kiss, and Manon forgot to breathe. The incredible tenderness, the small nibbles—it all ß ooded her senses with arousal and panic.
“Manon,” Eryn whispered against her mouth. “I’ve longed for this. Your lips. Kiss me back.”
Manon clenched her Þ sts at her side, where she stood stiff and shaking within Eryn’s embrace. She wasn’t in control of her body or her mind, and couldn’t think of anything except how Eryn’s arms felt around her.
“Relax, honey. Relax.” Eryn’s breath was hot against Manon’s lower lip. Manon could feel her resistance crumble. Her body ached, and even worse, her soul was in agony, demanding she give in. Eventually, Manon gave a tormented whimper, raised her arms, and slid them up
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along Eryn’s sides. She wrapped them around Eryn’s neck and held on as she parted her lips.
“Ah…” Eryn pulled her closer and cupped Manon’s neck. Manon felt the tender Þ ngers in her hair, massaging, pressing her closer into the embrace.
Nothing could have prepared her for how Eryn’s mouth would feel or taste. All those years when she struggled alone with her feelings, she’d never known this, never expected…this . Eryn’s tongue, gentle and passionate, explored her mouth, nudged at Manon’s tongue and teased it. Manon held back sobs of dread and allowed herself to reciprocate. She kissed Eryn with startling abandon and cupped Eryn’s cheeks as she angled her own head for better access. She reveled in the feeling of Eryn’s tongue against hers, wrestling, as if Þ ghting for domination. The caresses sent surges of blood to her breasts and the delta between her legs.
Blatant desire welled up and blinded Manon for a few precious seconds before panic took over and she broke free. She held up her hands, palms outward, and backed away from Eryn, only to stagger when she bumped into the kitchen table. “No…I can’t. I’m sorry.”
“Hey, calm down,” Eryn said, ß ushed. “It’s all right, Manon.” She reached out.
“No. Don’t. Just don’t touch me.”
“I won’t.” Eryn’s face twitched with an expression of pain that passed so quickly, Manon wasn’t sure it had ever existed. She lowered her hand. “I promise.”
Manon breathed heavily and made sure the corner of the table was between them. “This was a mistake.”
“Yes. I realize that.”
Manon didn’t know if she had imagined the luminescence of Eryn’s eyes. Anyway, they were now a dark, dull forest green.
“I should go.”
“I’m not stopping you.” Eryn also took a step back. Despite her words, Manon remained where she was, her mouth dry. “You understand, don’t you? Why this can’t happen?”
“I understand that we kissed and it was wonderful. You panicked and I’m sorry if I scared you. Most of all, I’m sorry it wasn’t wonderful for you.”
Manon ß inched. “Nothing you did scared me.” I scared the hell out of myself. “As I said, I should go.”
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“Then leave.”
“Very well.” Manon began gathering her purchases, but the bags’
handles slipped through her Þ ngers and the contents spilled out of one of them. “Great. Perfect.” She wasn’t in control of anything in this situation, and she hated the feeling.
“Here. Let me help you.” As Eryn bent down and picked up the silky material of the extravagant nightgown she’d let Genevieve persuade her to buy. The crimson silk ran through Eryn’s Þ ngers like blood when she placed it back into the bag. “Pretty.”
Manon took a deep breath, feeling ridiculous. She’s right. I’m panicking. I’m acting like a damn cliché of an old maid. How silly is this? She stopped what she was doing. “Eryn.”
Eryn knelt next to her and now looked up with trepidation.
“Yes?”
“Can we start over?”
“What?” Confusion replaced the apprehension. “How do you mean?”
“Whatever my reaction just now suggests, I’m not a coward.”
Manon was glad her voice was steady, although barely more than a whisper. “And I don’t tell deliberate lies, even if I’m usually not very forthcoming.”
“I never thought you were either a coward or a liar,” Eryn said, and she raised her hand, palm up. “Just afraid.”
“You’re right.” Manon tilted her head, examining the concept. A strange sort of calm settled in her chest. “I’ve been afraid for a very long time.”
“What can I say or do to reassure you? I shouldn’t have kissed you like that.” Eryn blushed. “God knows I was dying to taste your lips, but I was still wrong.”
“Perhaps. You were my Þ rst.”
“First woman to kiss you? For real?”
“Yes.” And that’s not all.
“So you’ve only been with men up till now?”
“Three, to be exact. One when I was in college. One twelve years ago. Very nice, both of them, but I let them slip through my Þ ngers.”
“And the third?”
“Two years ago.” Manon shuddered. “Let’s just say that he didn’t adhere to the arrangement.”
Eryn looked like she wanted to ask follow-up questions.
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“I may tell you about that another day,” Manon added, to forestall questions she wasn’t prepared to answer—yet.
“All right.” Eryn sat down on the ß oor again and pushed the bags aside. “It makes sense, though. You’re a lesbian. Of course you had to let them go.”
Manon swallowed repeatedly and slumped into a sitting position with her back against a leg of the kitchen table. It didn’t occur to her until later how absurd it was for her to sit on a kitchen ß oor. She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d sat on any ß oor. Unable to avoid Eryn’s statement, she leaned her head back. “Yes. Yes, I am.”
Cold shivers launched icicles throughout her body. I don’t talk about this. With anyone. I don’t want to. And here she is, gazing at me with those hypnotic green eyes. Damn her to hell. Why do I let her? Why can’t I say no?
“Reba Renaldo was way off base there, wasn’t she?”
“Who? Oh, the columnist.” Manon shook her head. “Way off.”
“And you’re obviously not only closeted, but you have a serious problem with your sexual preference.”
“Are these questions?” Manon sighed. “It doesn’t matter what I am or not. I’m single. I live alone and like it that way.”
“But what about love?” Eryn’s eyes grew wider, and she covered her forehead with her hand. “You make it sound as if you’ve decided to never give love a chance. Do you have any idea what you’re missing with someone of your own gender?” Green eyes ß ashed a whole range of emotions as Eryn scooted closer. “You’re a wonderful woman. Any person, male or female, would count themselves lucky to be with you.”
“I don’t think so. In fact,” she added, again uncharacteristically forthcoming, “I have a very modest libido.” Manon tried to explain and cringed at how she exposed herself. “I have no…particular urges. That doesn’t bother me much.”
“Hey. There was nothing wrong with your libido just now.” Eryn looked at Manon cautiously before she spoke. Eryn’s gaze raked up and down as if gauging Manon’s potential reaction before she spoke. “You were furious, and you may have resented me for kissing you, but you can’t deny that you clung to me and kissed me back. You melted into me, and your kiss was passionate. I’d call that having urges!”
Oh, God, she’s right. It was as if I discovered…something. In fact, Manon could still feel the physical traces of her body’s reactions.
• 134 •
COFFEE SONATA
Eryn’s shimmering eyes didn’t let her off the hook, and she wanted to grab her briefcase and hold it up as a shield. “Fine. Urges.” She pressed her lips together for a moment. “That’s not normal for me.”
“So, shouldn’t that tell you something? When you kiss a woman for the Þ rst time, or rather, another woman kisses you, and you feel more than usual, it should.” Eryn’s eyes blazed. “And, damn it, it was such a wonderful kiss, you would’ve had to be dead not respond to it!”
“You may be confusing anger with passion…” Manon stopped talking and placed a slow hand over her mouth. “What?”
“When you feel more than usual in a woman’s arms—”
“No. Not that.” Manon spoke past a painful lump in her throat that made her voice darker.
“Oh.” Eryn smiled carefully. “You meant the part about the kiss being wonderful?”
“Yes.”
“It was. Breathtaking, arousing…and it grabbed me solidly by the heart.” Eryn hugged her arms around her bent legs and placed her chin on top of her knees. “I’m not exaggerating. It did.”
Manon knew this was no time to play the slalom skier. Eryn deserved the truth, even if Manon had to back off afterward. “Then I should level with you. It wasn’t just my Þ rst kiss with another woman. It was my Þ rst kiss—ever.”
v
Vivian glanced up as Perry and Mason escorted Mike into the living room with its panoramic view of the Atlantic. She had arranged a tray with cheese, crackers, and fruit and put it and an open bottle of red wine on the coffee table. Now she leaned against the armrest of the couch and smiled at Mike.
She felt nervous again. Their conversation at the café earlier had almost disheartened her. Mike had acted offended, or hurt, and Vivian wondered what she might have done wrong. She was afraid to ask but had promised herself not to waste any time ever again. Time was not her friend these days, and Mike’s companionship was becoming increasingly important.
“Welcome. I see the boys let you in.” Vivian motioned for Mike to sit down.
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“They more than let me in. Mason nudged me from behind, and Perry took my wrist in his mouth and pulled me along.”
“Smart fellows. They can sense you like them.” And me?
Mike remained standing a little longer, then sat in the armchair.
“That looks good. May I?”
“Of course. Could you pour us some wine? My eyes are a bit blurry tonight. It’s been a long day.”
Mike immediately turned and looked at Vivian with concern. “Are you in pain?”
“Only a bit. It’s not bad.”
“Maybe you need to go to bed. I can let myself out.” Mike was halfway up from her chair and looked ready to bolt. “We can do this some other time.”
“Stop it, Mike. Listen to me. I’m Þ ne. I’ve been looking forward to talking with you.” Vivian held her breath. “Please don’t go.”
Mike still rose, but only to pour the wine and hand her a glass. She sat down next to Vivian on the couch and pulled the coffee table closer.
“There. Now we can reach everything. Some cheese?”
“Not yet.” Vivian felt sheer relief that Mike had decided to stay.
“What do you think of the wine? It’s a South African Graham Beck that the conductor of my last performance in Milano gave me after closing night.”
“But that’s a special bottle! A gift.” Mike stared into her glass.
“Don’t you want to share this with someone special?”
“I am,” she said quietly. “At least I’d like to think we’re special together, cara. ”
Even if Vivian had to squint to make out Mike’s features, she could still see how Mike’s eyes darkened. Pale skin, black eyes. I wonder…
what’s the color of your heart, Mike?
“Then I propose a toast,” Mike replied evenly. “To today.”
“Today?” Vivian raised her glass, though she had no idea what Mike was talking about.
“It’s an important day. It’s all we have.” Mike sipped her wine.
“Oh. This is great.”
Vivian followed suit, her brain still trying to wrap itself around Mike’s toast. “Yes, it is. It’s one of my favorites.” She took another sip, which soothed her throat. “Glad you like it.”
Mike closed her eyes, and Vivian could observe her unabashedly. Dressed in a navy blue shirt over black jeans, she was a study of shadows
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in the Þ relight. Her short hair glimmered with a bluish tint, and a new scent, a mix of coffee, vanilla, and cinnamon, wafted toward Vivian. When Mike looked up at her again, Vivian saw an ocean of unspoken questions. Why do I get the feeling that she may never ask them, unless I start Þ rst? So withdrawn. So…scared.
Mike held on to her glass of wine and took small sips every now and then, staring wordlessly into the Þ re. It had taken Vivian quite some time to get it started. She had no problems entertaining the world’s leading classical musicians, but she wasn’t sure she could make a room cozy and inviting to a friend. A friend that I’ve kissed. A friend who doesn’t feel like merely a friend anymore.
v
Mike’s skin tingled from being in Vivian’s presence. The wine warmed her stomach and lulled her body to a more peaceful state. Normally she was very careful around alcohol, but a luxurious bottle of wine like this one was meant to be savored. The smell of hard liquor and beer turned her stomach. She had never tasted any of it, though she had certainly smelled it on her father’s breath when he yelled in her face. She turned her attention to Vivian, who looked at her with a pensive expression.
“You’re beautiful,” Vivian whispered. “And there’s something about you, something utterly natural. You’re like a wild animal, and the way you look at me… You steal my breath away.”
Mike didn’t know what to think. Was Vivian saying that she was unpolished, or even feral? Was it a compliment? Or was it something Vivian resented her for? For all she knew, Vivian might be reluctantly attracted to her, and how could that be a good thing. “I’m sorry,” she managed, and immediately wanted to bite her tongue. So lame . Vivian missed a beat, but smiled after a moment. “You’re sorry? Oh, Mike. I’m the one who should apologize for making you uncomfortable. But you bring out new and extraordinary feelings in me that I don’t know how to deal with.”
“What do you mean?” Mike wasn’t sure where the conversation was going, though Vivian’s intensity warmed her.
“When you kissed me, I felt something I’d never expected. Certainly not with a woman.”
“How did you feel?”
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“Tender, passionate, sexy, arousing.” Vivian averted her eyes.
“But there’s a lot going on and I’m not sure this is right.”
“You regret the kisses,” Mike murmured. She placed her glass on the coffee table and leaned back, crossing her arms over her chest.
“No. I don’t.” Vivian apparently hated the abyss that was opening between them as much as Mike did. “But I’m twenty years older than you, with deteriorating eyesight. I’m not sure I had the right to kiss you back, but I couldn’t resist. The kisses were wonderful.”
Mike’s pulse boomed louder in her ears, and she was sure she must’ve misheard the last word. Vivian blushed faintly and Þ ddled with the hem of her shirt. She’s nervous. Perhaps as nervous as I am. She placed a hand on Vivian’s knee and hesitated. “I was sure you pitied me. I thought you had regrets. Serious regrets.” The words actually stung her throat.
“God, no!” Shock colored Vivian’s widening eyes. “Pity never entered into it. I was perhaps stunned…but pity. Never.”
Mike wanted to trust her. More than anything she wanted to feel the warmth of Vivian’s embrace, but wanting to trust wasn’t enough. The same voice that had cautioned her so many times in the past, saved her life even, drowned out most of her ability to believe Vivian. “As long as you give me sympathy kisses,” she tried to joke. Instead it sounded as pathetic as she feared.
“No sympathy. Well, at least when it comes to kisses.” Vivian held out her glass. “Can you put that down for me?”
“Sure.”
“I’m too old and too sick to get involved with anyone,” Vivian insisted. “But I don’t want you to think that I…that I don’t Þ nd you attractive. I do.” She groaned and rubbed her face with both hands.
“Oh, God, I do.”
The room went quiet as Mike absorbed the startling words. Perhaps Vivian had other reasons for her three-day silence than lack of interest in their friendship. Mike hated for Vivian to deny herself things as kisses because of her illness. She might think I’m not that interested in her, that I’d let her down…turn away from her because of what she’s going through. Twenty years’ age difference as well as a health problem—who can blame her? And…I’m not exactly a catch. Angry at herself for the self-deprecating thoughts, she straightened her shoulders. She had her own life with her own projects. She certainly didn’t have time to experiment with every woman who came along.
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“So, in what capacity do you want me?” Mike asked, immediately regretting the ambiguity of her question.
“Honestly?” Vivian smiled, a sad irony in her voice.
“Yes.”
“Even if I’m being extremely selÞ sh?”
“Yes.”
“A temporary lover.” Vivian extended a hand. “Someone who can back off from the sexual relationship when I need her to, without regrets. And perhaps remain a friend, though I know that’s too much to ask.”
White-edged pain shot through Mike, and she knew it was too late for her. She’d fought through the years to protect her body and her soul, but her success had also created her solitude. Now, when she’d lowered her guard for the Þ rst time in ten years, the result was worse than any of her fears. Her stomach lurched, but then she looked up at Vivian and saw her agony reß ected in porcelain blue eyes. “Why would you want a lover that way, instead of a friend?”
“Because of how you make me feel. Alive. Vibrant. Desirable.”
Vivian lowered her hands slowly to her lap. “I’m selÞ sh, and I know it. I’m about to lose everything. Everything I worked for and my life as I’ve known it for the past thirty-eight years. When you hold me, I can forget everything. My blurred vision doesn’t matter then.”
Mike remained still for a few moments and then moved slowly, almost as slow as in her nightmares when she tried to outrun the demons that chased her through narrow alleys, and Þ nally knelt next to Vivian.
“I will. I’ll be the lover you need. But, and this is your choice, Vivian, once you don’t want me anymore, I can never go back to being merely your friend. Is this still what you want?”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Vivian watched Mike come closer and eventually kneel next to her. She tipped her head back and tried to make out Mike’s expression in the ß ickering light from the Þ replace. With blurred vision and dry eyes, it was impossible to gauge Mike’s feelings. Her words had made them pretty clear, though.
“I may live to regret this,” Vivian managed, and she could hear how strangled she sounded. Her voice coach would have her head if she heard her straining her vocal cords that way. “But, damn it, I can’t resist you.”
Vivian knew, as soon as the words passed her lips, that she’d taken yet another step toward utter darkness. Mike will be mine—for a moment. One precious moment in time. Vivian realized she could have no regrets, yet she was Þ lled with remorse when she heard the hunger in Mike’s voice.
“How long?” Mike leaned closer. “Do you have a rough estimate?”
“What do you mean?” Yes, I’m stalling.
“How long before you decide you don’t need me anymore?”
Vivian’s heart hurt as it constricted in her chest. “I…I can’t imagine how…” Her voice broke. I always want to feel the way you make me feel. You take my pain away. She cursed at herself for being so single-minded and selÞ sh as she reached up and cupped Mike’s chin.
“Cara.”
“You know the price,” Mike said, her eyes narrowing. “I promised I’d be there for you, and I will. I just can’t lie or let false pride stand
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in my way. The way you affect me…I have no defense against it.” She moved closer, and Vivian’s hand slid up the length of her neck, ending in Mike’s hair.
“You mesmerize me.” That Mike found her attractive amazed her.
“I don’t know how long it’ll be…but I will cherish every moment.”
“So will I.” The words sounded pained as Mike lowered herself to half lie down next to Vivian. “I never thought I’d chance this again and certainly not…like this.”
Vivian let her hand remain around the back of Mike’s head and laced her Þ ngers through her hair. Mike’s scent engulfed her and her own breasts felt heavier. Small ß utters startled her as they appeared along the insides of her thighs. She had never felt this vulnerable and open, or frightened.
Vivian didn’t really think this relationship was possible. Mike was young and beautiful, with a bright future. She wasn’t going to grieve over Vivian. Her throat constricted again and she pulled Mike into her arms. The thought of losing this new feeling, so right, so exciting, was unbearable. A deep sob escaped, and Vivian felt Mike’s arms tighten around her.
“Vivian. Don’t cry. I’m not going anywhere. Not until you tell me to.” Mike pressed her lips to Vivian’s temple. “Just let me hold you.”
Maneuvering until she was stretched out next to Vivian, she raised her hands and smoothed Vivian’s hair.
“I can still see you well enough to see how beautiful you are,”
Vivian breathed. “I’ll never know what you see in me.”
“You will, in time.” Mike wrapped her arms tighter.
“Perhaps.” Vivian turned her face up. “Kiss me?”
Mike didn’t move at Þ rst. Vivian held her breath as she waited for Mike to help her create the magic that made her forget everything else. Tenderly, Mike brushed her lips against Vivian’s, over and over, until the moment was all that mattered.
Vivian parted her lips and placed both hands around Mike’s cheeks, to caress and, possibly, to hold her in place. She waited for Mike’s tongue to enter her mouth and then buried her hands again in her hair.
Mike, in turn, ran a hand down Vivian’s side, and the touch ignited a series of small bonÞ res along her nerve endings. Her satin shirt didn’t diminish the sensation of Mike’s touch, and Vivian could feel her breasts tighten. She gasped into Mike’s mouth as her head spun.
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“What are you doing to me?” she managed, tearing her lips from Mike’s.
“Showing you.”
Vivian tried to focus through the haze. “Showing me what?”
“What you’ll give up, once you let me go. This.” She placed a trail of moist open kisses down along Vivian’s neck. “And this.” She leaned down, and Vivian felt small nibbles along her mouth and opened it with a moan of surrender.
“Oh…” She arched her back and captured Mike’s lips. Vivian pulled the woman in her arms closer and deepened the kiss. Mike tasted fresh, new, and young, like an elixir. Half aware she was losing control, Vivian caressed Mike’s back and whimpered into the kisses. v
Mike ached, and yet it was impossible to stop the kisses. Vivian’s supple body cushioned her toned frame. Full breasts pressed into her, and she had to force herself not to reach in between their bodies and touch them. Instead she reached for Vivian’s left hand and placed it on her hip. “Hold on to me,” she whispered against Vivian’s lips. “I need you to hold on to me.”
Vivian obeyed and grasped Mike.
Mike felt how Vivian shivered against her. “Are you cold?” Mike teased.
“Hot.”
“Yeah, very hot. Vivi…” Mike’s voice lowered into a growl.
“Blistering.” Unable to resist the more intimate touches anymore, Mike wedged a hand in between them and placed it on one of Vivian’s breasts. The hardening nipple pushed at her palm through the fabric, and Mike shuddered as this sensation sent new surges of arousal through her. The ache between her legs was only surpassed by the pain in her chest as she gasped out loud.
Vivian froze. Her eyes opened, and she stared at Mike for long seconds without saying anything.
Mike became still as well. She thought she saw an echo of her own excitement in Vivian’s eyes, but an inner voice nagged her. Perhaps this is more than she bargained for. She may have wanted only a few romantic kisses and nothing more. A straight woman. I should’ve known better.
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“Mike—”
“I’m sorry.” Mike sat up, her entire body aching from the loss of connection. “I shouldn’t have done that.”
“Why?”
Mike didn’t know what to say. She didn’t see any fear in Vivian’s eyes. “It was too soon, and I don’t know if it should’ve happened at all.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Vivian said. Her eyes darkened with obvious pain. “Unless you weren’t ready for how a body older than your own feels.”
“No!” Dismayed, Mike shook her head. “That’s not what I meant. I was trying to remember that you haven’t been touched like that by a woman before. I was trying to be—”
“Considerate?” Vivian pushed up on her elbow and reached for Mike. “I see. Why not lie down here with me and just relax? We both need to calm down…for now.”
Mike was confused. Vivian was handling the situation much better than she was. Slowly she relaxed, slid down next to Vivian again, and they shifted into a comfortable position. Mike pushed an arm underneath Vivian’s neck and tucked her into the crook of her arm. The enticing feminine curves sent tingles along her skin and created goose bumps along her arms and legs.
“Better?”
“Yes. Better.” Mike forced herself to relax, and to her surprise her breathing quickly slowed down and her heart stopped pounding. She was still turned on, but the ß ame had mellowed and Vivian’s body felt more familiar. Now her protective side reasserted itself. With her free hand she smoothed down Vivian’s wrinkled shirt. “We’re moving too fast.”
“I agree. I just don’t know how to slow down. Or if I want to.”
Vivian paused and kissed the top of Mike’s head. “Cara, I don’t know if I should.”
“Be with me?” Mike ß inched.
“No. Slow down.”
“Oh.”
“I don’t have a lot of time.”
“In other words, you’re going to leave once you decide where to and when.”
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“There will come a time for us to part, yes,” she said in a low voice. Vivian’s arms tightened around Mike. “I can’t say exactly when, but it might be sooner than we imagine. I don’t want to lose any time alone with you. I don’t want any regrets.”
“You sure you won’t regret being physical with me?” Mike forced her voice to sound casual, even if her heart ached with every painful beat. “You’ve lived a straight existence up till now.”
“I’m sure. And I’m equally sure that I’ll regret if I’m not with you, in any way possible, before…” Vivian quieted and pressed her lips against Mike’s temple.
“All right.” Mike pulled Vivian closer and returned the embrace by placing a kiss in the opening of her collar. “Then, I’m yours. For now.”
Vivian’s voice sounded slightly hollow. “For now.”
v
First kiss? Ever? Eryn stared at Manon’s reddening cheeks and her gray eyes that radiated so many unspoken feelings. “First ever?”
“Yes.” Manon looked ready to bail.
“But you’ve been with men. You said so.”
“Yes, I have.”
“I see.” Slowly the truth dawned on Eryn, and her respect for Manon grew. “You didn’t want to share the intimacy of a kiss with a man, did you?”
“Exactly,” Manon murmured. “I had sex with them and tried to Þ nd pleasure in the way they…touched me. Don’t get me wrong, it was enjoyable enough with the two young men I dated at Harvard—”
“What about the third man?” Eryn wasn’t ashamed of asking. Manon recoiled. “He…it was all right.”
Eryn narrowed her eyes and scrutinized Manon. “You’re not telling the truth.”
“I don’t want to talk about Garrison.”
The name rang a bell and Eryn wracked her brain to remember why. “Garrison, as in Garrison Hollingsworth?” The image of the unfathomably wealthy playboy appeared in her mind. He was New England’s most eligible bachelor before he married and moved to Seattle a year earlier. “You were with him?”
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“For a while.” Manon sounded far beyond cold, and Eryn watched as she scooted sideways to reach for her briefcase.
“He was rumored to have a glass or two too many,” Eryn said.
“Was that what you meant when you said he ‘didn’t adhere to the arrangement’?”
“Whoever started those stories wasn’t wrong. And yes, that’s what I meant.”
Eryn knew she had to tread lightly. “Did he become unpleasant when he drank?”
“A little embarrassing, perhaps, but I could handle that.”
“Then what was it?”
Manon dragged a hand through her hair. “He drove while under the inß uence.”
It took Eryn a few seconds to see the connection. “And you lost your brother to a drunk driver.”
“Yes.” Manon rose to her feet in one ß uid motion and held the briefcase in both arms in front of her. “I have to go now. Thank you for the coffee.”
“Manon, don’t run off. Not like this. We haven’t had time to…”
Eryn got up as well. Her knees oddly weak, she steadied herself against the counter.
“I really have to go.” Manon’s features hardened. “I have a bunch of case Þ les to read, and it’s getting late.”
“Please, stay.” Eryn knew if they didn’t clear the air, Manon would continue to dodge her and Eryn wouldn’t get a second chance. “Read your Þ les here. Just don’t leave like this.”
A brief hesitation. “You seem adamant.”
“I am.” Eryn swallowed, her throat dry. “I don’t want you to leave here in anger or regret. And I have an apple pie that my sister made for me sitting in the fridge. I can pop it into the oven…”
Manon took a step toward the doorway, then hesitated. “Can we at least sit on something a little more comfortable than your kitchen ß oor?” she said. “I have papers to browse through, and if you insist I stay awhile—”
“The couch should do it. You can pull the coffee table closer. Look.” Eryn felt her cheeks warm at her eager tone and pointed in the direction of her living room. “It’s an old couch, but it was my aunt’s and it’s very comfortable.” Damn, I sound like a freakin’ idiot. Babbling on like this.
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Manon held on to her briefcase and sat down. “Very comfy.” She nodded. “Oh, I forgot my mug.”
“I’ll get it for you.” I need to get a grip here. It’s only her. Manon. Only? Nothing “only” about her. I’m in so much trouble here, but I can’t let her know. Eryn turned on the oven and picked up their mugs. After she placed them on the coffee table and took a step back, her chest constricted at what she saw.
Manon had opened her briefcase and taken out two thick folders. She now reached up behind her and pulled out her hairpins. Her shiny hair fell in waves around her shoulders, and Eryn wanted to Þ ll her hands with the rich softness of the fragrant strands and bury her face in it. Manon smelled of something sweet, slightly musky, with a tinge of chocolate. As Eryn inhaled the scent soundlessly, she remembered how it felt to hold Manon close. She’s perfect for me. And perfectly able to break my heart.
Unable to merely relax, Eryn walked over to the small den next to her bedroom and picked up her guitar and a motherof-pearl plectrum. Bringing them back to the living room, she sat in an armchair in front of the unlit Þ replace. She didn’t plug the guitar into its ampliÞ er; instead she began to pick out the chords to one of her favorite Faith Hill songs.
As always, the music wrapped itself around her, like armor against the world, and she forgot the stress she’d felt lately. She didn’t hum the lyrics like she usually did, but she put every emotion into the muted sound of the guitar. After a while she looked up, feeling much calmer, and saw Manon sitting slumped back on the couch, her documents still in their folders on her lap. Eryn stopped playing. “I didn’t mean to disturb you. I just—”
“You didn’t. It was beautiful. Is that your Fender Stratocaster?”
Eryn had to smile. She remembers what I tell her. “No, this is my vintage Gibson Les Paul. 1970,” Eryn said with pride. She basked in the surprised appreciation in Manon’s eyes as she continued. “And I’ve played both my guitars practically every day since I bought them. Well, except last weekend when I was still sore.”
“What song was that?”
“‘There You’ll Be . ’ It’s one of my favorites.”
“I’ve heard it before, but I mostly play classical pieces. Some more, please?” Manon gestured toward the ampliÞ er sitting next to the open Þ replace. “But this time, plug it in?”
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“All right.” Seduced by the request, Eryn could never have denied Manon, no matter what. She hooked up the system to the Les Paul. “Do you enjoy jazz? Like Billie Holiday?”
“Oh, yes.”
Eryn adjusted the volume and let the Þ rst chord ring through the system. Manon’s eyes grew thoughtful as Eryn began to play “God Bless the Child.” She had come up with a new arrangement, slower, more haunted, and she loved how the guitar climbed toward an inevitable crescendo. She didn’t take her eyes off Manon as she worked the strings with the plectrum. Manon, in turn, had put down her folders and was sitting on the worn couch with her legs pulled up beneath her. Her eyes were that familiar dark thunder gray, as if stormy emotions fought for dominance.
Manon’s response inspired Eryn, and she put all her feelings into the music, her breath quickening with each tone. When the song was over, her Þ ngers continued on their own, entwining the well-known chords with new ones, her own, meshing them until the Les Paul sounded as tormented as Eryn felt inside. She slammed down the last chord and let it ring until it faded out. Gasping for air, she was taken aback by how emotional she had become.
“My God.” Manon’s breathless voice reached her as if from a distance.
Eryn slowly took in the familiar surroundings. Everything was different somehow, and she wondered if it was because Manon sat on her couch and aimed her full attention at her.
“Where did that come from?” Manon sounded bafß ed.
“I have no clue. I jam when I’m on my own, sometimes, but it’s never sounded like this. Never.” It was magical. She sat there and never took her eyes off me, and I couldn’t have stopped playing, not even for a million dollars.
“It was amazing. A sound that I’ve never heard before. Like a voice. It spoke to me.”
“What do you mean?” Afraid that her guitar might have given her away, Eryn held it closer.
“It told me of pain and of happiness at the same time. I don’t know how you did it, but if you can do it again, you’d be able to reach a lot of people.”
“I’ve never thought I was good enough to play for a paying audience.”
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“Oh, you are. Surely other people have told you so.”
“My sisters, but they don’t count.” Eryn studied the pattern of her rug.
“May I see the guitar?”
Eryn unhooked it and walked over to the couch. She sat down next to Manon, feeling selfconscious for a moment until Manon reached out for the guitar with a smile.
“Oh, look at that. I never learned to play, but I know a few basic chords.” She placed her Þ ngers in the correct position for a D chord with her left hand and let her free hand gently strum the strings. When the guitar gave a clean, muted sound, she turned her head and smiled again. “Hear? That wasn’t too bad. At least it wasn’t false!”
“It wasn’t false at all,” Eryn said, reciprocating Manon’s irresistible smile, which had altered her usual austere expression completely.
“Maybe I can bring my guitar to your place one day, and we can jam.”
“I’ve never jammed in my life. I wouldn’t know what to do.”
“Neither did I, before I started playing like this. Why not give it a try?” Eryn smiled again. “We could ask Mike to join us. She plays the drums like there’s no tomorrow.”
Manon shook her head. “It sounds fun, but as you said, we’re both busy women, and my schedule is booked solid for years to come.”
“Years? You have to be kidding.” Eryn couldn’t imagine being that organized. “You already know what you’re going to do a year from now?”
“Yes. Well, almost. Though my weekends are usually sacred unless there’s a function I can’t get out of.”
Eryn was stunned, but Manon’s busy schedule helped explain what governed her life. The foundation. She lives, breathes, and damn near eats it. She didn’t exaggerate when she said it was her everything.
“So if I can track you down during a weekend before you have to put on one of the stunning dresses you bought at… Wait a minute. You haven’t showed them to me.”
“What are you talking about?” Manon looked around. “Oh, the dresses I bought today.” She sounded as if she’d completely forgotten her errands.
“Yes, I’d love to see them.”
“Help yourself.” Manon motioned at the bags sitting next to the couch. She shook her head. “And you don’t have to track me down. I live upstairs, remember.”
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Manon watched Eryn open one of the shopping bags and pull out an emerald green sleeveless dress. There’s simply no way to predict what she’s going to say or do. Who is she, really? She looks like a mythical forest creature, yet she’s much more modern than I am. Eryn’s braid had become half unfastened during their embrace in the kitchen, and now strands of it curled in all directions across her back. Silky. The forbidden thoughts came uninvited, and Manon struggled to focus on what Eryn was saying.
“This is great.” She held up the green dress. “I love the fabric. It’s almost golden green. What is it? Silk?”
“Yes, raw silk. I believe it’s imported from the Brahmaputra Valley in India by a local seamstress who works on commission for Genevieve.”
“Sounds fascinating, but I’d rather see it on you. Model for me?”
Eryn winked and held up the dress.
Manon gaped for a second before Þ nding her equilibrium. “I don’t think that getting undressed right now would be smart,” she blurted. As soon as she spoke, she felt a hot wave creep up her neck and cheeks. Eryn almost dropped the dress. “What?”
Not sure whether to backtrack or act innocent, Manon opened and closed her mouth without a sound.
“Manon? You okay?” Eryn got on her knees.
No! I’m not okay. I’m pathetic and certainly far from okay. Please, God, allow a large hole to open up and swallow me. Eryn stared at her for another ten seconds, obviously waiting for a reply, and when she didn’t get one, her face contorted for a brief moment before she gave a resounding laugh. “God, Manon. I was joking!”
Manon cringed and had no idea how to handle Eryn’s mirth. Eventually, the contagious sound pierced her embarrassment, and she couldn’t hold back a low chuckle.
“Oh, that’s rich. You honestly believed I expected you to model the dresses for me, huh?” Eryn shook her head. “That would have been a sight.”
“Yes, that’s truer than you know. If you’d seen me behaving so uncharacteristically, I’d have had to kill you.”
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Another Þ t of laughter from Eryn, combined with a surprised happiness in her eyes, made Manon smile at her own joke.
“So, in the interest of my own continued good health, I should let you just do your thing?” Eryn motioned toward the folders lying on the coffee table.
“Exactly.” Manon relaxed against the couch again. “However, I wouldn’t mind if you played some more. Unless you have something else you need to—”
“No. I don’t. Go ahead and work. I’ll play.”
Despite Eryn’s distracting presence, when the Þ rst tones of “Nature Boy” ß owed from Eryn’s Þ ngertips onto the strings of the Les Paul and out through the speakers, Manon opened the next folder and found it surprisingly easy to focus.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Eryn entered the study at the Dodd Mansion, where Marjorie Dodd sat behind a large walnut desk. The ß oor-to-ceiling bookcases were Þ lled with books and folders, some appearing very old and some brand-new, suggesting this room had been Marjorie’s workplace for many years.
“Eryn. So glad you could make it.” Marjorie put her pen down on a thick folder.
“I’ve come to let you know my decision.”
Marjorie motioned toward a leather chair across from her. “Please, have a seat. I hope it’s good news.”
“Yes, I’ve decided to accept.”
“That’s wonderful.” Marjorie laced her Þ ngers in front of her and rested her hands on the desk. Eryn didn’t know if she imagined it, but Marjorie looked smaller in only a week. Her voice wavered slightly, unlike her previous commanding tone.
“This is a chance of a lifetime. Now I just have to convince my boss to give me a leave of absence.” Eryn shook her head. “I’m afraid he’ll refuse.”
“What will you do then?”
“Resign. Not that I want to sound conceited, but I’ve outgrown the local paper. I want to write longer pieces, like this history.”
“And I know you’ll do a good job. My assistant will show you where you can Þ nd all the research material we keep here. There’s more on microÞ lm at the city hall and the East Quay library.”
“Thanks. Will I have a chance to interview you?”
“Of course. Just make an appointment. You can have all the time
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you want.” Marjorie leaned forward, seeming to see right through her, down to her unruly emotions stirring just below the surface. Handing her a business card, she said, “I don’t want to leave anything about this project to chance, now that I’ve Þ nally found you.”
“I understand.” Eryn checked her notes. “I have a few comments already, about format and my system, if that’s all right?”
“By all means.” Marjorie said, “Here. If you run into problems that my assistant can’t solve, you can always reach me on my private line.”
“Whose handwritten numbers are those?”
“Manon’s private numbers, both home and her cell phone. Also the direct line to her ofÞ ce. You might already have some of them, but you need them all in the same place.”
“Good thinking,” Eryn murmured, and hoped that her cheeks hadn’t turned bright red at the mention of Manon’s name. She hadn’t seen her since two evenings earlier, when Manon had worked on her couch.
Eryn had pulled double shifts after that, since two of her colleagues were ill. It just didn’t seem right to pop up to the penthouse and say,
“Hey there, let’s continue where we left off, honey.” Truthfully, Eryn was afraid to jinx everything since they’d parted on such good terms, despite the almost disastrous turn of events.
“Anything else, Eryn?” Marjorie asked, interrupting her thoughts.
“No, I don’t think so. I have this,” she waved the business card,
“and if I survive telling my boss I need time off, I’ll start tomorrow morning.” Eryn felt jittery and realized she was excited about work for the Þ rst time in years. The thought of writing about these no doubt colorful women appealed to her immensely.
“Then I’ll expect a weekly progress report. Agreed?” Marjorie rose, and Eryn noticed how hard she had to grip the desk to move with any semblance of ease.
“Yes, that sounds Þ ne. I’ll probably inundate you with details in the beginning.” Eryn grinned. “Let me know if it gets too boring.”
“I don’t think this topic could ever bore me.” Marjorie raised a hand. “Wait. I have one more question.”
“Yes?” Marjorie’s serious tone brought chills to the back of Eryn’s neck.
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“When I offered you this commission, you acted reluctant, even upset. What made you change your mind?”
When you talk to a woman who’s a century old, who’s seen more than most people, you don’t try to pull a fast one on her. Eryn sighed inwardly. “I felt manipulated. You know, ‘I’ll make you an offer you can’t refuse’ and all that. This was a dream job offered on a silver platter. Too easy.”
“You deserve the silver platter. Manon talked to some of your colleagues, so I know you’ve put in more hours than most reporters at the local paper, with very little thanks. I’ve read clippings from several years back, and you’ve always done a superb job, even if you must’ve been bored to tears at times. You’ve proven yourself.”
“Yes, I realize that now, but when you and Manon were sitting there, sprinkling fairy dust over me…you seemed to assume I’d be tremendously grateful and jump at the opportunity without considering it.” And now I’m sounding like an ungrateful prick. Marjorie was momentarily silent. “So, did you question her motives more than mine, since you and I are strangers?”
“Yes. I don’t want to be one of her charities.”
“I can’t blame you.” Marjorie nodded. “We all have our pride, and you’re independent, obviously capable of taking care of yourself. However, I’m glad you saw through your own misgivings. Did you talk about this with Manon?”
“Well, yes, and no, not exactly. We talked about some other things, and that’s when I realized what I was supposed to do. I know that doesn’t make sense—”
“Oh, but it does, dear one. Manon is amazing, just like you, and she works just as hard. Sometimes she forgets herself in the process, and having you as a neighbor should be good for her. She certainly admires and appreciates you.”
“Really?” A small ß ame burned inside Eryn’s stomach at the unexpected praise.
“Yes. Which reminds me. Manon and I wanted you to have this.”
Marjorie lifted the leather desk cover and pulled out a small envelope.
“Here are ten tickets to the charity concert. Take your family and friends.”
“But that’s too much…” Eryn felt her face heat up. “They’re worth a fortune!”
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“And so is your work going to be—priceless, in fact. Now enjoy the tickets and the performances in good health.”
“Thank you. Thank you very much.” Eryn Þ ngered the envelope while she tried to Þ nd her equilibrium. “I’ll try to portray your family with heart and accuracy—in that order. Can we talk at the same time next week?”
“That should be Þ ne, but check with my assistant.”
“I will. And again, thanks for this offer. By the way, I’m looking forward to seeing you tomorrow at the party.”
Marjorie grimaced in a way that Eryn interpreted as either exasperation or sheer fatigue. “I’m sure I’ll see you, and half of East Quay.”
“You don’t sound too keen on the huge party idea.”
“I’m ß attered, but let’s face it. I’m old. I’ve never been a party sort of person, and all the preparations and the money that have gone into this…well, let’s just say I’m a bit ambivalent.”
“I understand. Manon will be beside you, and you can call on me if you need reinforcements.”
Marjorie laughed deep in her throat. “I will, dear one.”
Eryn took Marjorie’s frail, cold Þ ngers with care. “See you then.”
v
“Ms. Belmont! Manon!” The frantic voice behind her in the corridor made Manon ß inch. She turned around to greet the former principal of East Quay High School.
“Mr. Rex,” she barely grunted.
“Manon, how many times do I have to tell you to call me Archie?”
He sighed as he caught up with her. “I need your support.”
“With what?” Manon glanced around for help. Several people rushed by, but avoided her. Traitors.
“You’re on the City Hall education committee, and people in the community respect your opinion. I need you to help me clear up this misunderstanding.”
“Which misunderstanding? The one where your budget crashed and burned, halfway through this semester? Or the one where you assaulted a reporter outside the school a week ago?”
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“The budget can be repaired. I’ve talked to a private Þ nancial institute in Providence and—”
“That sounds dicey…and it’s not your choice. The school board decides what to do, and as far as I can tell, they’re going to Þ re you.”
“That’s where you come in, Manon!”
“Ms. Belmont to you, Mr. Rex. You lost your Þ rst-name privilege when you injured Ms. Goddard.”
“What the hell…” Rex stared at her. “She’s a friend of yours?”
“She’s my neighbor and, yes, a friend. You caused her a lot of pain, and she had a right to press charges.”
“She’s dragging my good name in the dirt!”
“You’re in this predicament because you swung at her and sent her ß ying into the dirt.” Manon took a deep breath. “Listen, Rex. You can still save your good name. Take responsibility for your actions, both at the school and injuring Ms. Goddard. From what I heard, it was more or less an accident. You can’t lord it over others and then expect them to be loyal. You’re dealing with good people and excellent teachers who care about the children. They’d back you if you stood up and admitted you were wrong.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
Manon sighed. It was like talking to a lump of clay, but she truly believed every human being contained something salvageable, even a stubborn, egocentric bully like Archibald Rex.
“Apologize publicly to Ms. Goddard, the pupils, and their parents. That’s your only chance of keeping your job. Invite Leo Schwartz from the Þ nancial department at City Hall and discuss a new budget with him. Present it to the school board, and I’ll be there to make sure you get a fair response.” Be a man. Or be human, for once. Get off your high horse and lose the macho attitude that got you into trouble in the Þ rst place.
It was difÞ cult for Manon to disregard Eryn’s injuries right now. Deep down she wanted to throttle the man for the pain he caused the woman she… Manon’s breath caught in her throat. Who am I to tell Rex to come clean and confess? I can’t even be truthful to myself!
She thought about the injured Eryn lying on her couch…dark red hair ß owing down a smooth back, sleek muscles playing under pale skin, and her scent. Fruity, light, with a barely traceable vanilla base.
“You’d stand by me?”
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“I wouldn’t go that far. It depends on how you perform.” Manon forced herself to focus on Rex. “If your apologies are sincere and you have a good enough plan to get the school back on track Þ nancially, I may be able to persuade the school board to offer you a contract for another semester.”
Looking smaller, Rex took two steps back and leaned his left shoulder against the wall. He was pale, with beads of sweat on his tall forehead, and dragged a trembling hand over his face. “I can’t even show myself in the street without someone cursing me.”
“You may have to live with that for a while. It’s understandable that people are angry. Once you make things right, the people of East Quay will come around.”
“Very well,” Rex said doubtfully. I’ll call Leo this afternoon. I can’t live like this.”
“Good. I’m glad you realize that.” Manon hesitated. “And don’t forget Eryn Goddard. She’ll see through any falsity, so do it right.”
“Okay.” Rex extended a hand, slowly, as if he almost regretted it. Manon squeezed it. “Good luck. Just do it, Archie.”
His massive chest heaved as he sighed. “Thank you, Manon. I won’t forget this.”
Manon hoped he wouldn’t. It had taken all her strength not to call him every name in the book, and she was proud to have reached him on a totally new level. They had butted heads at many meetings, and this was the Þ rst time she had really been able to talk to him. Perhaps Eryn’s directness is rubbing off on me.
Her Þ rst reaction was to laugh at the thought, but the next second she understood that it was true. Eryn’s candid nature obviously affected her profoundly.
v
The crowd in the café produced a lively hum as they drank lattes, cappuccinos, and chai.
As Vivian stepped inside the door, the warm air steamed up her new glasses. It was hard to get used to wearing them, but they did help some. Right now, though, they were of little use so she removed them, blinked a few times, and, unable to get rid of the blur, remained just inside the door, uncertain where to go.
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“Ms. Harding! Great to see you,” a vaguely familiar short, round Þ gure to her left said. “I’m Martha Ivers. My husband Edward and I work for Mike.”
Relieved that one of the patrons hadn’t recognized her, Vivian smiled. “Hello, Martha. I’ve heard so much about you. Mike obviously regards you and your husband highly.”
“Ah, she’s a sweetheart. We think of her as family.”
Words of warning, perhaps? Vivian kept her smile in place. “Is Mike here? I don’t have a reservation, but—”
“Mike isn’t working until tonight, but I’m sure I can Þ nd you a good spot. I assume you’d like some privacy?”
Was there a forced tone in Martha’s voice? Vivian thought so, but wasn’t sure.
“The counter will be Þ ne, thank you. I just wanted some of Mike’s latte.”
“Well, fortunately she’s taught me her secrets, so I won’t disappoint you there, at least.”
“Do you know when she’ll be back?” Vivian asked as she followed Martha. She sat down on the stool with great care and took off her blue scarf, damp from the slight mist outside.
“Oh, Mike isn’t out. She’s in her apartment.”
“Is she ill?” Vivian knew she sounded more concerned than a casual friend would but couldn’t help it.
Martha paused before answering. “No, she’s Þ ne. She was feeling under the weather this morning and just needed some rest.” She lowered her voice. “She’s been a little stressed and tired lately.”
“Are you gossiping again, love?”
“Hey, don’t give me that, Edward.” Martha gave an exaggerated sigh. “This is Vivian, a friend of Mike’s. It’s not gossip to let her know Mike’s not up to par.”
“If you say so.” Edward Ivers was a tall, bulky man with thinning gray hair. He extended a hand. “Nice to meet you.”
“Nice to Þ nally meet you as well,” Vivian said, and shook his hand. “I can’t help but worry about Mike. I thought she never missed a day.”
“She seldom does,” Martha said. “But on rare occasions, like today, she takes an afternoon off. She works every day of the week otherwise, so I can’t say I blame her.”
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Vivian knew there might be more to Mike’s absence this time than Martha realized. I can’t very well tell them this might be because of me. They’d want to know why.
She watched the blurred outline of Martha rummage around by the espresso machine, and soon a steaming glass of latte stood in front of her. “Thank you.” The aroma hit her nostrils and Vivian inhaled the seductive scent of the hot drink. Carefully wrapping her hands around the glass, she warmed her cold Þ ngers against it before sipping. A sudden voice to her left almost made her choke in surprise.
“Hello, Vivian, we meet again.”
Vivian coughed to avoid inhaling the coffee and looked sideways.
“Eryn,” she said, still hoarse. “Hello.”
“Oh, damn, I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you. Are you okay?”
“Fine.” Vivian coughed again.
“I think Eryn’s trying to kill our prima donna and jeopardize the entire charity event,” another, more familiar, voice said. Manon showed up at Eryn’s side. “She’s dangerous to herself and others, as you can tell.”
“Funny, Belmont,” Eryn huffed. “Just because I have one small run-in with the principal doesn’t mean I’m self-destructive…or destructive in any way.”
“Not so sure about that.” Manon laughed deep in her throat. “Look at poor Vivian.”
“Poor Vivian” had Þ nally cleared her windpipe long enough to speak for herself. “Please, join me for a cup of coffee,” she said. “I’d love some company.” Now that Mike isn’t here.
“Great,” Eryn said, and lowered a large case that she’d carried on her back. “I managed to persuade Manon to come with me, since I wanted to show her Mike’s drums.” Eryn sat next to her, and Manon moved to the stool on Vivian’s far left.
Vivian’s curiosity stirred. “Mike’s drums?” She let her hand rest on the neck of the guitar case between them. “Are you going to play together?”
“I’ve been thinking about how we’re all into music, one way or another. I mean, you’re the only pro, but the rest of us aren’t half bad.”
“At least we can play without making fools of ourselves,” Manon said, and Vivian thought she detected a trace of tenderness.
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“You know, you’re right.” Vivian leaned her elbow against the counter so she could make eye contact with both of them. “Drums, guitar, piano, and voice.”
“And you should hear Mike play the drums…” Eryn frowned.
“Speaking of drums, isn’t that what she’s doing now? Can you guys hear that?”
Vivian tried to listen through the buzz of the crowd and soon made out a rhythmic beat with a curiously unsettling frenzy. “I hear it,” she murmured. Why was Mike playing her drums like that? Is it because of me? Or am I just being self-centered?
Concerned, and with a strong urge to see Mike right away, she turned to Martha, who had just appeared behind the desk. “Is it all right if we go downstairs and visit Mike?” She wasn’t sure why she asked Mike’s employee, but she trusted her instinct.
Martha stepped closer and wiped her hands on a towel attached to her black apron. “Normally I wouldn’t suggest anybody disturbing her when she’s in one of her moods,” she answered slowly, “but in this case, I think…yes, why not. If she doesn’t want company, she’ll tell you.”
“Join me?” Vivian asked Eryn and Manon over her shoulder.
“Sure,” Eryn said, and grabbed her guitar case. Martha beckoned them behind the counter and through a black curtain leading to the narrow staircase Vivian had descended once before. She felt along the wall for the handrail, the dim light making it nearly impossible for her to see.
“Are you okay, Vivian?” Manon asked. “Want me to go Þ rst?”
“No, I’m Þ ne. Be careful, though. This is a very old building and the steps are uneven.”
“Tell me about it,” Eryn muttered. “They’re sloping.”
At the bottom of the stairs, Vivian stopped in front of an oak door. The sound of drums was louder now. She hesitated only brieß y before knocking, but soon realized Mike couldn’t hear her. Feeling around for a bell, she found nothing but a doorknob.
“We’ll have to just go in and call her,” she told the others.
“Okay.” Manon nodded. “Let’s hope she doesn’t think we’re completely invading her privacy.”
Vivian grabbed the doorknob, turned it halfway, and heard a resounding click. The door moved a fraction of an inch, then she pushed it open enough to poke her head in. The tiny hallway was dark, but a
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faint light came from the living room. “Mike? It’s Vivian! Can you hear me?” She tried to drown out the drums. “Mike? It’s me, cara!” She noticed Eryn and Manon exchange glances at her affectionate wording. Perhaps they’ll eventually guess that Mike and I are more than friends. I really don’t care. I just hope Mike hasn’t changed her mind. The way she’s beating those drums…It sounds as if she has a lot of pent-up energy.
Mike stopped, and the sudden silence was as deafening as the skilled drumming, making Vivian’s ears ring.
“Who’s there? Martha? Is there a problem?” Vivian had never heard Mike sound this stern and impatient.
“It’s me, Mike. Vivian. Eryn and Manon are with me. We just wanted to drop by and…say hello,” Vivian Þ nished, and grimaced at how tentative she sounded. She glanced apologetically at the others.
“Vivi?” After a rustling of clothes, Mike appeared in the hallway dressed entirely in black—black jeans, black button-down shirt, and black boots. She moved with the same feline grace that Vivian had seen several times before, and her mouth went dry.
“Yes. Are you all right? Would you care for some company?”
Mike didn’t speak for a few seconds. Instead her eyes darkened to a blue-black ß ame and studied them intensely. “Sure. Come on in.”
• 162 •
COFFEE SONATA


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Mike watched the three women step inside and glance around her living room. Though she expected signs of disapproval or condescension, she saw neither.
Instead Manon, whom she suspected of having impeccable taste, looked around smiling. “You’ve done wonders with this room, Mike. I never knew a basement apartment could be so cozy.”
“I know,” Vivian said. “If you ever get tired of the coffeehouse business you could have an entirely new career as an interior decorator.”
Mike wondered if they were being patronizing, but their smiles and comments dispelled her suspicions. When Eryn put an arm around her waist, she began, slowly, to relax.
“You okay, Mike?” she asked quietly. “I worry when you lock yourself in here and beat the living daylights out of your precious drum set.”
Embarrassed, Mike glanced at Manon and Vivian, but saw only concerned kindness in their eyes. “I had a bad morning,” she murmured.
“You know, some days you just reach a point where…” She shrugged. It was hard to explain.
“Some days you just need your friends to help you beat the drums,”
Vivian said. “And here we are.”
Friends? Eryn was one of her few friends, after Martha and Edward. She barely knew Manon, and Vivian…Vivian was far more than a friend.
“Yes, and I appreciate it.” Though Mike was hesitant, she meant it. When she withdrew, like today, she felt very antisocial. But to her
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surprise she didn’t feel invaded now, though their presence made her apartment seem smaller.
“Eryn and Vivian, you’ve been here before, but Manon, feel free to look around. It’s just this room and a bathroom and kitchen. Not much to write home about.” Mike remained standing next to her couch. “Can I get you anything to drink?” she asked, when she Þ nally remembered her manners.
“Not for me, thanks, I’m Þ ne. Which reminds me, I haven’t seen your kitchen,” Vivian remarked, and moved carefully toward the doorway at the far end. “Over here?”
“Yes.” Mike watched Vivian step inside the small kitchen and ß ip the light switch.
“Ah, there’s an espresso machine here if I change my mind. That’s my girl!”
Mike selfconsciously felt her cheeks warm. Why wasn’t Vivian more careful with how she chose her words? Or was she simply being facetious?
“I really like how you’ve mixed old and new things,” Eryn said.
“I’ve been here a lot of times and still notice new things each visit. Like that one.” She pointed at a dark wood Þ gurine. “That’s beautiful. Where did you Þ nd it?”
“I’ve had it for over a year, Eryn,” Mike said. “I bought it at Before, the antique store on Main Street.”
“Oh, yes, I know it well.” Manon walked up to Mike. “I saw a twin to your Þ gurine not long ago, if you’re interested.”
“I am, actually.” The small talk was making Mike nervous, and she didn’t know what to do with her hands. Usually, her image as an educated, street-smart woman helped her out of most situations, but nothing was remotely normal today.
She had worked up a sweat playing her drums and had released all the negative energy that had mounted the last few days. But to be interrupted before she felt ready had thrown her for a loop, and she was balancing on a tightrope with no safety net.
“Mike, I want to tell you something,” Manon said, as she took Mike’s hand between hers and moved her out of earshot. “You hardly know me, but I’m very proud of you.”
“What?” she asked, stalling. Mike knew exactly what Manon was talking about.
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“You were one of the Belmont Foundation’s Þ rst applicants for a grant from the City Youth Center. You’ve turned it into a remarkable success story.”
“You remember,” Mike whispered with stiff lips. “Yes, I’m one of your charity cases.”
“You’re nothing of the kind. You required a modest grant to Þ nish high school, but then you worked and put yourself through college.”
“I needed more charity to make it through the university.”
“Only because you became ill.”
“Ill?” Mike laughed, and she didn’t like how she sounded. From the corner of her eye she saw Vivian and Eryn walk over to the small dais where she kept her drum set. Vivian glanced at her but kept listening to Eryn.
“That’s one way of putting it.” Mike gave a short, joyless laugh. Yeah, ill is a very safe way to put it. Politically correct, no doubt. Mike didn’t want to listen to the inner voice that told her Manon was only trying to be considerate and polite.
“Anyway,” Manon continued, “it’s comparable to taking a student loan or accepting a basketball grant. Not many succeed with their studies the way you did. I was so proud of you for graduating summa cum laude at Providence State University.”
“You kept track of me.” The words ached in the back of Mike’s throat. “Why?”
“Yes.” Manon’s voice didn’t falter. “I remembered your application and the circumstances you lived under at the time. When I came to the café with Eryn the Þ rst time, I didn’t know you were the Michaela I’d heard of a long time ago. You were so very familiar so I checked my records and was surprised when I realized it was indeed you. You’ve done so well.” Manon became misty-eyed for a moment, which bafß ed Mike completely. “I also know that you repaid the foundation by submitting monthly payments over the last three years.”
Mike couldn’t believe her ears. “That was supposed to be anonymous.”
“It would’ve been, if one of our assistants hadn’t overheard you arranging the transactions at the bank.” Manon brushed invisible lint from the sleeve of her Armani jacket and smiled. Mike was annoyed, though she preferred that feeling to the irrational feelings of dread she’d battled all day. It was better to be
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irritated than wallow around in painful confusion. “I intend to repay you completely.” I owe you the money…and more. God, Manon, if you only knew.
“I realize that,” Manon answered kindly. “Since you don’t have to, we consider your contribution ‘extra money’ that we intend to spend wisely.”
“Really? How?”
“We’re going to need toys, books, TV sets, et cetera for the children in the new hospital wing, so my assistant and I thought that your contribution would be a great start. What do you think?”
“I…I think that’s terriÞ c.” Mike couldn’t imagine her money, the repayments she’d struggled with ever since the café began to show a decent proÞ t, could be better used. “I like it.” She felt the tension in her shoulders gradually lessen. There might be atonement after all.
“Good.”
“Hey, Mike, show me how this works.” Eryn called out, interrupting them. “Something like this?” She banged on the drums in a series of ear-damaging thuds.
“Stop! Stop!” Mike called out, half laughing as she hurried toward the drums. “Not like that. The ceiling might cave in.”
She replaced Eryn and let her sticks run over every instrument, ending with a resonant boom from the bass drum as she used the pedal. She loved the powerful sound of her digital drum set.
“That’s more like it,” Manon agreed. “You need to stick to your guitars, Eryn.”
Eryn didn’t seem at all rebuked. “If you say so, Belmont.” She walked over and took her guitar out of the case. “I should be able to hook into your ampliÞ er, shouldn’t I?”
“Yeah, try that one.” Mike pointed at a box behind her. “I can hook up four other instruments too.”
“Do you still have your keyboard?” Eryn asked, and then peeked at Manon, who raised an eyebrow. “You had a Yamaha set up when I was here a while ago.”
Mike pulled aside a curtain next to the drums. “I traded it for this digital piano. Better sound quality.” She caressed the keys. It had taken her a year to save up for it. She’d hoped to have time to learn how to play, but the café took most of it, and her heart was still with her drums.
“A Roland!” Manon exclaimed, and there was very little of the
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cool socialite in the way she approached the Roland MP60. “May I try?”
“Of course. I think that’s what Eryn has in mind.”
Eryn glared at her in a friendly way and shook her head. “Don’t make me look like a calculating mastermind.” She paused and made a production of looking around as she contemplated her words. “Well, come to think of it, mastermind is pretty accurate.” Eryn grinned.
“We’d all testify to the calculating part. You’re not exactly subtle.”
Vivian winked and sat down on the chair next to her. Mike immediately walked over and placed a hand on Vivian’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”
“I’m Þ ne. Just a little tired. I had lunch with Mayor de Witt and her husband. What a couple. The husband’s a bit of a windbag, though, but a nice one.” She wrinkled her nose. “I think they wanted to make sure I’d attend the celebration for Mrs. Dodd Endicott tomorrow evening.”
“Are you?”
“Yes. He asked if I would honor her with a song too, but I declined. I’m not singing anywhere but the charity event.” Her voice sank into a raspy whisper. “That’s…it.”
“Don’t let them push you into something you don’t want to do.”
“I won’t.”
A chord from Eryn’s guitar interrupted them. “Mike, grab your sticks and get over here.” She motioned toward Manon. “Give me an E, please.”
Manon complied, and Mike had no idea what they were up to but obediently sat behind the drums. “What are we playing?”
“I thought we’d jam,” Eryn suggested as she quickly tuned her Stratocaster.
“Jam?” Manon said. “I’m not very good at improvising.”
“All right, I’ll show you. Pick three chords you think go well together. Any chords.”
Manon looked down at the keys, as if she contemplated the myriad of possible chords to choose from. After she slowly raised her hands and let them land gently on the keys, shimmering tones Þ lled the room, and Mike held her breath. She wasn’t about to join in yet; instead she waited for Eryn to do something. She didn’t have to wait long. When Manon had played her three chords twice, Eryn’s guitar came to life. Sharp as a knife, the Þ rst tones hung in the air before the Stratocaster plunged deeply into a roar and met the piano perfectly. In only a few
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seconds Mike’s arms rose almost of their own volition and expressed the rhythm she could hear among the other women’s tones. The bass drum set the pace, and her hands worked the sticks over the snare and toms, but without the need to beat out her usual inner turmoil. Mike heard the other two instruments play against each other, with each other, and it took her almost a full minute to realize how well they had incorporated her into the mix. They never excluded or ignored her, and when she tried a new pattern, a new rhythm, they caught on and followed it, teased it, and helped her sustain it. She saw Manon lean over the digital piano and caress life into the keys. The aristocratic woman looked striking and, in some strange way, more approachable.
Mike’s eyes slid over to Eryn, and she noted how Eryn’s unraveling braid made curls surround her rosy cheeks, and her eyes glimmered under halfclosed lids.
A rich tone—unexpected and beautiful—resonated through the room. The three women kept playing and exchanged mystiÞ ed glances. There were no words, only tones, but Mike had never heard anything like it. Then Vivian got up and approached them, and her voice merged with the instruments. It rose and sank in perfect harmony. Manon appeared to Þ nd new inspiration, and her hands rushed to the lower octaves of the keyboard. To match Manon’s move, Eryn’s guitar roared, and Mike let the hi-hat and the snare drive the bass drum, to encourage Vivian to keep going.
Vivian moved both hands out in front of her, as if she embraced a lover or greeted an invisible audience, and her voice, still wordless, carried the full tones all the way home.
After another minute of chasing and dancing with each other’s instruments, Mike felt the surge of energy ebb away and the music fade to an end.
She sat with her sticks resting on her thighs, breathless, and waited for the others to Þ nd their bearings. Eryn’s face glowed with enthusiasm, and Manon remained silent, as if at a loss for words. Vivian sat down again, her expression indecipherable. What’s she thinking?
Did she like it? Surely she must’ve sensed the magic.
“What did we just do?” Eryn asked, and rested her guitar against the wall. Then she raised her hands in a gesture of incomprehension as she answered herself. “I’ll be damned if I know…but I do know that it sounded like nothing I’ve ever heard before.”
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“It was an inspired moment,” Manon said. “I had no idea such tones could just appear. Out of nowhere.”
“Not out of nowhere,” Vivian stated. Her hair reß ected the muted light, and she looked directly at Mike when she spoke. “We all carried them somewhere inside.”
Do the others realize she can hardly see us? Mike ached, both for the beauty that they’d all given life to just now and also for Vivian. Her pain grew when she remembered she was destined to lose Vivian, perhaps before she got to know her. “Still, isn’t it amazing how new it sounded?” she asked, determined to not allow the agony to take over.
“That’s so unusual. It’s almost impossible to create a new sound.”
“Too true,” Eryn agreed. “I’ve played since I was a kid and gone from punk rock to Eric Clapton and back again. I’ve listened to just about every genre involving electric guitars and have never heard anything remotely like that.”
“But can we repeat it?” Manon asked. “Can we do it again?”
“Are we supposed to repeat it?” Mike countered. “Perhaps we’re meant to explore further.”
“That’s brilliant, Mike!” Eryn exclaimed. “I think you hit the nail right on its freakin’ little head.”
“What do you mean?” Manon twisted on the small stool in front of the piano. “Just keep jamming?”
“Why not?” Eryn grinned. “We had a hell of a session, and it was our Þ rst. Can you imagine what we could Þ nd if we were completely unleashed?”
It was an almost frightening thought. Mike wondered if they’d Þ nd more of the same or risk losing it altogether. “I’m willing to try again,” she heard herself say.
“If Mike’s in, so am I,” said Vivian. “I can use the vocal exercise if nothing else.”
Manon looked back and forth at the other three, raising a trembling hand and smoothing her hair back over her bun. “I haven’t played with anyone else in years. It was fun to accompany Vivian the other day, and this…was amazing.” She glanced at Eryn and shook her head as if she couldn’t believe it. “I want to Þ nd those tones again. I don’t usually exaggerate and I’m not doing it now. It was magical.”
Mike’s hands moved again. The hi-hat began to whisper, and soon the bass drum picked up a lazy rhythm, the toms Þ nding a muted, echoing beat.
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Eryn grabbed her guitar and hung it over her shoulder. The motherof-pearl plectrum glittered between her Þ ngers as they hovered above the strings. When the Þ ngers of her other hand fell in intricate patterns down the neck of the guitar, the plectrum moved so quickly across the strings it became invisible.
Mike kept the hi-hat whispering but allowed the snare and the toms to dance, challenging their pattern with the insistent bass drum. Vivian remained seated, but her voice still carried easily across the room. It wept; it cheered and howled, only to fall into a well of despair before Manon began climbing up, octave by octave, on the piano. She pulled Vivian with her, created a new atmosphere where Vivian’s voice reached new heights. The high voice found joy as it followed the piano, and when Eryn’s Þ ngers climbed up also, chased by the hi-hat and the snare under Mike’s hands, Vivian let go of the last sorrow, and her voice became as clear as a spring well.
The sound washed over them, and Mike couldn’t hold back her tears. She wept because of her traumatic day, and because it broke her heart to watch Vivian sing in a way an audience might never hear. Still, as Mike hushed the hi-hat and let the bass drum slow down and become the last instrument to grow quiet, she knew Vivian had never counted on creating such music. I wonder what she’s feeling and thinking. They remained silent for at least Þ fteen seconds. Eryn stood with her guitar in her hands, her eyes on Manon. “Beautiful is too imprecise a word,” she murmured Þ nally, breaking the silence. “I don’t even know what to call this.”
“Music.” Mike cleared her throat, embarrassed.
“Yes, music,” Vivian said. “The very essence of it. I’m not being conceited, but to me, this was naked, unshielded music.”
“I reached the core of something,” Manon said. “I don’t know, but all those hours I practiced scales when I was a child Þ nally made sense, and I certainly wasn’t thinking of music lessons or my teachers…I put my Þ ngers on the keys…and played.”
“My guitar came to life. I moved my Þ ngers where it told me to go. That’s all I can say. My shoulder still hurts, but when I was playing, I didn’t feel the pain.” Eryn shrugged and rolled her injured shoulder. Mike watched her face but saw no sign of discomfort.
“Neither did I,” Vivian added. “My voice soared, and for the Þ rst time in quite a while, it was sheer joy to sing. I sang without inhibitions, without rules.”
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And it made you relax enough not to feel the pain. Mike wanted to take Vivian in her arms and just hold her.
As if Vivian had read her mind, she rose and walked over to Mike. Placing her hands on her shoulders, she leaned down and gently kissed Mike’s forehead, twice. “Are you all right, cara? You look stunned.”
Vivian was worried about her. Mike had no idea why, but when she rose to assure Vivian she was Þ ne, she felt light-headed and wondered if she was as pale as she suspected. I haven’t eaten all day. “I need a glass of juice. Can I get you anything, Vivian? Manon? Eryn?”
“It’s time for me to go home, actually,” Manon said, leaving the piano. “This was…amazing, though.”
“We should do this again. Soon.” Eryn slid out of the shoulder strap and placed the Stratocaster into its case. “Why not meet Saturday afternoon when we’ve rested after Mrs. Dodd Endicott’s party.” She looked questioningly at the others. “If you have time, Mike?”
“A few hours on Saturday? Sure, as long as it’s after the lunch crowd, I’m in. Vivian?”
“Certainly.”
They all looked at Manon, who in turn raised both hands with a half smile. “I surrender. Of course I want to play together again. This was fun.”
“Fun? It was amazing!” Eryn laughed. “If this continues, we’ll have to think of a name for our band.”
“Need a ride home?” Manon asked Eryn. “Guitar and all?”
“Yes, please, neighbor dear. I’d never miss an opportunity to ride in that beauty of yours.”
“Let’s go, then.” Manon walked up to Mike. “Thank you for letting us visit you. It was so nice to see how you live.” She leaned forward.
“And to see that you’re doing okay.”
“You’re welcome. See you Saturday. Two thirty?”
“Sounds good.”
After Eryn and Manon left, Vivian said, “Go get that glass of juice, cara. You look pale and you’re trembling.”
“Okay. Can I get you anything?”
“Actually, I’ll go with you and you can teach me to make that wonderful espresso.”
Mike was relieved that Vivian wasn’t leaving yet. “All right.”
They moved into the kitchen where Mike instructed Vivian. “Never open the top if it’s hot. You press water through the Þ nely ground beans
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with at least a Þ fteen-millibar pressure. If you open this you can burn yourself.” Mike pointed at the top lid she had just screwed tight. Vivian nodded, and Mike continued to demonstrate how to let enough water press through the beans and how to steam milk to perfect foam. Then she handed Vivian a café latte and watched with amusement as she savored it, eyes closed.
v
Vivian opened her eyes and let the taste of the coffee blend with the sight of Mike’s dark eyes. “Your juice.”
After looking at her a few seconds longer, Mike pulled out a carton of orange juice and poured herself some. Vivian, unable to take her eyes off Mike as she drank in large gulps, could barely make out a drop of juice that escaped the corner of her mouth and ran down the side of her neck.
Vivian didn’t think. She put her latte down and slid her arms around Mike, licking the trail of orange juice from Mike’s neck and holding her close. “Oh, cara. Did you isolate yourself down here today because of me? Do you regret—”
“No!” Mike buried her face in Vivian’s hair. “No.”
“I was afraid. I had to see you, and Martha said you weren’t working. I thought it was because of me…us.”
Mike moved and Vivian found the small of her back pressed against the counter. Mike’s quick Þ ngers moved in her hair, and one after another, her hairpins ended up in a small bowl. Slippery masses tumbled down, and Vivian groaned with pleasure when Mike laced her Þ ngers through it, combing the tresses and arranging them around Vivian’s shoulders.
“You sang so beautifully,” Mike whispered. “I’ve never heard anyone sound like that. It was hard to focus on my drums. I just wanted to close my eyes and let your voice move closer, surround me…
command me.”
“Command you?” Vivian felt a twitch within, and her voice turned into a husky murmur. “How do you mean?”
“The way you sang was hypnotic.” Mike’s eyes turned impossibly darker, Þ lled with emotions and dreams. “I wanted to surrender. Just give in.”
• 172 •
COFFEE SONATA
“To what, cara?” Vivian caressed Mike’s cheek. “You can tell me. You can show me how you felt.”
Mike leaned forward and slid a hand around Vivian’s waist. “Can I? What if I shock you? What if you say, ‘No more of this’?”
Vivian knew Mike’s fear was talking. “I won’t.”
She felt Mike’s body press into hers and it stole her breath, made her inhale deeply several times. “Please, Mike, don’t hold back. Show me everything. Show me how.” Show me yourself. Show me all those things I’ll never see again once you’re gone. Mike caressed Vivian’s sides and her scalp. Mike balled her hands into Þ sts full of hair, and Vivian tipped her head back to try and see at least something of Mike. Dark shadows outlined Mike’s features and created a mysterious puzzle of her face.
“Kiss me, Vivian.”
“Oh, yes.” Vivian raised her hands and framed Mike’s face. She angled her face and pressed her lips against Mike’s, vibrating with desire. As she parted Mike’s lips with her tongue and deepened the kiss, she tasted orange juice and something entirely Mike. Vivian whimpered into the kiss and felt Mike shiver as they clung together to keep from falling. The kiss erased all thoughts from Vivian’s mind except those of passion and lust, and a need so deep it frightened her.
“Cara,” she breathed into Mike. “Let me touch you. I need…to touch you.”
Mike drew a deep breath and reached for one of Vivian’s hands.
“Here,” she whispered. “Here, Vivi.”
She ripped open her shirt with the other hand and pushed Vivian’s hand inside. Vivian held her breath as she Þ lled her palm with Mike’s breast. The hard nipple tickled her, and Vivian instinctively closed her hand on the soft roundness and rolled the nipple between her thumb and index Þ nger.
Mike gave a muted cry. “Vivi, please…”
And Vivian knew it was too late to stop now. Much too late.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
The evening was pleasant, with an unusual calm, despite East Quay’s reputation for being beyond windy. “Watch out for the wind, girl. It’ll take your head off,” her father used to joke when Eryn left for school in the mornings. He wasn’t wrong. The exaggeration held some merit, since the wind had actually blown her off her bike and into a garden, crushing Mrs. Jenison’s award-winning rhododendron when she was twelve.
Now, Eryn stood outside Manon’s car after she’d closed the door and didn’t feel the faintest breeze. She blamed her vivid imagination for her fancy that perhaps nature was holding its breath for her sake. Eryn just wanted to level with Manon, to tell her how she felt up front and get it over and done with. But still, she tiptoed around Manon, afraid to unsettle her, to drive her away. The situation was driving her crazy.
“Beautiful night, isn’t it?” Manon walked around the car she’d parked by the curb outside their building.
“Yes, it is.” The street was practically abandoned, as if she and Manon were the last two people on Earth. “But it’s a little eerie too. So desolate. I mean, it’s only eight o’clock.”
“Yes. I’m going inside.”
“Right behind you.” Eryn followed Manon to the elevator. They had driven back in silence, and Eryn was still engrossed in the strange—amazing, but strange—event that had taken place. At Þ rst, she had found it almost too much to talk about. “That wasn’t half bad, was it?”
Manon pressed the button for the elevator, turned around, and
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leaned against the wall. “It was amazing.” Her low voice created goose bumps on Eryn’s arms and thighs.
“We’ve stumbled on something unique.” Eryn pressed the buttons for ß oors three and four. “It’s worth exploring, Manon. And did you see how Vivian related to Mike? They’ve grown very close these last few weeks.”
“They seem to have become good friends, yes.”
Eryn had to laugh at Manon’s proper reply. She really has no gaydar.
“There was nothing friendly in the way Mike looked at Vivian, babe.”
The sassiness was over Eryn’s lips before she had time to think. Manon blinked but didn’t avert her eyes. “No?”
“No.”
“How did she look at her?”
The elevator stopped at Eryn’s ß oor, and she pushed the gate open to keep it from moving farther. “Pretty much the same way I look at you,” she said, her voice low. “With admiration…but also desire.”
Moving closer to Manon she placed a hand on the wall next to her head. “I know the feelings well.” Eryn leaned in and kissed Manon’s closed lips. She didn’t deepen the kiss; instead she slid her other hand inside Manon’s tweed jacket and let it rest against Manon’s waist while she kept her prisoner with her lips.
“I know exactly what Mike wants to do to Vivian,” Eryn whispered against Manon’s mouth. “I just didn’t know that Vivian’s gay.”
“Neither did I. Is she?” Manon closed her eyes brieß y and sounded dazed.
“I don’t know. I wonder if Vivian herself knows.” Eryn nibbled along Manon’s cheek, down her neck. Her hand did a little traveling on its own and ended up just below the curve of Manon’s breast. They both stopped breathing at the same time. “Eryn,” Manon whispered.
“Vivian would have to be made of stone to resist Mike.” Eryn placed her lips to Manon’s ear. “I hope she can see into Mike’s heart and be careful, however she responds. Mike’s been burned. Several times.”
“Haven’t we all, at one point or another?” Manon placed her hand on Eryn’s shoulder.
Eryn wasn’t sure if the gesture was meant to keep her at bay or
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draw her closer. “Yes, we have. But you don’t gain anything from hiding. You may think you’re safe if you don’t rock the boat, but it’s not true.”
Manon shivered and squeezed Eryn’s shoulder harder. “Eryn. This scares me.”
Eryn realized that Manon didn’t volunteer this comment easily.
“I’ve got you.” She pressed her mouth to Manon’s again, and at the same time, she moved her hand an inch upward and cupped the underside of Manon’s breast. Brieß y slipping her tongue inside Manon’s mouth, she found its counterpart there, unexpectedly eager. The kiss lasted only a few seconds longer, while Eryn cradled Manon’s breast fully. She felt Manon shudder and gently pinched the raspberry-sized nipple underneath the bra, which made Manon gasp.
Eryn Þ nally stepped back and reached for her guitar before pushing the outer door of the elevator open. She wanted nothing more than to take Manon back into her apartment and show her just how good they could be together, but all she did was smile and push the gates closed.
“See you at the Dodd party tomorrow. Night.”
Eryn looked at Manon just before the gates closed completely. Her eyes were the same dark gray that they’d been in Eryn’s apartment the night she Þ rst played for her. And the conß icting emotions obvious on Manon’s face were even more intense than they’d been that night. Eryn knew she’d taken a big risk, again, with Manon. But her gut told her that if she gave Manon too much space, she’d begin to rationalize, eventually Þ nd a perfectly sensible reason for her own reaction, and pull back. I have to keep her off balance as much as possible.
Eryn turned the key in her door lock, hauled her guitar inside, and placed it carefully against the wall. We created music today! And Manon was part of it, and just as taken as everybody else. Eryn knew their shared creation might work in her favor. If Manon was as moved with the musical experience as Eryn was, she’d want to repeat it. Eryn usually disliked dressing up for formal functions, but this time she looked forward to it. I have to Þ nd time tomorrow to go to Genevieve’s, no matter if I max out my Visa card. I need a dress. v
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As Mike slid her Þ ngers inside Vivian’s button-down shirt and created small, Þ ery patterns on her stomach, Vivian went from warm to sizzling in seconds. She’d never responded this quickly, or this hotly, before.
“You smell so good,” Vivian murmured. Her right hand still on Mike’s naked breast, she circled Mike’s waist to hold her closer. Mike tugged gently at Vivian’s hair and coaxed her to raise her head. Their lips met again, and this time Vivian plunged her tongue into Mike’s mouth, devouring her with a sob. Vivian’s legs trembled, and a heavy feeling between them emphasized the increasing wetness there.
She couldn’t stop undulating as she moved against Mike, spreading her legs and tasting soft lips. Her hand, still pressed against a woman’s, Mike’s breast, tingled. The Þ rm mound with its rigid nipple felt both delicate and supple. Vivian massaged it gently, afraid to accidentally do something wrong, but Mike pressed into the caresses and moaned aloud.
Mike broke free from the kiss but remained close enough for Vivian to feel her hot breath on her face. “Vivi, yes, touch me. I’ve dreamed about this. I need it.”
“Like this?” Vivian let her Þ ngertips slide in an outward motion along the pebbled nipple. “Does this feel good, cara?”
“Wonderful. More than good. Don’t…stop.”
“I won’t.” Vivian’s heart sped, and drops of sweat ran between her breasts and along the back of her neck. “I need to take my shirt off,” she managed. “It’s too hot in here.”
“Yes. Too hot.” Mike tossed her shirt on the ß oor and left her breasts naked and exposed. As she pulled Vivian toward her and made short history of her shirt also, Vivian became aware of her own silk camisole and white, not very sexy bra. Counteracting gravity, it was designed to hide the fact that she wasn’t seventeen anymore and was carrying a few extra pounds. Shy and selfconscious, she felt utterly foolish.
She wasn’t usually physically shy. For many years, before her prima donna assoluta status was conÞ rmed, she’d had to share dressing rooms with many other women, sometimes in very cramped places. And she wasn’t very shy, period. She rarely blushed.
“What’s wrong?” Mike asked, and took her by the shoulders.
“You’ll think I’m a pathetic fool.”
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“I’m sure I won’t. In fact, I can promise I won’t.”
“I…I haven’t been undressed in the same room as anyone, except my dresser, for years. I’m not a young woman, Michaela.”
Mike’s eyes softened until they were almost violet. “You don’t have to apologize, and you don’t have to get undressed either. There are no ‘musts’ at all.”
“I know that. And I guess I’m being insecure for no reason.”
“Nothing is for no reason.” Mike smiled crookedly and shrugged.
“I’m twenty years younger than you are. You think I expect your body to look as if you were my age or younger?” She cupped Vivian’s cheek with one hand and put Vivian’s hand back on her breast with the other.
“But don’t you see? This feels good because it’s you touching me. Just as you’ll feel good for me to touch, because it’s your body. I happen to think you’re gorgeous, but if you weren’t, you’d still make me want you, just for being you.”
“Gorgeous, cara?” Vivian tried to take in what Mike had just said. Of course the words were reassuring, but a part of her still doubted that Mike knew what she was talking about. Her legs were trembling now, and she had to lean back against the counter for support.
“Am I hurting you?” Mike backed away.
“No. Don’t.” Vivian reached for Mike again. “Stay with me.”
Mike nodded and reached for the hem of Vivian’s camisole. As she pulled it up and over her head and then placed it on the countertop, Vivian suppressed her urge to cover herself up. She shivered where she stood, undressed down to her bra.
“Beautiful,” Mike whispered. Her eyes shone a radiant blackviolet and were getting darker every second. As she reached out and pushed the bra straps down Vivian’s arms, Vivian moaned at the faint touch.
“May I?” Mike said conÞ dently.
“Yes.” Vivian couldn’t hesitate. Or be afraid. And yet her mouth went dry, and she held her breath as Mike edged her hands around her back and unhooked the bra.
Naked to the waist, very aware of the fullness of her breasts and her painfully stiff nipples, Vivian gathered her courage and looked at Mike.
“Oh, God,” Mike whispered, barely audible, and reached out. She cupped Vivian’s left breast and weighed it gently. “You feel wonderful, Vivi.”
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“Thank you.” Damn, what a silly thing to say. Vivian tried to moisten her lips.
Then Mike took the other breast in her free hand. With a gently massaging touch, she explored both of them thoroughly and left Vivian blissful, all her insecurities quieted.
“Let’s get more comfortable,” Mike suggested. “Come on.” Taking Vivian by the hand she led her to the black leather couch. “Here. Lie down. You’re shivering.”
Vivian fell back against the pillows by the armrest and closed her eyes, but opened them immediately, afraid of missing what little she could see of Mike’s expression. A time will come, soon, too soon, when I won’t be able to make out any details at all. I won’t be able to see her face, her eyes. How will I go on without being able to see her beauty…without her at all? Vivian moaned as Mike tweaked her nipples carefully. She had never known her breasts could be this sensitive. Small tremors began traveling from where Mike touched her, through her stomach, and new moisture pooled between her legs. She’s bound to notice… But there was no time for embarrassment. Vivian couldn’t help but close her eyes and groan when Mike kissed her again. Her breasts were on Þ re, and Mike’s tongue in her mouth fueled it further.
“Vivian,” Mike sobbed, apparently as moved by the intimacy as Vivian was, “oh, God, Vivian. Hold me.”
As Vivian raised her heavy arms and pulled Mike on top of her, Mike lost hold of Vivian’s breast, but another, completely new sensation ß ooded her when their breasts rubbed together. Short stabs of pleasure pierced Vivian’s nipples, which puckered into two throbbing bullets that raced toward her wet sex. Vivian instinctively raised her legs again and wrapped them loosely around Mike. “Cara,” she whimpered. “You make me…I’ve never…”
“Me either. Not like this.” Mike’s voice was small and almost fearful. “Never.”
The pain over their impossible situation and comfort in their mutual touch were just as strong as the lust between them, and Vivian cradled Mike as her lover rubbed against her. Lover? Yes. Of course. Mike is my lover now. From this moment on. The seams of Mike’s jeans ground into Vivian, and she almost lost control. She was shivering all over, and hot and cold ß ashes seared her, leaving her breathless and
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teary-eyed. “Mike?” Did it come out as a whisper or a cry? She had no idea.
“Vivian. I know. Just let it happen. It’s okay.”
Is it? Was it okay for her to orgasm, here on the couch, with this wonderful woman in her arms? Vivian tried to restrain herself, but the sight of Mike destroyed her determination. Mike’s eyes shone of something resembling love, and even if Vivian knew that was wishful thinking, her body latched on to the emotion and sent her ß ying.
“You’re Þ ne. Give it to me.” Mike moved with gentle insistence against Vivian. “Come!”
With a husky cry, Vivian came, over and over, while Mike kept rocking against her. Trembling, sweat running from her temples, chased by the tears that streamed from her eyes, Vivian felt the convulsions surge and fade. “Mike!” Impossible. Oh, God, I can’t believe it! Vivian arched and closed her eyes. The tremors reverberated within her for a few seconds more, and then she slumped back on the armrest, pulling Mike with her. “Cara…”
“I’m here.” Vivian welcomed Mike’s weight on her, despite her heat within and the warmth from the Þ replace. “I have you.”
“Yes. You do. You really do.” Vivian felt incoherent and licked her dry lips. She couldn’t remember ever coming like that, and deÞ nitely not from being fondled in this particular way. Mike felt wonderful against her, soothing where Vivian had ached so badly just moments earlier, and smelling divine. “Don’t let go,” she repeated. “I feel dizzy.”
“You need water.” Mike sat up despite Vivian’s words. “I’ll go get some.”
The living room felt desolate when Mike left. Vivian was still trembling inside, and she moved awkwardly when she felt the soaked panties between her legs. Reaching for a blanket, she wrapped it around herself with unsteady hands. Being naked in the throes of passion was one thing, but greeting Mike in the same state now was unthinkable. God, what will she think of me? What if she sees me as a pathetic fool…
half blind and in such dire need of human contact that I climax at the drop of a hat?
How could she explain to Mike that she had come like she did because of her? Only Mike’s presence, her touch and her voice, could explain why Vivian had launched into orbit and soared so high from the mere rubbing of Mike’s hips into her own.
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When Mike returned with the water and their clothes, Vivian took the glass, grateful Mike didn’t try to help her drink it. At least she doesn’t treat me like an invalid. Vivian’s stomach lurched, and she took another large gulp of water. So far, that is. What if I do become dependent on other people for my very existence? What if I need help with much more than drinking a glass of water? Vivian put the glass down on the coffee table and placed her tremulous hands on her thighs. Her eyes radiating unspoken questions, Mike watched her intently. Unlike Vivian, she was clearly oblivious to her seminaked state and did nothing to cover herself up.
“You never drank much juice,” Vivian heard herself point out and wanted to groan. Merde! I’m such an idiot. That was probably the least romantic, and the most lame, thing I could have said.
“I was busy taking care of you.” Mike’s voice was noncommittal, but she didn’t avert her eyes.
“Yes.” Vivian smiled quickly and allowed caution to guide her.
“And it was…lovely.”
Mike smiled guardedly. “It was.”
“But you didn’t come—”
“It wasn’t important right now. I wanted to be close. I was happy that you came, and next time, it’ll be my turn, okay?”
Vivian grabbed her glass quickly and nearly choked on the next sip of water. She wants to repeat this embarrassment? “Next time?”
Mike recoiled visibly. “You don’t want to.” It wasn’t a question. Vivian cringed since she didn’t mean that at all. “I thought, I mean, was sure, that you found this something of a disappointment. I’m not used to…feeling this strongly. And when you touched me…I just never…expected…”
Somehow Vivian’s fragmented speech hit home with Mike.
“You’re no disappointment,” she murmured and smiled shyly. “You’re beautiful, and bringing you to orgasm like this was one of the most exhilarating moments I’ve ever experienced.”
“Thank you.” Vivian was stunned. “Can you take a few hours off tomorrow night?” she asked spontaneously, not prepared for her own words. “I’m invited to a big bash at the city hall, and I’d really like for you to come with me.” She’s going to say no. Mike’s expression shifted from shock to delight and then to horror.
“City hall?”
“But would you come with me?” Vivian’s eyes Þ lled with unshed
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tears. Mike’s reply was so important. She knew she sounded pleading. Again. Pathetic.
“Of course. Just tell me what the dress code is, so I don’t make a fool of myself.”
“Tuxedos for the men and evening dresses for the women. And you’d never make a fool of yourself.”
Mike shrugged. “All right. What time?”
“Eight o’clock.”
“Why don’t I pick you up at seven thirty, then? I have a small car that I seldom use, but it’s reliable.”
Vivian exhaled, relieved. “Sounds perfect.” She paused and reached for Mike’s hand. Taking it in hers, she rubbed her thumb over the back of it. “I take it you’re on your way upstairs to work?”
“Yes. I think you need your rest for the big bash tomorrow. Why don’t you relax on the couch, and I’ll call a cab when you’re ready?”
Vivian had to smile at how formal Mike sounded. “Thank you.”
“I’ll see you later.” Mike leaned in for a quick kiss, then began to get up.
“Cara.” Sudden panic at the thought of Mike leaving before she had a chance to say what she really wanted to say made Vivian scoot closer. She reached up and cupped Mike’s chin. “You know how special this was, don’t you? How incredible you made me feel?”
Mike’s features softened, and she nodded slowly. “Yes. I think so.”
“I guess you’ll have to be patient with me, and more than anything, teach me how to…please you.” Vivian nearly lost her breath at her own words.
“I promise. Soon.” Mike wrapped her arms around Vivian and hugged her.
They sat in the silent embrace for a moment and then parted, which left Vivian feeling emptier than before. Oh, Mike.
“See you upstairs, then.” Mike rose and then hesitated. “Will you be okay with the stairs?”
“Yes. See you later.”
She sat still for long moments after Mike left and pulled the blanket closer. The basement was lit by many small lamps, carefully placed throughout the rooms, which made Mike’s apartment very cozy. Yet, without its owner present, it was what it was—a dark basement, cleverly decorated. Vivian shuddered and closed her eyes.
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Manon sat by the piano, staring at the keys. Her head was still Þ lled with the tones of their musical experience. Jam session, she corrected herself. But as much as that astounded her, the events in the elevator played havoc with her heart and her body. She could still feel Eryn’s hand on her breast and the relentless lips against her own. Manon let her Þ ngers strike a chord and grimaced at the sound. It was clear and not false, but deÞ nitely in a minor key. The sorrowful tone rang through her living room, and Manon wondered if Eryn had heard it below. She tugged the terry cloth robe closer around her naked body and pushed her damp hair out of her face. Another attempt to recall the feeling in Mike’s basement resulted in a similar solemn chord. Manon impatiently ß ipped the lid down over the piano keys. She rose and padded into her bedroom, and for once she didn’t bother meticulously drying her hair.
Manon closed the curtains and slipped out of her robe. She glanced down at herself and frowned at her own ß ushed appearance, the blush stretching from her chest upward. So much for taking a tranquil bath and relaxing at the piano. It used to work. She turned down the bed and climbed in, shivering slightly as the cool, crisp cotton yielded to her body. As she fell back against the pillows with a sigh, images of Eryn ß ashed through her mind, the way her hair had loosened as she harnessed that wild guitar of hers, and how she’d kissed her with such conÞ dence. And heat. She shimmers and yet she’s so…real. She feels real.
Manon moved her hands along her body, trying to calm it, or satisfy it, but she couldn’t focus or relax enough to really feel them. As she tossed feverishly from one side of the bed to the other, her thighs ached from the need between them. She rubbed herself haphazardly, wanting this torment over and done with quickly. She’s weaseled her way into my mind and she’s driving me crazy. “No!” Not now. Not with her face plastered all over my thoughts. Her hair. Her long, long legs…
and her small, pert breasts. Just a handful…No!
She entered herself and emitted one muted, tormented whimper after another. She was so close to coming, and every time she thought she would achieve some relief, it eluded her. Over and over she hovered near temporary satisfaction, but eventually her arms tired and the sweat
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chilled her body. Instead of feeling her initial heat, she shivered. Angry tears welled up and, on the verge of screaming in frustration, Manon Þ nally gave up. She buried her face in her pillow, hugged the bedcovers close, and after struggling with residual images of Eryn, Þ nally fell asleep.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
As Eryn browsed through the rack of dresses, she sighed. They were beautiful, but nothing that would suit her. She was too tall and lanky, and her skin too pale. She gazed around Genevieve’s, ready to call it quits. But this was the best boutique in town, and if she didn’t Þ nd anything here, she wouldn’t Þ nd it anywhere else.
“Ma’am? May I help you?”
It was the shop owner herself. “Yes, please. I need a dress for tonight.”
“For the Dodd Endicott party?”
“Yes. And none of these feel quite right.”
“I see.” Genevieve scrutinized her. “What about a vintage dress?”
“Vintage? Sure, why not? This year’s pastel colors are a disaster with my hair. I’m Eryn, by the way.”
“Genevieve. Over here’s a rack of vintage designer clothes, several in suitable colors. They’re all like new, and some even collectors’
items.”
“Really?” Eryn usually wasn’t very interested in fashion, but occasionally she’d spend lavishly on jackets and boots. The rack stood behind a curtain, which Genevieve pushed to one side, and Eryn immediately saw much more potential in these dresses.
“The dresses are arranged in chronological order, by decade. Browse and see what you like, and if you need help just call.”
“Thanks.” Eryn hoisted her shoulder bag farther up. The colors from the sixties and seventies were much more ß attering, she decided.
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When she Þ nally selected two dresses and headed toward the Þ tting rooms, the dresses hanging over her arm, someone stepped in front of her, and she almost tripped. Strong arms grabbed her and steadied her.
“I’m so sorry…Eryn?”
Mike looked surprised.
“You’re shopping for tonight too?”
“Mike! Yes. I was about to give up before I found these.” She waved her arms.
“Can I watch you try them on? They might inspire me. I’ve looked at three or four dresses and…I’m going nuts.”
Eryn tried to remember if she’d ever seen Mike in a dress. Or a skirt, even. She didn’t think so. “Yes, come help me. It’s one of these or my corduroy jacket and chinos.” Mike followed her to the large Þ tting room area, where she tried on a long, bottle green, velvet dress with raglan sleeves. She modeled it for Mike. Eryn stepped outside where Mike sat waiting for her. “This one?”
“Looks great. I didn’t know you were that stacked.”
“Yes, it does bring out some curves. That’s good.” She pinched the wide skirt beneath the narrow waist. “All right. Good. Next one.”
Then she changed into a short, deep blue dress that hugged her body in another way. Although it left her legs naked up to her mid thigh, she wasn’t prepared for Mike’s reaction.
“Oh, my God, Eryn. If you show up in that one… You look gorgeous!”
“I don’t even look like me.” She tugged at the hem, feeling a little naked.
“Actually, we have the perfect stockings and original-looking boots to go with that dress,” Genevieve said as she entered the Þ tting room area. “Let me get them.” She returned in a minute with tight kneehigh leather boots, very thin and pliable. “I Þ gured you for a 9.”
“You Þ gured right.” Eryn smiled and pulled them on. She didn’t dare check the price tag, but the sight that met her in the full-length mirror said it all.
Stepping behind her, Genevieve folded her braid up, quickly creating an up-do and securing it with a few hairpins that she magically produced. “There. If you buy the dress, I’ll add some amazing custom jewelry.”
“You drive a hard bargain, lady,” Eryn murmured, but kept
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watching her image as she twisted and turned in front of the mirror.
“Are you sure this is okay for the party? It’s rather short.”
“Yes, but not too short. You have the legs for it, Eryn, and the dress covers what it needs to cover.”
Mike got up. “You have to buy this dress, Eryn. You’ll knock ’em dead.”
“Really. Well…I’m not sure—”
“I’ll let you have the boots at a 65 percent discount.” Genevieve smiled.
“Aw, you’re going to kill me. Okay. Show me some of the jewelry, and if it Þ ts, I’ll take it.”
“Just be a second.” Genevieve disappeared through a door. Mike pinched the fabric. “What is it?”
“Some sort of silk underneath and muslin on top. We have to ask.”
Returning with an assortment of custom jewelry, Genevieve said,
“Here. These are all in the same price range. I’ll throw in a necklace and a set of earrings. Do you have pierced ears? Oh, good. Then sit down and look. Take your time.”
Eryn took the tray and listened to Mike and Genevieve talk as she browsed through the colorful items.
“And what can I do for you, ma’am? I saw you earlier but was on the phone. I’m sorry. Do you need a dress too?”
“No. Yes. I mean. I looked at the dresses, but they aren’t for me. They’re Þ ne, don’t get me wrong, but I’m not a dress kind of woman.”
“You’re right. Normally I’d say there’s no such creature, but I have something else you’ll look stunning in.” Genevieve turned to a small door. “I keep these for special requests,” she said, as she pulled out a hanger with what looked like a black suit. “You’ll still fulÞ ll the dress code.”
Curious, Eryn glanced up. “A tux! What a great idea.”
Mike stared at the clothes. “You sure this is possible?”
“As possible as this dress is. Try it on, Mike.”
“Yes, do,” Genevieve said. She had new warmth in her eyes, and Eryn wondered if she wanted to see Mike in the tuxedo for more than business reasons.
“All right,” Mike said, clearly hesitant. “Is this my size?”
“It should be. You’re already wearing a white shirt, so you can see how it works out.”
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Mike disappeared into a booth, and when she returned after a few minutes, Eryn almost did a double take. Mike looked taller, darker, and heartbreakingly handsome. “Oh, yes. You’ve got to buy it, Mike. You look awesome.”
Mike walked over to the mirror. Her expression was hard to read at Þ rst, but when Eryn leaned forward and made a circle with her index Þ nger and thumb, a smile gradually formed on Mike’s lips. “Yes, I look kind of cool, don’t I?”
“Beyond cool. Vivian’s going to swoon.”
Mike’s eyes darkened and the smile disappeared. What the hell’s going on between those two? Clearly something.
“Why don’t we get in debt over these things and then head to the Sea Stone for some coffee?” Perhaps Mike would conÞ de in her.
“Okay. Good idea.” Mike glanced at the jewelry on Eryn’s lap.
“Find anything you like?”
“Yes, these.” Eryn held up a necklace and two earrings, blue cameos of a delicate female face.
“Beautiful,” Mike commented before she went to change. “Be ready in a second.”
Eryn walked into the booth next to Mike’s. “So, now we’re dressed Þ t to kill, I wonder if we’ll get lucky tonight.”
“What?”
“Never mind. I’ll tell you later, over a latte.”
v
Mike poured steamed milk over their espressos and created lattes for herself and Eryn. After making sure Martha had everything in the café under control, she sat down on a stool behind the counter. “Okay. Spill the beans.”
“About getting lucky, I suppose.” Eryn sipped her latte after licking the tall spoon. “Well, since I’m so curious about you and Vivian that I could self-combust, I’ll share Þ rst. I’m hoping to woo Manon with my sexy dress tonight.”
Mike smiled, but other, darker, feelings stirred in her heart, which felt as hot as her latte. “So you’ve got it bad for the beautiful heiress,”
she teased. “I don’t blame you. She has everything you could want: brains, looks, heart, money.”
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“Money isn’t a factor.”
“I know that. I just said she has it.”
“She also has a very large closet where she’s taken up permanent residence.”
Mike placed her chin in her palm. “Damn.” So, they were in the same boat, almost. How strange, really.
“My thoughts exactly.”
“So what’s your plan?”
“I don’t have one, other than try and try again.” Eryn shrugged.
“She’s good at thinking of a million reasons why we should be just friends.” She laced her Þ ngers tightly. “I couldn’t do the ‘just friends’
part, Mike.”
“I know. Neither could I.” Mike murmured her words into the tall glass.
“You’re attracted to Vivian.”
“Very.” I’m crazy about her. I dream and breathe her.
“And what about her? I saw how she looked at you yesterday.”
Mike placed the glass back on the counter and let her Þ nger follow the rim, over and over. “I know she likes me. I also know she’s attracted to me, despite everything.”
“What do you mean, despite everything?”
“Despite my background, my age, my gender.” Mike’s voice hardened. “Despite everything.”
“You’re a gorgeous, self-made woman. You’ve come a long way.”
“A long way since the streets of Providence, you mean? Yes, I know. But Vivian deserves someone in her own league. And she’s only in East Quay for a while. She’ll move on, once she’s…done.”
Eryn placed a hand on Mike’s. “Are you sure about that? I mean, the way she looks at you…those are strong feelings.”
“She’s an artist, a performer. Strong feelings are her thing.” Mike knew she sounded bitter, but couldn’t stop herself. “She can identify with roles, with different characters. And right now she needs me, for some unfathomable reason. She’s made it pretty clear that she’ll leave once she’s…over things.”
“Things? You mean, you?”
“Partially.” Mike didn’t want to betray Vivian’s conÞ dence about her medical condition.
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“That doesn’t strike me as something she’d say. She seems so straightforward. Even more so than most regular people.” Eryn smiled.
“A typical New Englander, if you ask me.”
“Perhaps.” Mike’s stomach lurched for what seemed the thousandth time lately. “I wish I could back out, but I can’t.”
Eryn studied her closely. “You’ve got it bad, haven’t you?”
“Really bad.”
“What a pair of fools we are. Falling for difÞ cult, hell, damn near impossible women. One straight and the other closeted. Ridiculous, when you think about it.”
“Yes. We’re so silly.” Mike raised her glass and clinked Eryn’s.
“Here’s to endangered hearts.”
“Endangered hearts,” Eryn echoed and sipped her latte. “You said it.”
As they sat in silence, Mike knew Eryn had quickly gone from a good friend to a close one today. “Thank you for understanding.”
Eryn looked up, her eyes warm beneath the now-fading bruise on her forehead. “Thank you. Anytime, Mike. I mean it.”
Comforted, Mike knew she’d probably need Eryn’s understanding and friendship even more very soon, when Vivian left East Quay. v
Manon distantly acknowledged her image. She wore the pale yellow cocktail dress she’d bought at Genevieve’s, with a white lace bolero jacket sprinkled with rhinestone crystals. Diamond studs glimmered in her earlobes, and she wore her hair in an intricate low twist kept together by her grandmother’s diamond hairpins. They were priceless, not only because of the stones, but because they belonged to the only woman in her life after the age of fourteen. Clarisse Beloc had been a strong, almost hard, woman, forged by her experiences in France and London during World War II. She hadn’t been easy to approach, since she prized formality, which made her very reserved. Only after Manon’s mother left her father did Clarisse melt a little. She made sure Manon learned what she called “le devoir une femme d’avoir l’air d’une reine, ” the duty of a woman to look like a queen. She gave Manon lessons in etiquette and other social graces, interrupted only when Manon’s father sent her to boarding school. When she returned home her grandmother kept instructing her, and along the
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way Manon and Clarisse found a mutual interest in classical music, which allowed them to become close, in part thanks to Marjorie, to whom Clarisse introduced Manon. Marjorie helped Manon understand Clarisse. Eventually it was their mutual love and adoration for J.B., Manon’s grandfather that welded their relationship solid. Manon checked her stockings and slid into her gold high-heeled sandals, which added another two inches to her height. After one last look in the mirror, she wrapped the fake fur stole around her shoulders and grabbed her small matching bag.
Downstairs, Benjamin saluted her, and she wrinkled her nose a bit, since she knew full well he did it in jest.
“And now, ma’am?” he asked, as he took his place at the wheel.
“We’re picking up my date at the Thatcher Victorian Inn.” Manon checked her gold watch.
“Very well.” Benjamin pulled out into trafÞ c.
Feeling cold, Manon pulled the stole closer. Eryn. She’ll be there. She’ll know why we can’t pursue this. No matter how much—
Interrupting her own thoughts, she adjusted the air-conditioning vent for more warmth.
“We’re here, ma’am.” Benjamin pulled in along the sidewalk and stepped outside.
The door opened to Manon’s left and a handsome man in his late thirties climbed in, ß ashing a smile. “Manon. Wonderful to see you again.”
“Dustin.” Manon smiled politely. “You look dashing, of course.”
“Of course. Nothing but the best for you, love.”
Manon had used Dustin Pender twice before, over a year ago.
“Good. You know where we’re going and why?”
“Yes. Pearl gave me all the details.”
“Very well.” Manon looked out the window. “It’s showtime.”
Dustin Pender stepped outside Þ rst and then offered Manon his hand as she followed him. She tucked one hand into the bend of his arm and held her purse in the other. As they walked through a large crowd, Manon realized the press must have gotten wind of Vivian’s presence at the party, since several media vans were parked farther up the street. Our world-famous, and lost, daughter returns to celebrate our Grand Old Lady, as well as to perform for free. Of course the vultures are here. She blanched. If Marjorie hadn’t given Eryn a special invitation, she would’ve been one of the “vultures.” No, never!
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As they entered the enormous marble hall that led into the huge auditorium, also used occasionally as a ballroom, Marjorie stood just inside, resting her hand on an ebony cane.
“Manon, precious one. Welcome,” Marjorie said, and leaned forward to kiss Manon’s cheek. Unlike so many others in their circle, she actually kissed Manon’s skin.
“Happy birthday, Marjorie. I had your present delivered earlier today. I hope it made it.”
“I’m sure it did, and I’m very curious. Now, speaking of curious, who’s this handsome young man?”
“This is Dustin, Marjorie. You met him once before, in Newport at the yacht club.”
“So I did.” Marjorie extended her hand, and Manon was pleased when Dustin kissed it lightly.
“You look most youthful, ma’am, if I may say so.”
“Oh, of course you may.” Marjorie smiled. “As long as you say nice things like that, you are more than welcome.”
“She enjoys ß attery,” Manon theater-whispered to Dustin, which made Marjorie laugh aloud.
“Go on, children.” Marjorie winked. “Go mingle and Þ nd out where you’re seated. I need a break, but I’ll be back when it’s time for dinner.”
When Manon and Dustin strolled over to the seating charts, Manon accidentally nudged a tall woman in a deep blue dress. “Oh, I’m sorry, I…Eryn…”
It was indeed the woman who’d kissed her in the elevator yesterday, but she was nearly unrecognizable. The dress made Eryn look taller than usual. Tight, high-heeled boots, surely the same kind her mother had worn when Manon was little, hugged Eryn’s feet. Manon gazed up the long legs, along the surprisingly curvaceous body, until she rested on an expertly made-up face and blood-red hair pulled back in a perfect French twist. “You’re stunning,” Manon breathed. Something blue ß ickered in Eryn’s earlobes, and Manon could only shake her head. Breathtaking.
“Manon,” Eryn greeted politely, sending Dustin a confused look.
“Don’t you want to introduce me to your friend?”
Friend? Manon struggled to Þ nd her bearings. “Yes. Of course. Dustin, this is Eryn Goddard, my neighbor. Eryn, this is Dustin Pender, my date for tonight.”
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As soon as she spoke, Manon wished she could have taken her words back. Eryn’s green eyes lost all color, and her face grew pale.
“Your date?” Eryn’s voice sounded normal, but without its usual energy. “Of course. Nice to meet you, Dustin.”
“Likewise, Eryn,” Dustin replied, and Manon knew he was checking Eryn out, discreetly. “You look beautiful.”
“Thank you.” Eryn glanced away, and then she turned quickly toward the chart. “I better Þ nd my place. Oh, right there.” She pointed toward a table in the middle. “But there must be some mistake.”
“Why?” Manon leaned closer and Eryn’s perfume, a scent of light vanilla and citrus mixed in a seductive blend, wafted past her.
“It’s the head table!”
“So it is. It’s quite a large table too,” Manon observed, trying to keep her voice noncommittal. “You’re there, right next to…oh, my God.”
“Right next to Rex.” Eryn stepped back. “That’s it. I can’t—”
“Of course you can’t,” Manon said, and clutched Eryn’s arm without thinking.
Eryn took yet another step and Manon’s arm fell down, apparently unwanted. “I’ll take care of it. Rex was probably invited long before last week’s events. The person in charge of the seating arrangements obviously hasn’t followed the local news very well these last few days.”
“And you’re seated right across from me.” Eryn’s voice had lost its lilt and now sounded tired and disappointed. “Five minutes ago that would’ve made my day.” Dustin had walked a little to the side to let a larger party of guests pass. Eryn sent him an empty look and lowered her voice further. “Now, it really doesn’t matter, does it?”
Manon’s heart nearly shattered at Eryn’s defeated look. She wanted to tell her the truth, but suddenly she wasn’t so sure what the truth really was. She could’ve canceled the escort service if she’d wanted to. Hadn’t she brought Dustin as a message to Eryn? A cruel, deÞ nite message that whatever existed between them was doomed to fail. And now…Manon was calm on the outside, but inside, her stomach was in a knot, her heart beating hard and fast. She was sure it was visible on the front of her dress.
“Let’s Þ nd our seats,” Manon suggested, half expecting Eryn to refuse. “I’ll Þ nd Marjorie’s assistant and Þ x the problem.”
“Fix it? All of it?” Eryn’s eyes were now like green polar ice.
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“That’s impossible.” She glared at Dustin, and raised her voice. “You’re being rather obvious. I know he’s a fake, but he’ll help conÞ rm your status as a man-eater.”
Trust Eryn to be nothing but blunt and honest, even in this setting. I’m glad we’re among the Þ rst ones here. No one within earshot.
“Please, Eryn. Not here.”
“Of course not.” Eryn smoothed the dress down over her hips, then looked up and smiled. “Let’s play the keeping-up-appearances game all the way through.” She walked closer to whisper her next words, her face blank. “But just so you know. If you think bringing Mr. Stud Number 375 here will help keep you safe, you’re fooling yourself. One of these days people are going to Þ gure out what’s going on. Instead of being proud of who you are, with all it entails, you’ll have your big secret revealed whether you want to or not. And you’ll face it alone, since you chose to push me away.”
Eryn’s eyes became shinier. “I knew we were invited separately. This wasn’t a date. But…I thought…you’d at least come alone. I can’t believe you did this.”
“But, Eryn—”
“Don’t worry, Ms. Belmont. I’ll keep up appearances for tonight, but to do that…I need a drink.” She turned and stalked toward one of the bars in the far corner of the ballroom.
Manon stood frozen, wondering if she’d ever feel warm again.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Vivian replaced the cap on the bottle that held her painkillers and put it in her pearl-embroidered evening bag. She had deliberately waited to take them so she would be pain free during the most important hours. She knew a lot of eyes would be on her, even if this was Marjorie Dodd Endicott’s birthday party. Just the rumor that the town’s most elusive celebrity would attend was bound to attract the media.
The woman from the day spa had just left. When Vivian had called earlier in the day, desperate since she couldn’t see well enough to put on makeup or do her own hair, a young woman had promised to arrive in plenty of time to help her get ready.
Vivian had asked the hairdresser to describe the result, and according to her, Vivian’s hair was piled up in a loose bun, with long, curling tresses framing her face. “Like a Greek goddess, ma’am,” she’d enthused. “And I used light pastels for your makeup to Þ t the pale pink dress and shawl. You look beautiful, ma’am.” Tears nearly destroyed Vivian’s makeup when the hairdresser also offered to walk Perry and Mason.
Now Vivian reached for her shawl and wrapped it around her. Narrowing her eyes, she looked at her reß ection in the mirror. She could make out only the pink color of her dress and the light spot that was her hair. She’d have to trust the hairdresser regarding her appearance. The doorbell chimed and Vivian ß inched, startled. Since neither of the dogs barked, she Þ gured it was Mike. “Coming,” she called and, holding on to her shawl and purse with one hand, she fumbled for the doorknob.
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After a brief silence Vivian heard Mike murmur, “Oh, God, you’re beautiful, Vivian.”
“Thank you, Mike. Come in for a second.” Vivian wanted to force her eyes to let her see Mike this evening. She could faintly smell sandalwood and something else. Soap? “Let me look at you.” She could make out a lean, dark form and the oval, pale shape of Mike’s face. “Let me guess.” She smiled and ran her hand down Mike’s side. “A tuxedo?
How perfect.”
“You have to guess?” Mike sounded choked. “Oh, Vivi. That bad?”
She cupped Vivian’s cheeks. “Are you sure you’ll be able to go?”
“Very sure. You’ll be there with me. Right?”
“Right.”
“Then let’s be off. I know you drove here in your little car, but I Þ gured we’d arrive in style.”
“Oh, yeah?” It was clear that Mike intended to help keep the good mood going.
“Yes, I’ve ordered a stretch limo. There might be a bit of a crowd, and I thought—why disappoint them. They expect a person like me to arrive appropriately.”
“That’s great. I’ll sit back and enjoy it. This’ll be my Þ rst ride in a limo, stretch or otherwise.”
“Really?” Vivian raised an eyebrow. “And your prom?”
“I didn’t go to the prom.” Her voice gave nothing away, but Vivian knew something heartbreaking lurked behind the matter-of-fact answer.
“Neither did I,” she said without too much inß ection. “I was already in New York by then, under the care of Malcolm and his wife. I actually never graduated from high school. They put me to work learning other things, such as singing and piano lessons, music history, et cetera.” She reached for Mike and hugged her close. “And if you want to tell me, I’ll ask again, another day, why you didn’t go to the prom.”
“Okay.”
Another knock on the door announced the limo driver, who guided them to a long white car and held open the door. Mike sat quietly next to Vivian in the backseat as the driver maneuvered through the dunes toward the main road leading into the center of East Quay.
Vivian closed her eyes and reached for Mike’s hand. “This is going
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to be difÞ cult. I don’t want anyone to realize I can’t make out their faces. Fortunately, I haven’t met anyone, except you, Eryn, and Manon, since I got back. I mean, in person. If I run into an old acquaintance, they’ll simply Þ gure I don’t recognize them because it’s been so long. Don’t you think?”
“Yes. And I’ll be your escort, so don’t let go of my arm too long.”
“I won’t.” Vivian hesitated. “You realize showing up with me like this, especially dressed the way you are, will create quite the buzz.”
“I know.”
Vivian couldn’t judge from Mike’s calm tone what she was thinking. “It might have a greater impact than we expect, cara.”
“It doesn’t matter.” Mike’s voice changed from noncommittal to stubborn. “You can never affect public opinion. People create their own image of you, no matter what. And if they have opinions about us, they’ll think about you more than me. You’re the celebrity. Perhaps you’re the one who should think twice about arriving with me. It’s pretty obvious that I’m your date.”
Vivian squeezed Mike’s hand. “You are. And if anyone has a problem with that, so be it. I don’t care.” She really didn’t. Her professional life lay in its death throes, as far as she was concerned. Showing up on the arm of a gorgeous young woman in a tuxedo was like going out with a bang. Just my style. Vivian gave a wry smile. That’ll give the paparazzi something to chew on. But her spiteful thoughts left as quickly as they came. She needed Mike with her for many, very personal reasons. Her palm became sweaty and she shuddered. Mike released her hand but didn’t let go completely. Instead she wiped Vivian’s palm on her pants leg and held it again. “You’ll be Þ ne. I’ll be close all evening. Don’t worry.”
It was amazing to feel a ß ood of relief drown out the worries, at least for now. Vivian leaned her head on Mike’s shoulder for a few seconds, then straightened up. “You’re my strength. I’ll be all right.”
The limousine drove up to the semicircular path in front of the city hall. “We’re here,” Mike said. “Look at that huge crowd. Damn, and at least four media vans.”
“Don’t let it bother you. We walk in together, heads high.” Vivian was determined to pass this ordeal with her chin up. “Let them stare. Wave to the crowd and ignore the press for now.”
• 199 •
GUN BROOKE
Mike pressed her lips quickly against Vivian’s cheek. “Okay.”
After the driver opened the door, Mike stepped out Þ rst. Vivian reached for Mike’s hand and followed her. Effortlessly, she slipped into her prima donna role and exited the car.
v
Mike took her cue from Vivian, who’d had years of publicity and was oblivious to the limelight. Managing to smile and offer Vivian her arm, she knew she looked handsome in the tux. She had put on some neutral makeup and even used a little blush so she wouldn’t look so pale. Combing her unruly hair back with a wet-look gel, she had fashioned a short, tight ponytail, tucked into the nape of her neck. She had been surprised to see that the look brought out her face in a new, revealing way that, at Þ rst, made her feel exposed and quite naked. Still, it was the only hairdo that went well with the tux.
Vivian’s hand rested in the bend of Mike’s arm, and with the other she waved to the crowd that was chanting her name. You’d think she was a rock star returning to her roots. Mike wanted to scoff, but truthfully she was utterly proud of Vivian and thought she deserved the positive attention.
A reporter pushed his upper body over the railing put up by the police. “Ms. Harding! Who’s your date? This your new love?”
Mike went rigid but kept walking.
“She’s my friend, thank you,” Vivian called back as they made their way up the red carpet.
Friend. Yeah, that’s it. That’s where we’re heading eventually. But there was nothing friendly in how she responded to me yesterday. They strolled among the photo ß ashes and waving people. Finally they reached the tall double doors and made it through the entry rituals.
“That went well,” Vivian whispered as they made their way through the crowd in the hallway. “Let’s go Þ nd out where we’re supposed to sit.”
“Okay.” Mike half expected Vivian to let go of her arm now, but instead she walked closer and held on harder. “I have you.” Mike shivered at her own words and remembered when she’d uttered them yesterday. Then, a sweat-soaked Vivian had embraced her, trembled in
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Mike’s arms after coming so hard it nearly drove Mike to a rare orgasm as well.
“Yes, thank heavens, you do.” Vivian took a step closer, and Mike knew no one would believe she wasn’t merely a friendly companion, but Vivian’s date.
When they stopped at the seating chart, displayed on a painter’s easel, Mike scanned it and found Vivian’s name. To her relief, someone had written “guest” on the seat next to her. Mike guessed Manon or Marjorie had pulled some strings. Glancing at the other names, she noticed both Manon and Eryn were at the head table as well. Inside the room Þ lled with small groups of people chatting quietly, Mike noticed Eryn and Manon farther in. Glad to spot them, she patted Vivian’s hand. “Want to go over and talk to Manon and Eryn?”
“Yes, let’s do that. Manon should be at the head table also.”
“She is. And Eryn too, right across from her.”
Mike guided Vivian carefully among the round tables. Almost there, Mike saw the expressions on Manon’s and Eryn’s faces. “They don’t look too happy,” she murmured to Vivian. “In fact, they look furious. And there’s a man there, next to Manon.”
“What’s happened now?” Vivian squeezed Mike’s arm as they halted.
“Hello, there,” Mike said, and two heads snapped in her direction.
“Mike! You look…stunning!”
“Thank you. You look wonderful. What a lovely dress.” Mike had a chance to study the other couple while Manon and Vivian exchanged pleasantries. Eryn looked pale, with an unusual darkness in the way she looked at them.
“This is Dustin, my date for tonight.”
For tonight? Does she mean that literally, or is he her current lover? Either way, that gossip columnist will have a Þ eld day if she’s here. Mike shook hands with Dustin, who looked like a nice man, and then stepped closer and lowered her voice. “You okay, Eryn?”
Eryn sipped from her glass of champagne. “Yes.” The clipped tone suggested otherwise. “Damn, this pink stuff is too sweet, but it was this or something nonalcoholic. I’d hoped for a beer, but they don’t serve that till after dinner.”
“I can tell something’s wrong, but we can’t talk about it here.”
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Mike tried to convey her sympathy. “If you haven’t eaten recently you shouldn’t down that champagne too fast.”
“Yes. I know. I’ll be careful.” Despite her words she sipped the champagne again. “We can talk later. Too late, maybe.”
That’s when Mike knew Eryn was on the verge of tears. I bet this has everything to do with Manon. Eryn was clinging to a drink, and Manon was animated and nodding with a brilliant smile to people in passing. Something went down just before we came. Something really bad.
“I see we’re at the same table,” Vivian said. “Mrs. Dodd Endicott is so kind to include Mike and me.”
“Of course, you’re a guest of honor. We truly appreciate your contribution to our fund-raiser. The hospital wing is one of Marjorie’s pet projects, and she knows how much your participation will mean.”
“Then I’m honored.” Vivian reached out to Mike. “And glad she let me bring a guest too. I know this is East Quay’s biggest event of the year.”
“I’m not so sure,” Manon said. “The foundation’s event may be the most talked about.” She gestured toward Vivian. “Because of you, of course.”
Mike couldn’t judge if Manon’s eyes were darker than usual. Manon wore her ofÞ cial persona like a layer of cellophane, impenetrable and almost invisible. This woman was light years from the one who’d played the keyboard in her basement only yesterday.
“All right,” Vivian conceded. “But where’s Mrs. Dodd Endicott?
Does she plan to make a spectacular entrance once we’re seated?”
This remark elicited a giggle from Eryn. “Like joining us on a trapeze swinging down from the rafters, huh? I wouldn’t put that past her. She’s got more energy than all of us put together.”
Manon gave Eryn a worried look and stepped closer. In response, Eryn walked to Vivian’s other side and placed her hand on her arm. “I really have no idea, but I can’t imagine the poor woman standing by the door shaking everyone’s hand. At least a hundred and Þ fty people are invited.”
Mike noticed a ß ame ignite in Manon’s eyes at Eryn’s obvious display. “More. Almost two hundred,” Manon said through clenched teeth. “It’s time to sit down. I’ll just go have a word with the organizers Þ rst. Dustin, will you go with me?”
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“Of course.” The man sounded relieved to get out of a potentially explosive situation.
“Now, then.” Vivian turned toward Eryn. “What’s up?”
“Not now,” Eryn replied, and paled again.
“Not in detail, no,” Vivian insisted. “But when you left Mike’s yesterday with Manon, everything was Þ ne. Today you can cut the atmosphere with a knife.” She placed her hand on Eryn’s arm with the barest hint of fumbling. “Did you argue?”
Eryn swallowed hard, and Mike ached for her friend when she saw how hard Eryn clutched her champagne glass. “You saw,” she managed. “Him.”
“Her escort.” Vivian nodded. “Yes. That’s her front. She usually brings an escort to large functions like these. She’s done that for years. It took me a while to Þ gure out that they were pretend.”
Mike stared at Vivian, who was talking so casually about Manon’s current lover. Pretend? “What do you mean?”
“Dustin is a nice, polite young man.” Vivian lowered her voice to an almost inaudible murmur. “Manon always uses a professional, aboveboard escort service.”
Mike felt ß oored. She’d heard of such a service but assumed it had to do with sex; yet somehow she knew no sex was involved in Manon’s case. Mike made sure nobody was within earshot before speaking. “So Dustin’s for hire? Then,” she turned to Eryn, “you don’t have to be jealous.”
“I’m not jealous.” Eryn shook her head slowly. “I know she doesn’t want him that way. That’s not it. At all.” She choked on her words and had to swallow in between them. “Let’s not talk about it anymore now. Maybe tomorrow, if we’re still meeting in Mike’s basement?”
“We are.” Vivian’s voice was absolute. “Now we need it more than ever.”
We do. Mike wanted to hug Eryn. For the Þ rst time ever, her friend looked fragile, as if the smallest gust of wind could shatter her. With all her feistiness gone, her openhearted core was exposed to the elements. Mike cursed under her breath and felt Vivian gently squeeze her arm.
“Ladies and gentlemen, dinner is served!” The speaker’s voice broke the mood, and they moved toward the head table. As Mike sat down next to Vivian, she watched Eryn Þ nd her seat, Þ ve chairs away. Tonight would test their relationships. Mike hoped they’d come out unharmed, but she doubted it.
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Eryn honestly didn’t care about Dustin Pender’s person. She did, however, care greatly about what he represented. Manon’s lies, hiding, denial—it all upset her, and she felt nauseous when she thought about how she’d struggled to be proud of her identity since she was Þ fteen. I paid for it, the hard way, just to be me. I suffered the consequences and saw it through. You hide, Manon. You hide and you’re going to pay eventually. Damn, you just don’t get it, do you?
Eryn watched Manon converse skillfully with her neighbors at the table and reluctantly had to smile when she saw Mike. The coordinator of the birthday bash had obviously assumed Vivian would attend with a male escort, so Mike had messed up the seating arrangement. Archibald Rex now sat at the other end of the long table. Keeping ten people between them was enough for Eryn, and she made a point of not looking in his direction.
“I hear you’re commissioned to write the Dodd biography,” a young man named Gordy, who sat next to Eryn, said. After a brief conversation about the project and his background with the Belmont Foundation, he remarked, “The woman in the tuxedo. Michaela Stone. She was quite the poster girl for the foundation. That success story inspired a lot of people to actually open their wallets. She came to the Youth Center in Providence several times a week and told us her story, talked about how she’d beaten the odds. And look now. She’s here.”
“And so are you.”
“Well, yes, but mostly because my parents are invited.” Gordy grinned. “Marjorie has been kind and always taken a special interest in me, since I was her Þ rst ‘case.’”
As Gordy talked, Eryn took mental notes on the things she wanted to explore further about Marjorie herself. All the time, she thought about this new piece of information about Mike. You talk about your past sometimes, Mike. But you never talk about all the things you’ve done to compensate for it. Damn.
The lights dimmed, and a spotlight focused on Marjorie Dodd, who stood up from her chair. Dressed in a long silvery dress with white and gray embroidered ribbons, she looked regal. “Ladies and gentlemen, friends, coworkers, employees…all of you, family.” She
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smiled when her voice wavered. “And I promised myself to not become emotional.”
Marjorie collected herself. “Thank you, everyone, for helping me celebrate my century birthday, as one of my gardener’s children called it. Manon Belmont, I especially want to thank you for setting a good example in many ways. Your foundation assists numerous people, and your social conscience shames us all. You’ve taken your grandfather’s ideas and transformed them into a well-oiled charity organization that helps people help themselves.”
Marjorie waited while spontaneous applause resonated throughout the auditorium, then continued to list a few more people. “Finally, I’m honored to have a small part in bringing East Quay’s most famous and celebrated daughter home. Just when we need her most, she returns to offer us her greatest gift, her beautiful voice. Thank you for being here, Vivian Harding!”
Applause echoed through the room, and Eryn watched Vivian blush. She didn’t expect that. Way to go, Vivian. You deserve it. She glanced at Manon, still applauding like the others and warmly gazing at Vivian. All at once Eryn knew it was Manon who had persuaded Vivian to come home. And Manon and Marjorie are very good friends. In a way they’re like leading ladies, a queen and a crown princess of this New England town. Eryn felt the distance between Manon and her grow to oceanic proportions.
Doomed to fail before we even started. Damn. She clenched her Þ sts, unable to clap for Vivian anymore since her hands were trembling so much.
Damn.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
Vivian sat at one of the tables near the dance ß oor with Mike by her side. “I like this band,” she said, and motioned toward the twelve-man big band that played a potpourri of standards. “They’re good.”
“Yes,” Mike said. They had been talking to different people all evening, with no problems. She had rarely left Vivian’s side and didn’t think anyone had picked up on Vivian’s condition. But it was almost time to leave; she saw lines of fatigue frame Vivian’s eyes. “Are you ready to call it quits?”
“Yes, in a second. It’s just…” Vivian turned on her chair and it was as if she was able to look into Mike’s eyes. “I was just thinking how long it’s been since I danced.”
“Danced?” Oh, God, Vivi.
“Yes. And they’re playing ‘Night and Day,’ one of my favorites.”
“Are you trying to tell me you want to dance with me?” She wasn’t sure what she wanted Vivian to say.
“Yes. Would you mind?” Vivian’s hopeful expression made Mike feel sad.
“But all these people. We’ve talked to half of them, at least, and they’re bound to notice.”
“Are you about to chicken out?” Vivian was obviously teasing her.
“I’m thinking of you.”
“And I want to dance.”
Mike sighed and hoped nobody would pay attention to them.
• 207 •
GUN BROOKE
Some were more than a little drunk, and perhaps afterward they’d think they’d imagined it. “Okay. I’ll lead.”
“Please do.”
Mike took Vivian’s hand as they walked toward the dance ß oor. Then she encircled Vivian’s waist protectively and clasped her hand in the other. “Just follow me.” As she took two gliding steps backward, Vivian, safely within the circle of her arms, moved effortlessly with her, making it easy to change direction and lose herself in the dance. As Mike pulled Vivian closer and leaned her cheek against her temple, she smelled ß owers and musk.
People danced around them, and for a moment, Mike wondered if she was imagining things or if the dance ß oor was twice as crowded as when they began. “People are joining us.”
“Let them.” Vivian moved her head against Mike’s cheek in a little caress. “Just don’t let anyone cut in.” She sighed and sank deeper into Mike’s arms. “I don’t want to dance with anybody else.”
“Not even the mayor’s husband? He’s looking our way.”
“Heavens no. He’s nice, but a bit of a pompous ass.”
Mike laughed at Vivian’s uncharacteristic comment. “Oh, then we’d better move to the other end of the dance ß oor. Hang on.” Mike guided them away from the band and the bright stage lights. “Better?”
“Much. It’s darker here.”
Mike pressed her lips together for a moment before she spoke.
“Too dark?”
“No. Just dark. I have you to hold on to. I’m Þ ne.” Vivian sounded calm and content, and Mike prayed this feeling would last for a long time.
She dreaded the hour when Vivian ended their relationship, but all she could do about it right now was to keep her promise. She would be there for Vivian, to dance, to do anything, until Vivian said she didn’t want her any longer. To return to mere friendship after having kissed, caressed, and held Vivian was impossible. She needs me. I Þ ll a purpose. The story of my life. Am I ever going to meet anyone who merely wants me?
It was nice to be needed. Brenda had needed her—for a while—
but when the need became a rationalization for abuse, with accusations, blame, and Þ nally, rejection… Mike cringed. How had Brenda materialized while she was holding Vivian so close?
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Vivian was nothing like Brenda and never would be. Vivian was honest and warm, with a loving nature. Brenda couldn’t even spell the word “loving.” I was useful for a while and lost four years of my life because I was young and foolish. Haven’t I learned anything? Haven’t I grown beyond this? Mike turned her head and kissed Vivian’s forehead. I have. This is different. It has to be.
v
Manon danced past Vivian and Mike, and the sight of the two women together, oblivious—or indifferent—to what people might think made her anxious. She gripped Dustin’s shoulder tightly, and only when he groaned and tugged at his hand did she realize how hard she’d squeezed his Þ ngers.
“Wow, Manon, you’re strong,” Dustin said, and teased her by wiggling his Þ ngers and grimacing. “Lift weights?”
“Actually, I do.” Manon had to smile. “But my strong Þ ngers…my piano exercises caused them. I’m sorry.”
“I bet.” Dustin looked up and saw Mike and Vivian. “Hey, cool. Your friends are dancing. That’s turning a few heads. Way to go.”
“Yes.” Manon’s stomach churned. Where’s Eryn? She hadn’t seen Eryn leave, but considering her state of mind, it was entirely possible that she had, without bothering to say good-bye. Can’t she understand that I needed to show up in style? I booked Dustin more than four months ago. Should I have just canceled him because she was coming?
Manon tried to muster more indignation, but she should have known how Eryn would react. The way Eryn looked at her, touched her, and the way they connected on every level when they were together…
But she has no right to demand anything of me! I haven’t made her any promises. In fact the opposite. I’ve told her over and over why we can’t even try. She can only blame herself for building castles in the sand. Manon tried to see Eryn’s side. I responded to her kisses. I never stopped her advances. She probably thinks I was playing hard to get, and now I’m giving her the cold shoulder just because it suits me. Dustin swung by Vivian and Mike. “Ladies.” He grinned after winking at Manon, though she had no idea what he had in mind. “May I just dance around the ß oor with Ms. Harding?” he asked. “I promise to take good care of you, ma’am.”
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Manon stiffened and was about to stop Dustin, and Mike began to move away while shaking her head when Vivian interrupted. “I’d be delighted, Dustin.”
Manon felt trapped, since she’d never make a scene in public, something that had probably not escaped Dustin, because he smiled at her and winked again and whispered, “Hey, Manon, live a little. Let East Quay see that Manon Belmont is a modern, tolerant woman.”
Then he took Vivian in his arms, moving in smooth, short steps along the outskirts of the dance ß oor.
Uneasily, Mike said, “Manon?”
“Let’s dance, then, Mike.” Manon shivered but took a deep breath. To her surprise it was even easier to follow Mike than Dustin, and she knew that her new friend was the better dancer, which was no small thing, since Dustin was quite the expert. “Where did you learn to dance so well?”
“A woman I knew at the Providence Youth Center, Josie Quinn, loved to dance. She taught me all the classic dances.” Mike sounded wistful. “I haven’t seen her in a long time.”
“I remember that name. Wasn’t she one of the driving forces behind the youth center?”
“Yes. She encouraged me to apply for a scholarship from the Belmont Foundation.”
Manon forgot about feeling selfconscious for a moment. Something in Mike’s eyes, and in her voice, demanded all of her attention. “And that changed your life.”
“It changed everything. I was pretty broken when Josie reeled me in. She was the reason I stayed at the center.”
“Like a surrogate mom. Or sister? She must be in her sixties now, right?”
“Yes, I think so. Last I heard, she was sick and on medical leave. I went to see her, but she’d moved and left no forwarding address. The center won’t give out their employees’ home addresses.” Mike sighed, pulled Manon closer, and turned. Still the couple behind them accidentally nudged Manon’s back, and Mike tugged her a little closer.
“I could have my staff look into it. The youth division is in constant touch with all the youth centers in this area. Someone may know what happened and where she is.”
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“Would you? I’d really like to know…unless…” Mike swallowed and fumbled for words. “Unless she’s dead.”
“Let’s don’t believe the worst. I’ll get my people on it Þ rst thing Monday morning. Both for you and because this Josie sounds like a good candidate for one of our awards. Was she ever recognized for what she did for you?”
“I don’t think she wanted any attention. Josie was a bit of a mystery,” Mike murmured. “She never shared much, she was more hands-on. Teaching us to dance, to cook, and to laugh again.”
“Important things, all of them.”
“Then why do you look so sad?” Mike asked gently. “And where’s Eryn?”
Manon became rigid and pulled back a fraction of an inch. “I don’t know. Perhaps she went home.”
“She was pretty upset. You know that, don’t you?”
So it was more obvious than she realized, what had happened between her and Eryn. “Yes.”
“She has it bad for you,” Mike said in a low voice, close to Manon’s ear. She held on a little tighter, as if she feared Manon would break free and run to avoid her words. “If you’d seen how she glowed when we tried on our outÞ ts at Genevieve’s. She bought that dress hoping you’d Þ nd her beautiful.”
Manon went hot and cold. “She bought that dress today?”
“Yes. When she found it, she was radiant. Surely you saw that?”
Manon couldn’t speak. I saw nothing of the sort. All I saw was a disgruntled, rude woman who made a scene in public and embarrassed me. Manon had to confess to herself that Eryn hadn’t raised her voice once. Nobody, not even Dustin, had overheard a word. And all I could think of was my right to bring whom I wanted to the party, and how I have to keep up appearances, at any cost. But now Eryn was hurt, no matter the reason, and this was not just Manon any longer.
“May I have my date back?” Vivian interrupted Manon’s selfaccusing thoughts. “Mike?”
“Here, Vivi.” Mike stepped close to Vivian and wrapped her arm around her waist. “I think it’s time to go home. I’m tired.”
“You’re tired.” Vivian sighed. “I’m completely wiped out. Thank you for the lovely dance, Dustin. I wish you well and the best of luck in show business.”
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Dustin sounded utterly starstruck and was about to start dancing with Manon again when she held up a hand. “I’m tired too. It’s time to leave.”
Dustin nodded as if he wasn’t very surprised. “I had a great time, Manon. I’m always available for you.”
“I know. Let’s go.” Manon never used the same face twice in a row and probably wouldn’t ask for Dustin for another two years. And right now she was leery of professional escorts. Benjamin soon pulled out into trafÞ c and drove to Dustin’s hotel. After they dropped him off, Manon pressed the intercom button.
“Drive down to the beach, please.” She couldn’t breathe.
“Very well, ma’am. The one at the old marina?”
“Yes. That one.”
Benjamin turned the limousine around. As he parked not far from the boardwalk, he asked, “Are you sure this is safe?” motioning toward the waves crashing onto the sand and the cliffs.
“Yes. I’ll be Þ ne. I just need some air.”
“All right. Just checking, ma’am.” Benjamin opened the door for her.
“I’ll be right back.” Manon walked on the path between the dunes, but eventually she took off her high heels and carried them. The air was crisp and stars crowded the sky. Her grandfather had taught her the names of the most common constellations, but her grandmother had given them a touch of mystery by telling her about astrology. She was a Capricorn, which was hardly surprising, she thought. A Capricorn’s most common characteristics included ambition, adherence to duty, and being utterly methodical, loyal, and objective. Manon sighed. So much of that was true for her, but it wasn’t all that she was about. So many sides of her had almost withered away, and she was afraid she couldn’t resurrect them. Perhaps in her youth she could’ve been persuaded that being gay was totally all right. Instead, the Capricorn in her put a lid on these feelings. She’d buried her head in the sand and pretended her life was complete. Sand. The cool sand chilled her feet, which ached from wearing the sandals, and Manon stopped to savor the sensation.
“Are you freakin’ psychic?” a tired voice asked, startling Manon to gasp aloud. “I came here to be alone.”
v
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Vivian stepped out of the limousine and took Mike’s hand when she felt it against her shoulder. They strolled up the path to the house as the driver turned the limo and drove away. The night was clear, and the moon cast ink-black shadows among the dunes. Vivian was grateful for the motion detector that turned on the patio lights as they approached the house.
“Mike,” she began, and stumbled a little on her words. She fumbled in her purse and pulled out a key. “You don’t have to go home yet, do you? Stay awhile?”
Mike took the key out of Vivian’s hand and unlocked the door before she replied. “Sure. I don’t have to be back at the café until six to accept tomorrow’s deliveries.”
Vivian greeted the euphoric dogs. “Hi, boys. We’re back.” Then she turned to Mike. “Would you stay the night?”
“If you want me to.” Mike closed the door behind them and helped Vivian remove her stole, then hung it on a chair in the hallway. Something heavy, dark, and sweet Þ lled Vivian’s stomach and moved slowly downward, into her thighs. “Yes. Oh, yes, I want you.”
Mike stopped and took Vivian by the shoulders. “You sure?”
“Very sure.” Vivian couldn’t make out anything but Mike’s outline, and part of her mourned that she’d probably never be able to see Mike’s face again. Stay positive. Live in the moment, for this. “Would you let the dogs out really quick? They’re used to doing their thing on their own at this hour. They won’t stray.”
“Sure. Be right back.”
Mike left Vivian to her thoughts. She’s staying with me. She’s not leaving me just yet.
Mike returned momentarily and Vivian heard her order the dogs to go lie down. She returned to Vivian, who was still standing by the bay window in the hallway.
“Help me out of my dress, please,” Vivian requested.
“Come on.” Mike led her through the bedroom and into the adjoining bathroom.
The light in the bathroom made it possible for Vivian to actually see the two dark spots that were Mike’s eyes in the pale oval of her face. Vivian trembled and reached for the pins in her hair.
“Let me.” Mike’s hands were there before Vivian had time to reply. “You have such beautiful hair. Like silk.”
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“Not now,” Vivian objected. “It’s full of hair spray.”
“I can brush it out. That’ll get rid of it.”
Vivian’s breathing stopped. She reached out and touched Mike’s hair, stroking her ponytail. “Yes.”
“I might want to shower right away, though. My hair’s sticky from the gel.” Mike tugged gently at Vivian’s dress. “Can you manage?”
“If you unzip me.” Vivian turned her back toward Mike and felt soft Þ ngertips pull the zipper down all the way to her waist. The thin fabric immediately fell off her body, and she caught the dress just before it ended up on the ß oor. Stepping out of it, she held it out to Mike. “Is there a hanger somewhere?”
“Yes. Here.” Mike hung up the dress, then moved behind Vivian and began to remove the hairpins holding the elaborate hairdo in place. One by one, heavy strands fell on Vivian’s naked shoulders. Mike reached for something, and then Vivian felt a brush run through her hair, removing the hair spray. Soon it felt like a silken mist around her shoulders, and Mike leaned forward and buried her face in it.
“You smell so good,” Mike murmured. “I’ll take a quick shower now. Why don’t you go lie down?”
Vivian turned around and hugged Mike, not bothered that she wore only her bra and lace panties. “All right,” she whispered. “I’ll be waiting for you.” She paused, uncertain. “You’re okay about spending the night with me, aren’t you?”
“Of course. Don’t worry. As long as you want me here—”
“Oh, God, yes, I want you to.” Vivian groaned and nuzzled Mike’s neck. “Hurry.” Reluctantly, Vivian let go and completed her nightly ritual. After she removed her bra, she discarded her panties and silk stockings and slipped into bed naked, her heart pounding. She heard the shower run and then stop, and a moment later, the hairdryer buzzed. Eventually she saw the shadow of Mike approach the bed. “I borrowed a toothbrush from the package in the drawer.”
“Good.”
As Mike sat down on the bed Vivian reached out. She could smell the fragrance of her own soap, which made Mike seem even more familiar. Safer. More mine? God. She ran her Þ ngers over the top of the towel Mike had wrapped around herself and tugged gently at it.
“Come,” she whispered. “Be with me.”
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A muted whimper later, Mike slid down into the bed next to Vivian. “No regrets?”
“None. Never.” Vivian placed her hand on Mike’s shoulder and let it run down along her side. Mike felt wonderful to touch, her softness and feminine curves enticing her so much more than an angular male body ever had. Vivian mustered more courage and reached up and cupped a small, pert breast. She ß icked her thumb over the taut nipple and was rewarded by a gasp from Mike. With more courage, she rolled the nipple between her Þ ngers, grazing her blunt nails over it.
“Vivi…” Mike inhaled deeply. “Taste me, please.”
Eager and nervous, Vivian leaned on her elbow as she bent over Mike’s chest. She cupped Mike’s breast, raised it to her lips, and took the nipple into her mouth without hesitation. She’d never expected the sensation of it all. She sucked at the nipple and gently bit it several times, rewarded by Mike’s quiet whimpers.
Mike arched her back, as if she wanted to prolong and intensify the feelings, telling Vivian she was doing it right. She kissed a moist trail over to the other breast and repeated her actions there. Mike shivered and held on to Vivian’s head, burying her Þ ngers in the thick hair.
“That’s it. You feel so wonderful,” Mike whispered, her voice choked. “Yes, bite me like that. God, you make me…”
Vivian alternated between the breasts, cupping them both and licking in long, sensual movements. Mike held her the entire time, and eventually she turned Vivian over on her back and hovered above her. v
Mike had never seen Vivian look this beautiful. The blond masses covered most of the pillow, and her full-Þ gured body glowed beneath Mike’s. Vivian was all deep valleys and high hills, and her skin was smooth and ß awless. Mike examined Vivian, taking in the details and mentally storing them for the future.
Vivian was a true blonde, Mike noticed, and the sight of the thin patch of blond hair at the apex of Vivian’s thighs made Mike’s mouth go dry. Instead she turned her attention to the large, full breasts and lowered her head. She blew teasingly at the closest nipple and watched it pebble even further. She licked it slowly and Vivian groaned, raising her hips off the bed. “Cara…oh, yes.” Her voice was deep and husky,
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urging Mike on. She sucked the nipple deep in the wet cavity of her mouth and licked it rapidly while she gently used her teeth to elicit more groans from Vivian.
Mike moved her hand down Vivian’s slightly rounded stomach and let it rest, motionless, on top of her pubic hair. When Vivian opened her eyes and looked into Mike’s, Mike knew she couldn’t see her, at least she didn’t think so, and yet she returned the look as she pressed harder against Vivian. “Spread your legs for me, Vivi,” she murmured, gazing at her. “That’s right. And look at me. I want to see what you’re feeling.”
As Vivian slowly spread her legs and pulled one knee up, Mike shivered at the trusting gesture. Vivian’s swollen sex was now at her mercy, and Mike knew she had to act quickly but also gently. Positioning herself between Vivian’s legs, she pushed them apart and lay down on top of Vivian, careful not to put too much of her weight on her. Vivian moaned again and wrapped her legs around Mike.
Mike felt engulfed by hot velvet, and she sank farther into the embrace. Vivian’s lips found hers and they kissed deeply for long moments before Mike pushed away a few inches. “I have to touch you.” It had been so long since she’d trusted anyone enough to be this close, this intimate.
“Touch me, then,” Vivian urged huskily. “Touch me any way you want.”
Mike slid a hand down between them until it rested between her sex and Vivian’s. The feeling of their hot wetness on either side of her hand was almost too much. She buried her face in Vivian’s neck. “Are we going too fast? I wanted this to be romantic and wonderful for you,”
she whispered as she tried to control her raging lust.
“You’re doing Þ ne. Your touch is driving me crazy,” Vivian replied in a strained voice. “It didn’t take much for me last time, remember.”
But I want it to last. I don’t want you to become sated too soon and lose interest. Please, make it last. Mike curled her Þ ngers between Vivian’s folds and for the Þ rst time, she touched Vivian’s clitoris, if only brieß y. Swollen and wet, Vivian undulated against Mike’s Þ ngertips.
“Mike, cara, I need more. Please.”
Mike sobbed at the plea and moved to have better access. She was shivering at the realization that she was about to make Vivian hers. Mine. If only for a moment. She parted Vivian’s swollen folds completely and found the source of her wetness. Without hesitation,
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she slid two Þ ngers inside and curled them slightly to reach the spot that would create more enjoyment for Vivian. Moving her thumb to the clitoris again, she could tell by Vivian’s sharp intake of breath that she was doing this right.
Mike pushed all the way inside, marveling at the tightness around her Þ ngers. Vivian was now moaning, and she pulled her knees up farther, exposing herself entirely. Mike kept her hand in place, absorbed in giving Vivian pleasure as she moved again to kneel between Vivian’s legs. She stared at the sight of her Þ ngers plunging deeply into Vivian and pulling back, covered with her juices.
Eventually the sensations became too much and Mike couldn’t hold back any longer. She leaned forward, doubling over, and pressed her tongue to Vivian’s swollen clitoris. The sweet wetness was even more arousing than Mike had dreamed. She treated the clitoris with tenderness until she realized Vivian was pressing harder and harder against her, apparently seeking a Þ rmer caress. Vivian went rigid and hooked her legs around Mike again, whimpering and moaning out loud as convulsions began and increased with every lick from Mike. When Mike took her clitoris into her mouth and sucked at it, Vivian gave a sharp cry, clipped short when she trembled all over.
Vivian’s orgasm made Mike’s own sex overß ow with moisture, and Mike crawled up Vivian’s body and straddled her thigh. “Raise your leg, Vivi,” she instructed in a husky voice. “That’s it. Keep it there. I have to…” She slid up and down Vivian’s thigh, coating it with her slick wetness. “Yes. Yes!” She rode the leg unabashedly, undulating and pushing toward the orgasm that always eluded her. The harder she pushed, the further away the orgasm seemed to escape. Mike shivered and tears stung behind her eyelids.
“Here, cara, let me help you. Let me do this for you,” Vivian whispered, and nudged Mike off of her leg. She pushed Mike onto her back and unceremoniously took an aching nipple into her mouth, while she thrust her hand between Mike’s legs. “This part I know,” she murmured around the nipple.
Long Þ ngers entered Mike and Þ lled her completely. Mike could hardly breathe anymore. She clung to the sheet with closed Þ sts and forced herself to lie still, to merely feel what Vivian was doing to her. I can allow her. I can let her give me pleasure. I can. Mike waited for the moment when the feelings would diminish and eventually fade away,
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prepared to do what she’d always done before. She hated it, but she didn’t want to annoy or disappoint Vivian. After all, she was the expert. Brenda certainly never suspected that she faked every orgasm for four years.
Mike listened to her body and counted the seconds as the burning sensation between her legs became more and more agonizing. She didn’t understand how it could keep increasing like that without setting her aß ame.
“Let it go. You’re so close,” Vivian whispered, before she moved up and kissed Mike tenderly. She slid her tongue into Mike’s mouth and kissed her without pressure. “There,” she murmured against Mike’s lips. “Come on, cara. You’re okay.”
“I…oh, God. Oh, oh.” Mike gasped for air and small Þ res erupted in her clit, gathered more energy inside her, and then shot in different directions—into her legs, her stomach, over and over. Stunned, Mike realized that Vivian had coaxed her into having an orgasm. “Vivian!”
“Give it to me. Share it.” Vivian aligned her body with Mike’s, her Þ ngers still buried inside her.
Mike ß ung an arm around Vivian and pressed her face into the long hair, sobbing violently. “Oh, God. Vivi.”
“I’m here. It’s okay to cry. There, cara.” She held on to Mike and rocked her gently, and Mike’s heart broke again when she realized all the more what she was about to lose when Vivian decided she’d had enough of this novelty. If it was hard enough before, it was pure anguish now.
“You all right?” Vivian whispered in Mike’s ear.
“Yes. Yes.”
“You were amazing.”
Me? Mike wanted to tell Vivian about her unexpected orgasm, her Þ rst in the arms of someone else, but knew it would only put yet another strain on their relationship. The last thing Mike wanted was to create more guilt for Vivian. “You made me come so hard.” She couldn’t help the wonder in her voice.
“Only because you inspired me.” Vivian pulled at the covers.
“Here, this’ll keep us warm.” She curled up next to Mike. “I’ve dreamed of us lying together like this.”
Mike’s heart was slowly calming, but now it stopped for a few moments before racing again. You have? Vivian wasn’t in this relationship for the long haul, but she had a special gift for being
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loving and caring in the present. Determined to take everything she was offered, to collect it for cold, lonely nights, Mike greedily absorbed each touch, each word.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
Eryn stared at the shoeless, shivering Manon with more surprise than anger. After staring at the crashing waves for a long time, she knew her anger was primarily directed toward herself. I’m a fool. I knew she’d never be able to reciprocate and still I allowed myself to… Eryn brieß y touched her aching temple where the bruises had faded enough to be covered with makeup.
“Eryn.” Manon, shoes dangling from her right hand, grasped Eryn’s shoulder. “Can I give you a ride home?”
“You drove all the way to the beach to ask me that?” Eryn sneered and immediately regretted her reaction when Manon ß inched.
“No. I didn’t know you were here. I thought you’d already gone home.” Manon gazed at the sea and hugged herself against the cold wind. “I…I needed some time alone, that’s all.”
“Where’s your date?” Eryn glanced over Manon’s shoulder, fully expecting Dustin to trot over the dunes any second.
“At an inn. He lives in Boston and is driving back tomorrow.”
Oh. Eryn looked mesmerized how Manon’s hair broke free and now launched one hairpin after another into the strong wind. Despite her best efforts not to, she removed a strand that had wrapped itself across Manon’s eyes. The silky feel enticed her, and an aching, almost furious tenderness overwhelmed her.
“So, what do you say? Are you coming?”
“Didn’t you want to be alone?”
Manon grimaced and looked down at her sandy feet. “It’s a little too cold for a walk on the beach in this outÞ t.” She glanced back up.
“And besides, we need to talk.”
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Eryn jerked. “Yeah, I know. Why not? I’m tired, so let’s go.”
They trudged back to the limousine, and Benjamin held the door for them. After Manon climbed in and sat in the far corner, she opened the bar and smiled as she spotted a steaming pot. “Ben, you haven’t?”
“I have for the last twenty years, so why not this time?”
“Thank you, again. Eryn, would you like some coffee?” Manon poured a tall mug full.
“Not that much, just a small cup.”
“Here you go.” Manon sat down next to her with the enormous mug in her hands, smelling the hot drink with obvious delight before taking a sip.
“I acted like a fool. I’m sorry I embarrassed you.” The words left Eryn’s mouth before she could formulate them better. Perhaps just saying it out loud was better anyway.
Manon sipped her coffee and leaned back. “I’m sorry I didn’t have the courage to go by myself. Marjorie would have thought nothing of it. I should have canceled Dustin.”
“No. You have to do a lot for appearance’s sake, but I could never live like that.”
Manon paled. “Never?”
“No. I’ve fought all my life for the right to be me, with all that it entails, and practically alienated my mother in the process. We argue constantly. We can’t exist in the same room for more than half an hour without arguing. I’ve sacriÞ ced a lot to remain out, for almost twenty years.”
“And I have no choice?”
“Excuse me, Manon, but do you want a choice? Are you interested in me to that degree?”
Manon went from pale to a rosy blush in seconds. “I…I suppose. I don’t know!”
“Damn. It’s as if we’re sitting on two different swings and spend most of the time moving in opposite directions. The short, wonderful moments when we’re at the same place…aren’t enough. In fact, they’re frustrating!” Eryn clung to the hot cup, warming her Þ ngertips.
“Agreed.” Manon sighed. “You scared me tonight.”
“What?”
“I thought I’d offended or hurt you so bad you’d want revenge. I was afraid you’d out me right then and there.”
“I’d never do that!”
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“I wasn’t sure.” Manon sipped more coffee. “It scared me. It always scares me to not be in control, I suppose.”
“Then you must be afraid a lot. Nobody’s in control all the time.”
“Do you think I don’t know that?” Manon ß ung a hand in the air and almost spilled her coffee.
“Hey, careful there.” Eryn took the mug out of Manon’s hand.
“You’re okay. I’d never do anything to hurt you or your reputation. Tonight’s performance will never happen again.”
“I believe you. And I’ve never lied to you.”
Eryn frowned, not quite sure where Manon was going with this change of topic. “I’m glad to hear that.”
“That doesn’t mean that I’ve told you everything either. Not telling isn’t the same as lying.”
“I agree, up to a point.”
“I am attracted to you. You know that.” Manon laced her Þ ngers and tugged at them, obviously battling a bad case of nerves.
“But I’ve made it pretty clear what kind of existence I’ve chosen for myself.”
Yeah, the existence of a prisoner in that closet of yours! Eryn fought to stay quiet and let Manon continue.
“I can’t be selÞ sh and ignore all the people who need the foundation’s help. They have so much less than I do, we could be from different planets.” She looked expectantly at Eryn, as if waiting for her to agree.
“But nobody, certainly not the people you help, demands that you live a lie. You just don’t believe that you deserve to be happy. You think you have to be perfect and that lesbians aren’t perfect.”
“That’s not true!”
“Yes, it is. Why can’t you come out? Who would mind? Your rich contributors who can deduct every cent and sleep well for sharing with the less fortunate? Don’t you think they’d prefer the wealthy Frenchdescended aristocrat to be a lesbian instead of a man-eater, if they knew you truly loved a woman with all your heart, instead of acting like a man-eater?”
“A man-eater? How dare you?”
Realizing she was getting too loud, Eryn tried to calm down. “If you come out, sure, you’ll run into bigots, and some will withdraw, but the best ones will stick by you. The wealthy gay people might open their wallets even more for your charities if you stopped living a lie.”
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Manon shook her head. “You don’t understand—”
“Oh, but I do, Manon.” Eryn’s heart softened and so did her voice.
“Better than you think. You started out in a picture-perfect family—a father, a mother, and a twin brother—and lost both your twin and your mother within a couple of years. Suddenly you were it.”
Manon nodded slowly.
“You personiÞ ed the future for your father and grandfather and learned, from experience and from assumption, what was expected of you. And somewhere along the line, you decided that because you survived, you needed to sacriÞ ce your own happiness completely to be worthy. You lived when your brother died. You couldn’t ask for unconventional happiness as well, could you?”
Tears ran down Manon’s cheeks. “Stop. Stop it.”
“I know I can’t tell you how to live your life. But you’re going to crack one of these days. You’ll stress yourself into an ulcer or a stroke.”
Eryn put her coffee cup down and took both of Manon’s hands in hers. “You don’t have to be alone. Let me show you what you’re missing. I’m not being conceited. You may not be meant to spend your life with me, but you are meant to be with someone like me. A woman.”
v
Manon felt overwhelmed and clung to Eryn’s hands as she struggled against the burning sensation in her chest and behind her eyelids. Finally, she gasped, “Do you really…think you’re saying anything I haven’t told myself a thousand times?”
“You may have,” Eryn said gently, “but have you ever listened to yourself? To the voices inside that suggest you should be who you are?”
Was Eryn right? Did she listen to the stern, forbidding voices only? Manon was about to answer when Benjamin lowered the privacy window. “Ma’am, there’s a problem up ahead.”
Immediately, Manon slipped into her perfect self-control, pulled free of Eryn’s hands and scooted closer to Benjamin. “What’s wrong?”
“An accident on the bridge, and it’s total gridlock ahead. I can’t
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turn the limo at this narrow part of the bridge so we’re going to have to wait until they clear a lane.”
“Oh, no. Is anyone hurt?”
“I don’t think so, but several cars have their fenders locked.”
“Let’s hope it doesn’t take too long.” Manon leaned back as Benjamin closed the dividing window.
“So we’re stuck here. Well, that might be dangerous.” Eryn shrugged with a lopsided grin.
“What do you mean?”
“I was afraid you’d throttle me earlier. I hope I live long enough to see the next sunrise.”
Manon had to smile. “Very funny.”
“That’s me. Funny and amusing.”
Something was amiss, and Manon studied the face that she already knew so well. It haunted her at night and appeared at every waking moment. “You’re that and so much more. I’m sorry if my attitude toward you has made you doubt yourself.”
“I don’t doubt myself. At least not that way. I’m just…” Eryn shrugged. “I’m just more afraid of getting my heart torn to pieces than losing face.”
“The attraction you’ve talked about all along…goes beyond mere sex?”
“Of course it goes beyond sex! Do you really think I’d be tormenting both of us if this was just about getting laid?” Eryn sighed.
“And there’s nothing ‘mere’ about sex. Or at least there shouldn’t be.”
Manon stared at Eryn, and Eryn covered her mouth with her hand. Then Manon felt her lips twitch. At the same time, Eryn’s eyes started twinkling, and they both burst out laughing. When Manon looked up and saw Eryn clutching her injured arm, she laughed again until she wiped at the tears Þ nally streaming down her face. “Oh, good Lord.”
“Calling on deities will only get you so far,” Eryn snorted. “And since I’m involved, the good Lord must be screening his calls.”
A new bout of laughter hit, and this time Benjamin lowered the window again. “Is everything okay?”
“We’re Þ ne, Ben,” Eryn said. “Just a bit tired, I suppose.”
“Very well, ma’am.” Benjamin sounded perfectly unfazed. Slowly regaining some composure, Manon reached for her coffee and smiled carefully. “That felt sort of good.”
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“It felt great. We needed a release, and if I couldn’t persuade you to make love to me in the back of this Þ ne vehicle…”
Manon paused, then raised an eyebrow. “Since we’re stuck here, maybe it’s not too late.”
“Manon!”
It was worth pulling a fast one to see the expression on Eryn’s face.
“I’ll get you for that!” Eryn leaned forward and buried her Þ ngertips just under Manon’s ribs, tickling her.
“No, no, no! Please!” Manon tried to pull away. “I hate being tickled!”
“Good,” Eryn panted, but relented. “Good to know for future reference, because I can be ruthless.” She smoothed Manon’s hair.
“You look a lot better. Color back in your cheeks and the wonderful sparkle in your eyes. I love your smile.”
Manon felt as if she were swaying. “You’re beautiful, like a forest creature from a fairy tale. Ethereal. Even if you’re very strong and determined.”
“Whatever gave me away?” Eryn smiled. “Ethereal? That’s a Þ rst.”
“I like that mix of traits in you. You’re admirable in many ways. Brave, kind, annoying, persistent…the list is getting longer by the minute.”
“For you too.” Eryn scooted even closer and put an arm around Manon’s shoulders. “Stubborn, selß ess, shy, frustrating—”
“What do you mean, shy?”
“You have to take a breath or two before you talk to people, don’t you? Even if you’d never let it show.”
Manon closed her eyes for a second. “Yes. You’re right.”
“Nothing wrong with that. It’s part of your complex, wonderful personality.” Eryn leaned forward. “And I’m going to kiss you now, if that’s okay. I won’t make love to you in the limo, because that’s a little too unromantic for a Þ rst time. I’ll save that for a nice warm bed.”
Manon held her breath, unable to object even if she’d wanted to. When Eryn brushed her lips along Manon’s, Manon let Eryn’s tongue in. The slow, deep kiss was sensual in a way she could never have anticipated. Eryn cupped both her cheeks and tilted Manon’s
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head slightly, then examined every part of her mouth and kissed her senseless.
Manon parted her lips and gave as much as she was given, took as much as she was offered. Eryn’s tongue caressed and teased Manon’s tongue, coaxed it to play with hers. Eryn tasted of strawberries, or apples, which aroused Manon and left her breathless, moisture growing between her legs.
She moved restlessly in Eryn’s arms and bit down gently on the greedy lips that kissed her. Eryn’s gasp of pleasure into Manon’s mouth only fueled her Þ re.
The car jerked forward. Eryn ended the kiss, and Manon let her head fall on Eryn’s shoulder. Content to just sit there, they rode in silence all the way home. For now, this was enough. v
Mike stirred in her sleep and woke up with her heart pounding fast and hard. “No!” she called out, uncertain where she was. “Please. No.”
“Cara?” a sleepy voice next to her murmured, and then a naked arm pulled her back down. “Come here. Did you have a bad dream?”
“I…can’t remember.” But Mike knew exactly what the dream had been about. She’d had it before and it had been worse than ever.
“I think you can. Why not tell me?”
Mike really didn’t want to. She didn’t believe that everything you brought out into the daylight lost its power over you. Some things belonged in the shadows and should stay there.
“You said, ‘No, please, no’ and sounded like you were about to cry. You sounded, I don’t know, very young.” Vivian sounded more alert now.
“Perhaps.”
“Were you a child in the dream?”
Surrendering to the tender voice and the loving embrace, Mike sighed and nodded against Vivian’s neck. “Yes. I’m in a car and they’re driving me away. They’re taking me from my father and he’s not”—the words stuck in Mike’s throat—“he doesn’t even try to stop them.”
“Go on.”
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“It stops there. Sometimes I have the dream several times in one night until I give up and go running.”
“How many times did this happen to you? Moving you from place to place?”
“I was in and out of nine foster homes, starting when I was eight. When I was Þ fteen I ran away.”
“At Þ fteen? Where did you go?”
“To Providence. A lot of people don’t want to admit we have homeless people and street kids in good old New England, but it’s true. I lived in shelters, lying about my name and my age, for years.”
“And then what happened? How did you go back to school and get a business degree?”
“I came out of a long, abusive relationship.” Mike curled up in a small knot. “I lived with Brenda for more than three years, until I was twenty-one. She was hard to live with, but I thought she loved me, so I kept trying to adapt.”
“And she used that.”
“Yes. She said jump—I asked how high. ”
A long silence became even longer as they both waited for the other one to speak. Eventually Vivian cleared her voice. “I’m sorry you’re having such difÞ cult nights sometimes. I hope being with me, right now, doesn’t make it worse.”
“Truthfully, it may, but I’m used to these dreams. They stop bothering me as soon as I wake up.”
Vivian held on tighter to Mike and kissed the top of her head. “I’m not entirely convinced.”
Mike felt Vivian’s hand move slowly up and down her back. The touch soothed her, and her eyelids became heavy again. “You’re here to comfort me,” she murmured. “That counts for a lot.”
“I hope so, darling.” Vivian spoke with her lips against Mike’s hair. “Just close your eyes and let me hold you. I’m sorry you had such a rough childhood. It breaks my heart to think you were all alone, with nobody to speak for you. But you’re not alone now. If you have more nightmares, I’ll be here.” Vivian pressed her lips to Mike’s temple. For how long? Until you’ve explored what I have to offer and decide you’ve had enough? The dark thoughts frightened Mike, and she pushed them out of her head. Vivian wasn’t the calculating type. She was warmhearted and fair. Protective, even. She’d never willingly put Mike’s feelings on the line.
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I do that so well myself. I went from one impossible relationship to another, with almost a decade in between. Mike drew a deep breath and pressed her forehead into Vivian’s shoulder. She needed to say something, something that was so hard to utter, bile rose in her throat before she could swallow again. “Vivian?”
“Yes, cara.”
“Please, just don’t leave me without some sort of sign Þ rst?” Mike was afraid that Vivian would pretend not to understand.
“I won’t. My offer to remain a friend still stands. For now, I’m here, but we can’t be lovers much longer because it’s not fair to you. I’ll always be your friend, I promise you that.”
Unshed tears stung Mike’s eyes. “You know I can’t do that. We could have settled for friendship if we’d never started having sex.”
“It was never just about sex.” Vivian’s voice had a catch in it, and Mike realized she wasn’t as distant as she feared.
“Never,” Mike agreed, and placed a kiss on Vivian’s shoulder. And for me, it never will be.
Vivian placed a Þ nger under Mike’s chin and tipped her head back.
“God, Mike, you wring my heart. I’ve made my decision, and you’re making it hard to stick by it. Don’t…please?”
How she pleads with me. How she uses her beautiful voice to soothe me and be the one who calls the shots. It’s your way or the highway, isn’t it, Vivi? Mike clenched her teeth so hard that a taste of iron permeated her mouth. “Don’t worry,” she replied in a hollow voice.
“I won’t.” And there I go again. Protecting her, from me.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Vivian stood among her friends in Mike’s home, her eyes closed as they played their instruments, and let the shimmering tones ß ow through her. Eryn’s guitar hit crystal-clear notes that sliced through the air and whirled around Vivian as if coaxing her to follow them.
She let her well-trained voice tell the story of her bewildered heart. Simultaneously, Manon’s hands engaged the digital piano, thundering and vibrant, to help support Vivian. Liberated from the constraint of words, Vivian reached new heights and new depths. She shivered, amazed at her heartrending sound, almost too personal to bear. Vivian slowly turned under the bright lights by the little podium where Mike kept her drum set. The warm light made it possible to distinguish the outline of Mike’s face. Mike kept a suggestive low beat going, allowing Eryn and Vivian to compete. Vivian turned toward the guitarist, who to her dimmed vision looked like a wild fairy with her red hair loose around her shoulders. The light was also good enough for Vivian to see the rapid movements of Eryn’s hands over the strings. Vivian operated purely by instinct, and as the music built toward a crescendo, she walked slowly over to Eryn and placed her hand on her right shoulder.
Eryn raised the neck of her guitar and leaned toward Vivian. Low notes teased, escalated, withdrew again, and then, Þ nally, chased Vivian’s voice over the precipice. The instruments all supported her as she tumbled down, and Vivian felt as if they were cradling her voice. Slowly the music faded. Vivian was a little out of breath and
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remained with her hand on Eryn’s shoulder in the complete silence, the music still ringing in her ears.
“Damn,” Eryn sighed. “So, as I suspected, it wasn’t a one-shot thing. Today was even better, don’t you agree?”
“Yes,” Manon said, as she rose and joined them. “I was afraid that we’d be really bad.” She circled Vivian’s waist and squeezed her gently. “I’m glad we weren’t.”
“Are you kidding?” Eryn laughed. “We’re really on to something. Mike, I don’t know how you beat that sound out of your drums, but it was brilliant.”
“I’ll be damned if I know. I listen to you guys and let my hands do the work. All I have to do is pay attention.”
“Sounds like you’ve trained for years.” Vivian was proud of the fact that Mike had developed a remarkable skill on the drums intended as an outlet for her turbulent feelings.
“Thank you. I just play.”
“I know, cara.” Vivian didn’t care if Manon and Eryn saw, but leaned forward and kissed Mike’s cheek carefully. She was really bad at judging distances now, and even if she was careful, walking Perry and Mason had become nearly impossible.
“You make a lovely couple,” Eryn said, with joy in her voice.
“You suit each other. What do you think, Manon?”
After a brief silence Manon answered. “I agree. It’s pretty obvious how you feel. You complement each other well.”
“I’m glad you think so. I’m happy as long as Mike will have me.”
“Vivian.” Mike sounded friendly but cautious.
“Mike is the faithful, dedicated kind,” said Eryn. “She won’t give up on you, whatever happens.”
Vivian’s lips became rigid. It was hard to talk about their situation, but she thought it was time to enlighten their friends. “She’ll have to. I’m not in this for the long haul. I merely came to do the charity concert before I retire. You’ve guessed that my eyesight isn’t what it’s been? You’re correct. I’m going blind, and at best I can look forward to distinguishing the difference between dark and light. Perhaps the outline of a Þ gure.”
“Vivian.” Manon sighed. “I knew it was bad, but…I’m sorry.” She put an arm around Vivian’s back. “It doesn’t have to affect your work, though. Your voice is intact and better than ever.”
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“I won’t be performing after the charity event.” Vivian shivered. Can’t they understand? No, perhaps not. The mist around her became denser, and she pulled back from their touch.
“What you’re going through is terrible, Vivian,” Eryn said, “but there are other blind opera singers and other performers. Andrea Bocelli, Ray Charles, Stevie Wonder, and José Feliciano. Their audiences love them.”
“There’s a difference!” Vivian lashed out, her emotions surging.
“You don’t understand.” With her quivering hands stretched out before her, she turned her back on the other three and walked toward Mike’s kitchen.
“Vivi, wait.” Mike caught up with her and took her gently by her elbow. “Make us understand. Please. We’re your friends. Tell us.”
It was almost impossible to resist Mike’s low, pleading voice. The hold on her elbow felt loving, not constraining. “Let me go,” Vivian demanded, but even she didn’t think she sounded convincing.
“No. I don’t want to. You set up those rules, but I never said I wouldn’t Þ ght them. You haven’t Þ gured me out yet, have you?” Mike sounded kind but also unyielding. “Unless you can tell me that I mean nothing to you and really mean it, or that our night together wasn’t what you expected—”
“Stop it! I told you. You don’t understand.”
“Try me. Try us.”
“She’s right.” Eryn joined them. “Let’s sit down.”
Vivian walked over to the couch and sat down in the far corner, and she did indeed feel cornered. I’m not prepared to dissect how I feel out loud. “The progress of the condition I have, Leber’s hereditary optic neuropathy, is rather gloomy. There’s no cure. The pain will slowly go away, but…” At a loss for words, Vivian shrugged.
“Why couldn’t you do concerts? Special television performances?”
Manon asked as the others took their seats. “You’re the most popular opera singer since Maria Callas among fans outside the opera world. Among the opera enthusiasts, I think it’s a tie between you and Cecilia Bartoli.”
“I’ve made up my mind.” Vivian clung to her arguments. “It’s hard enough to perform without having to stumble through, unable to read the music or see the conductor, the audience…anybody.”
“I appreciate that this might pose a problem, but just look at our jam sessions,” Eryn said. “You have incredible timing and, most likely,
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perfect pitch. That means you can eventually make reading the music redundant. And as for the audience—standing in the limelight, you don’t see them anyway. You sense them.”
Vivian tried to remember what she meant to say. Stressed by her friends’ arguments, she clasped her hands on her lap. “You said it yourself. I was the best, I owned my audience, and they ate out of my hand. No way will I settle for a less than perfect performance just so I can stay in the limelight.” She almost hissed the last sentence.
“No one would ask you to do that,” Manon murmured, and leaned her head against Vivian’s shoulder. “But there are other ways—”
“Not for me. I intend to make a quick, clean break.”
“And that’s how you plan to cut me off?”
Vivian faltered at Mike’s words. Her eyes stung, she didn’t know whether because of their discussion or her condition.
“This is how you reason, isn’t it, Vivi?” Mike spoke almost inaudibly. “This is how you see our relationship, something of a last chance, a last try, before you isolate yourself because, in your own opinion, you’re damaged!” Mike took hold of Vivian’s upper arm and almost shook her. “Don’t you see? We’re all a little bit defective. We’re not losing our sight, but other things in our lives make us less than perfect…nobody’s perfect.”
“You are.” Vivian spoke the truth as she saw it.
“Manon, why don’t we go make some coffee?” Eryn said quietly.
“Good idea. I could use a cup.”
Vivian felt the two women get up from the couch and heard them leave the room. As if Manon and Eryn had provided a shelter from Mike’s unleashed emotions, Vivian pressed harder against the backrest.
“I’m not even close to perfect,” Mike replied. She moved closer and pressed her lips behind Vivian’s ear and sobbed. “I’m more damaged than you can imagine. Damn it, I’m a pitiful excuse of a woman who can’t fall asleep if I don’t sing lullabies to myself! Maybe that’s why you’re breaking up before we really get started.”
v
Mike’s heart pounded, and each contraction sent ice and hot blood in a strange mix through her veins. The pain was unbelievable and she blamed no one but herself. I did this a second time. I had promised
• 234 •
COFFEE SONATA
myself, and yet here I am…about to have my heart torn out and shredded.
Vivian turned so quickly toward Mike that she accidentally bumped into her shoulder and arm. “I’m sorry. Did I hurt you? Stupid question. Of course I did.” Vivian’s face became as pale as her hair.
“What can I say to make it better?”
“You can tell me that you’re not leaving me just because you’re battling a disability.”
“You can’t possibly want to stay with a blind, middle-aged woman.”
“You tell me that like it’s a fact of life! Damn it, Vivian. I can certainly decide who I want to be with. It’s not your job to protect me!”
“I can’t help it! We’re heading for disaster if I encourage you to stay.” Vivian gestured vaguely.
Mike considered Vivian’s words. She seems so tired. And yet, for a moment during the jam session, Vivian had been invigorated and vibrant. Her voice had gone from angelic to earthy and raw. You were marvelous. “You don’t paint a very ß attering picture of me.” She placed her hand on top of Vivian’s. “If I were going blind or deaf, or became paralyzed…would you still want to be with me?”
“Of course, I would. That’s different—”
“No, it isn’t, prima donna!” Mike lowered her voice further, licking her lips. “Your attitude is so damn arrogant.”
“How dare…” Vivian hastily ß ung her hands in the air, then slumped back, looking tired and empty. “Am I that horrible?”
“No, you’re wonderful. Just afraid, I think.” Mike coughed to clear her throat from threatening tears, afraid that she might have to live alone forever.
“But you’re right. I am arrogant, in a way.” Vivian folded her arms across her chest. “It’s reality, though. You’re not going blind. I am. You’re young, with a future, and my future is…”
“…is different than you imagined it’d be, but it doesn’t have to be a bad thing.”
Something in Vivian’s attitude told Mike she had only this one opportunity to try and convince her; otherwise she’d lose her. “You’ll need help, that’s true, but you’ll be able to perform. You’ll just have to sing in different settings. You have so much to offer, and it would be such a waste if you threw that away. Please,
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Vivi, don’t you understand? I need you.” Her voice sank to a broken murmur. “I’ve never told anyone that before. Ever.”
Vivian sat in silence for a moment, her beautiful blue eyes locked a fraction of an inch below Mike’s. “Why?”
It was a question Mike had dreaded, and her insides knotted. No words would come. Desperate, Mike whimpered and hid her face in Vivian’s neck. The satin skin, together with the fresh scent of citrus and sandalwood, comforted her. “I need you. You make me feel safe, sometimes. The way I feel about you scares me, but…I can’t let you go. I can’t.”
“Cara—”
“Am I? Or is that a word you use for many other people?”
“No, no. You are my only dearest one.” Vivian sounded different.
“I never imagined I would feel like I do, since I’ve always kept people at a distance. You slipped in under my radar.” She hugged Mike closer.
“If I wasn’t ill, or about to need help with so many things that I’d tie you down…when you deserve so much more, I’d reason differently.”
“Tie me down? You haven’t and you never will! Can’t you see that you’ve set me free?” Mike whispered frantically. “You’ve given me so much. From day one you’ve treated me as an equal, a productive person who contributes like everybody else.”
“Of course you—”
“To you, I’m not a misÞ t with a sorry excuse for a father. I’m not a charity case that society has had to fend for. With you…I thought, with all these feelings that just soar when we’re together, I…you can’t deny that they’re there!” Mike was sobbing now and hated the tears that streamed down her cheeks.
The “mother” in her Þ rst foster home, who claimed that tears showed weakness and were a luxury for a foster child, had slapped her too often. “You’ll cry your whole life if you start now.” I was a child. And now as a grown woman, Mike still felt physical pain when tears trickled down her face. She swiped at them but more kept coming, as if she’d accidentally damaged whatever vessel inside her contained all her hurt feelings.
“Don’t cry. Please, Mike. Please.” Vivian held her and felt across Mike’s face. She leaned forward and kissed the wet cheeks. “There. You’re right. Of course you are. Cara, listen to me.”
Slowly the sobs lessened, and Mike lay still in Vivian’s arms.
“Yes?”
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“Of course you’re right. I know you’re right.”
“Yes?”
Vivian kissed Mike’s lips tenderly. “You’re the most extraordinary woman I’ve met, and you deserve so much good in your life.”
“Vivian, I—”
“Shh. Let me Þ nish.” Vivian placed a Þ nger on Mike’s lips. “I was certain that you need someone better, more appropriate for you, than me. But you have made it clear that you don’t want me to leave, like I planned.” Vivian’s words were formal, but her tone of voice was not. Warm, like summer sand, it ran over Mike, tingling against her skin.
“So, you’re not leaving right after the charity concert?”
Vivian raised her eyebrows. “No, no, that was never the plan. I’m going to retire, but that leaves me with an abundance of freedom. I intend to stay in East Quay since Boston isn’t so far away, and they have excellent ophthalmologists.”
“I thought…” Mike dragged a weary hand through her hair. “Hell, I thought you’d leave a week from now and I’d never see you again.”
“I don’t blame you for thinking that,” Vivian murmured and leaned back, drawing a deep breath. “I haven’t been very forthcoming, have I?” She cupped Mike’s cheek and let her thumb quickly caress Mike’s lower lip.
“Since you’re staying, does that mean you’re not going to push me away, like you planned?” Mike wondered where the courage to ask up front came from.
“I promise you two things.” Vivian fumbled for Mike’s hands and squeezed them for emphasis. “To not deliberately push you away and to not create a scene and make you stay if you change your mind.”
“I won’t change my mind.” Mike didn’t like the wording in the second promise. It suggested that deep down Vivian expected her to bail out sooner or later. “Just so you know.”
“Very well.”
They sat in silence until a cautious-sounding voice from behind made them both jump. “Hey. You okay out here? Manon and I drank three cups of coffee each, and frankly, I need a bathroom break before I go home.” Eryn smiled crookedly. “And I’m glad I don’t see a little mushroom cloud in here.”
“We’re Þ ne,” Vivian said.
“Mike?” Manon came up to the couch. “Are you all right?”
“Yes.” And for the Þ rst time in a very long time, it was true. Mike
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knew she and Vivian had a long way to go before they would trust each other completely, and neither of them had mentioned the word “love.”
But for Vivian to take back her vow to bow out of their relationship was a huge step forward. If I only could share how you make me feel, the magic we create and how it affects me. Can I ever dare ask you if you sense it as well?
Mike knew how new and fragile such emotions were. She was willing to do almost anything for Vivian, and now she felt more conÞ dent that Vivian would never ask her to do anything uncomfortable. Brenda hadn’t been as considerate, which had nearly destroyed Mike.
“Time to go. Mike has to get back upstairs and I have to write my resignation,” Eryn said as she returned from the bathroom.
“Didn’t your boss give you a leave of absence?” Manon sounded surprised.
“Nope. He tried to bluff me into staying, but I just said, ‘I quit, Harold,’ and walked out. I have enough vacation to cover the next few weeks. He probably won’t give me very good references, but since I’ll be busy for several years, I don’t care. I’ll be Þ ne.”
“Good for you.” Mike smiled and got up. Only a few days earlier, Eryn had been worried and felt manipulated. Now she was eager to start. Mike dried her eyes, hugged both of her friends before they left, then turned back to Vivian. “Why don’t you stay here until I take care of the afternoon crowd and can walk you home?”
“Sounds good. Will you come back to the beach house later tonight?”
“Yes.”
Vivian beamed and extended her hand. “A kiss?”
Mike smiled at how breathless she became at Vivian’s request. She kneeled on the couch and kissed her with all the tenderness she could muster. “Want to listen to the radio while I’m working?”
“No. I’ll just sit here and remember our jam session. It was extraordinary, wasn’t it?”
Mike let her eyes rake over Vivian, memorizing the beautiful features, and inhaled her distinctive scent of ß owers and musk.
“Extraordinary.”
v
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Eryn sat up in bed, ramrod straight, uncertain what had woken her up. The phone on her nightstand rang, making her jump, and she fumbled for the receiver in the moonlit bedroom. “Hello?” She looked at the alarm clock, barely able to see it without her glasses. 4:23 a.m. Who the hell…?
“Eryn, this is Manon.”
Wide-awake in an instant, Eryn clutched the phone. “What’s wrong?”
“I just got a call from East Quay Memorial. It’s Marjorie.”
“What’s happened?” Eryn’s mind raced.
“She collapsed last night and the staff took her to the ER. She’s asked for us.”
“Us?” Eryn was already out of bed, mostly because she thought Manon needed her. “You sure?”
“Yes. How quickly can you be ready?”
Small, icy beads trickled down Eryn’s spine. “How bad is it?”
“Bad.”
“Give me Þ ve minutes.”
“Okay. Five.” Manon paused for a moment and then whispered,
“Thank you.”
Eryn rushed into the bathroom and pulled her hair back in a low ponytail. Grateful that she’d showered earlier, she pulled on khaki chinos and a green turtleneck. Instead of her favorite jacket, she grabbed a ß eece one and her shoulder bag on her way to the front door. She was already outside in the staircase when the elevator stopped at her ß oor. Manon gave a tired smile when she saw Eryn waiting for her.
“You mean Þ ve when you say Þ ve. Good to know.”
“It’s not like I bother with makeup in the middle of the night. I just go for pale and interesting anyway.”
Manon laughed, a short, surprised sound. “You do it very well. You’re both tonight.” The elevator stopped and they stepped outside. “We’re taking the Lotus. I didn’t see any reason to wake up Benjamin.”
“Good decision.”
They drove through the empty streets in silence, meeting only one cab during the short drive. Manon parked in a special part of the large parking lot behind the hospital.
Inside, a nurse directed them to Marjorie’s room. In the big hospital bed, with a multitude of tubes and cords attached to her, Marjorie looked
• 239 •
GUN BROOKE
even smaller than before. She wore an oxygen mask that covered half of her face, and a nurse monitored her condition.
“Marjorie.” Manon walked up to the bed and leaned down to kiss her forehead. “Can you hear me?”
Eryn approached the bed from the other side and watched how Marjorie’s right, thin eyelid opened halfway. The left one remained closed, the left side of her mouth drooped, and a drop of saliva ran down her cheek. Eryn reached out and wiped it away with the back of her hand without thinking. A stroke? Probably. Poor Marjorie.
“Manon…” Marjorie whispered, and pulled the mask half off her face. “You came.”
“Of course. And I brought Eryn. See?”
Marjorie managed to turn her head, even if it shook from the effort. “Yes, yes. Eryn. Listen. You will write the book. Everything…is taken care of. In my will.”
Tears ß ooded Eryn’s eyes and she took the immobilized hand. “I promise I’ll do a good job.” She thinks this is it. Oh, God, maybe it is. Eryn tried to connect the image of Marjorie in a hospital bed with her memory of the strong woman who gave unforgettable speeches such a short time ago.
“And Manon. Just so you know. The house. The manor…”
“What about it, Marjorie? You know it’s in good hands when you’re here—”
“No, the house!” Marjorie coughed. “The house goes to you, Manon.” She replaced the mask and took labored breaths for a while. Manon glanced up at Eryn. “What?” she murmured when she redirected her attention to Marjorie.
“One stipulation in the will,” Marjorie said, a bit unclear in the mask as she breathed faster. “You can’t live in solitude. Only with friends…or a loved one.”
Manon’s shoulders began to shake, and Eryn realized that she was crying but trying to hide her reaction. Interesting terms! The whole Dodd Manor, if she doesn’t live alone.
“I understand, Marjorie,” Manon managed. “But you can still get better.”
“I have…lived my life long enough.”
“Don’t give up yet.” Manon spoke in a low voice just beside Marjorie’s ear. “We still need you.”
“After an entire century…I need to rest.”
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“That’s okay. You rest, and Eryn and I will deal with whatever needs taking care of.” Manon glanced up at Eryn, the message in her eyes impossible to misunderstand.
“Yes,” Eryn added, “you don’t have to worry about a thing.”
“Very good.” Marjorie’s words were almost inaudible and her paleness went beyond white. Drops of sweat beaded on her forehead, and she struggled for every breath.
The door opened and two women entered.
“I’m Dr. Goldberg,” one began. “Mrs. Dodd Endicott’s primary physician.” She extended a hand.
“And I’m Vera Myles, the head nurse,” said the other woman.
“Should we step out into the corridor?”
“No,” Marjorie interrupted from her bed, having removed the mask again. “I know the truth. You can talk in here.”
Eryn had always admired Marjorie but never more than now. A monitor beeped. “All right,” Dr. Goldberg said, and walked up to the bed. “If you promise me to keep the mask on and breathe properly.” She adjusted the monitor and frowned. “We can’t have your oxygen level go below 93 percent. Deal, Mrs. Dodd? Good.”
Dr. Goldberg motioned toward the corner of the room that held a few chairs. They all sat down, and Eryn made sure that nobody had their back toward Marjorie.
“Mrs. Dodd Endicott has signed a document rendering you next of kin, Ms. Belmont. She also told me that Ms. Goddard is writing about her life, and she wants you here as well.” She stopped talking and looked intently at Manon and Eryn, as if to judge if they were following her. “Mrs. Dodd has suffered a stroke to her right cerebral hemisphere. She can’t move the left side of her body and also suffers from a facial paralysis. We’re treating this condition with a clot-busting drug called TPA, but with a person of Mrs. Dodd’s age…the prognosis isn’t very good.”
Eryn, shaken by the doctor’s cold, matter-of-fact words, glanced at Marjorie, who was smiling serenely.
“What can be done at this point?” Manon asked. Her hands were tight Þ sts, and two small red spots on her cheeks emphasized her paleness.
“We’ve performed a CT, to establish where and how extensive the stroke is, and also scheduled Mrs. Dodd for a MRI tomorrow morning—”
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An alarm from the monitors silenced the doctor, and she rushed to Marjorie’s side, pushing up her eyelids and producing a small ß ashlight. Eryn and Manon rose and stood by the wall out of the way when more staff rushed into the room. “Damn, she’s thrown another clot. Left pupil’s Þ xed and dilated.” Dr. Goldberg listened to Marjorie’s lungs.
“And in her left lung as well. What the hell’s going on?”
“BP is 56/38, Doctor,” a nurse’s aide reported.
“Call a Code Blue.” Dr. Goldberg listened to Marjorie’s chest, and at the same time more monitors went off. “Asystole! Push vasopressin and adrenaline.” She turned to Eryn and Manon. “Please wait outside.”
Eryn cradled Manon’s shoulders, and they let more of the staff into the room before they stepped out into the corridor. Half an hour later, Dr. Goldberg joined them. “I’m sorry, but Mrs. Dodd Endicott died despite all our efforts. She threw several clots in her brain and lungs. I can’t be sure at this point, but she seems to have developed a blood condition very rapidly. The autopsy, if there is going to be one, can tell us more.”
Eryn began to cry quietly when she realized that the extraordinary woman she’d just begun to know had passed away. A glance at Manon showed how devastated she was. Manon was as pale as Eryn felt, and her lips were pressed into a thin, colorless line.
“No.” Manon sounded mechanical in her response. “No autopsy.”
“I’ll make a note in her Þ le, then. Please accept my condolences. Mrs. Dodd seems to have lived a long, healthy life. I know it’s little comfort for you, but not everyone has the same good fortune.”
“I know. Thank you.”
“The nurses have made it somewhat more presentable in there, and they can come back later and take care of Mrs. Dodd. You can have a few moments to pay your respects. I’m sorry to have to rush you, but we have a shortage of beds. We need the room.”
“We understand, Doctor.”
Eryn was amazed at how collected Manon sounded until they were alone in the hospital room with Marjorie’s body. The nurses had placed her hands by her sides and smoothed down the bedsheets. It was as if Manon shrank when she approached the bed and reached out to touch Marjorie’s cheek. “Dearest, dearest Marge,” she whispered. “You can rest now. I know Michael is there to greet you. Be safe and well,
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wherever you are…” Manon let go and walked over to the window, the glass reß ecting her image as she hugged herself and began to cry. Eryn crossed the room in three strides and wrapped her arms around Manon from behind. “Shh. I have you.”
“She…she went so fast.”
“I know. Good for her, though.”
“Do you think she suffered?” Manon turned slightly in Eryn’s arms and looked up at her with a vulnerability Eryn had never seen.
“I don’t know, but she lost consciousness pretty quickly.” Eryn hoped this was true.
“Yes, she did.” It was as if Manon was eager to cling to Eryn’s opinion. “She looked serene even when they worked on her.” Manon buried her face in Eryn’s neck and drew a deep breath. “I can’t believe she’s gone.”
“It’ll take a while for this to sink in. I didn’t know her very long, but she was wonderful to me.”
“She admired you very much.” Manon apparently drew new strength from their closeness and hugged Eryn harder. “Marjorie was an excellent judge of character. She helped me so many times when I was at a loss.”
“Were you ever at a loss about me?” Eryn asked, and felt a small tremor reverberate from Manon.
“From day one.”
At a knock on the door, Manon pulled back, smoothing her already-perfect hair. She took one step farther to the side and glanced at Marjorie, her face softening, before she raised her voice. “Come in.”
Two nurse’s aides entered and apologized for having to take the room away so quickly.
The distance between them was back, but Eryn now knew more of the depth of Manon’s emotions, so she didn’t mind.
“We’ll take care of all the arrangements once we’ve decided on which funeral parlor,” Manon said.
Eryn felt, rather than heard, how Manon’s voice trembled. She nodded to the nurses, placed a protective hand on the small of Manon’s back, and guided her out of the room. “Let’s go home and try to get some more sleep. We’ll have time to deal with everything tomorrow.”
When the elevator doors closed, Manon slumped back against Eryn’s arm for a brief moment. “Yes,” she murmured. “Tomorrow.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Mike, wearing black leather slacks, white shirt, and a long, narrow, black coat, tucked Vivian’s hand securely into the bend of her arm as they stepped out of the store. Mike’s hair had grown a little longer and curled slightly above the collar. When Vivian had asked her to go to the optician with her, Mike arranged for part-time help.
Vivian had bought new sunglasses, prescribed by an ophthalmologist in Boston. They accented her hair, which she wore in a simple twist. Her red pants suit, however, accentuated by her snow white cashmere pashmina, spoke of elegance and money. Several passersby on Main Street turned their heads and gave Vivian admiring and curious glances.
“Do your new glasses help?”
“Yes, actually. I can make out more outlines of buildings and people than I could over the weekend.” She turned toward Mike. “How do I look?”
“Beautiful.” Mike smiled. “Very much the famous opera singer.”
“Funny,” Vivian muttered. “Is Arnold’s Drugstore still located at the corner of Main and Graham? I need to Þ ll my prescriptions.”
“Yes, Arnold’s is still there. Walgreen’s tried to outmaneuver them, but for once, a giant chain had to surrender. Everybody in East Quay goes to Arnold’s. His grandson is taking over now.”
“Amazing. That’s one of the things I’ve missed about this town,”
Vivian said. “The incredible way people can rally around the slightest thing sometimes.”
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“Yes. They can.” I know up close and personal just how they can join forces.
“You sound like it’s a bad thing.” Vivian frowned.
“It can be, though not in Arnold’s case.” Mike brushed past the subject. “Here we are. Up two steps and then a self-opening door.”
“Thank you.”
They entered the drugstore and Mike guided Vivian toward the counter, where a young man smiled in welcome. “Ms. Harding. An honor.”
“My pleasure, young man.” Vivian beamed. “I’d like to Þ ll these prescriptions.”
“It’ll be ten or Þ fteen minutes. You can sit over by the window while you wait and have some free coffee.”
“Coffee? What do you say, Mike?”
“Why not?”
Mike chose a table a little out of the way. The closest ones were occupied, but most of the people sat with their backs turned. She made sure Vivian was seated comfortably, then returned with two steaming cups of black coffee. “It’s not latte, but it smells good.”
“Yes, I can tell.” Vivian carefully tasted it. “Not like your java, but good.”
“Why, if it isn’t Mike Stone,” someone behind them said. “You’ve certainly moved up in the world.”
Mike clenched her teeth to keep them from clattering with dread. With deliberate slowness, she turned to face the woman who’d made her life a living hell. “Hello, Brenda.”
“Ah, Mikey, always so cool and collected. Is that any way to greet an old friend?” Brenda Tilly had turned in her chair and now scrutinized Mike and Vivian unabashedly. “Aren’t you going to introduce me?”
I’d rather throttle you than embarrass Vivian with your intolerable presence. “Sure. Brenda, this is Vivian Harding, a friend of mine. Vivian, this is Brenda Tilly. She’s an…entrepreneur here in East Quay. We knew each other almost Þ fteen years ago.”
“Ah, please, Mikey. We were more to each other than that.”
Brenda’s eyes glittered with malice. “We lived together, you see, Vivian. We were inseparable.”
“Nice to meet you, Ms. Tilly. Mike’s obviously come a long way on her own since then, hasn’t she?” Vivian’s voice was polite, but Mike could hear the strength beneath it.
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“Yes, but you know what they say. You can take the girl out of her habitat, but you can’t take the habits out of the girl.”
“Brenda. Not here.” Mike glared at the woman who’d once been her world. Brenda had tied her to herself so closely, it had taken Mike more than a year to realize she had the power and the ability to make it on her own. Brenda’s verbal abuse, her tantrums and demands for absolute obedience Þ nally drove Mike away. And I still feel ashamed. I look at her, and I’m embarrassed at how I let her run my life and how I bent over backward so many times to accommodate her. In every fucking way!
Mike’s ire was up, and it infuriated her that Brenda would try to cause trouble in her usual calculating way. She sometimes saw Brenda in town but made a point of ignoring her.
“I think old sayings like that are ridiculous and, most of the time, completely wrong. And I think Mike’s success proves my point.” Vivian still sounded polite, but her eyes, no matter how bad her vision, showed nothing but pure, blue-tinted steel.
Brenda, obviously taken aback, tried again. “You don’t know Mike the way I do, so maybe you oughta wait before you judge,” she said. “She used to be at my beck and call.”
“You should stop now before you say something really stupid, Brenda,” Mike growled. “The day I left was the Þ rst time I did something really good for myself. And after that, life only became better.”
“Better? No matter how you like to pretend that you’re playing with the big guns and the rich and famous in this town, everyone will always think of you as the daughter of the drunk child killer.”
Mike grew cold.
“You have the man’s genes, don’t you, and you’re cut from the same mold, pretty much.” Brenda glowered at Mike. “You could follow in his footsteps.”
“Stay away from me from now on.” Mike’s chest hurt. Damn it. She talks about my worst fears like they’re nothing. She has no right to say these things! No one has. Mike leaned closer as her voice sank to a low, cold hiss. “I don’t have anything else to say to you.”
Mike returned her attention to Vivian and saw a faint smile play at the corners of her mouth. “Want to check on your prescription?”
“Yes, why don’t we? It’s nice outside, and I’ll enjoy the walk back to the car. Good-bye, Ms. Tilly.”
As if Brenda were air, Mike and Vivian walked over to the counter
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where Arnold’s grandson was waiting with a small paper bag. “Here you go. All ready.”
“Sorry ’bout that,” Mike said as they left. It had felt good to Þ nally tell Brenda off to her face, but now her stomach was quivering and she wondered what Vivian was thinking.
“Don’t be. That’s been brewing for a while, hasn’t it?”
“Yes.”
“Do you feel better for standing your ground?”
“Yes. But I feel awkward too. I wish you hadn’t had to overhear the whole thing.”
“Cara, it makes no difference to me.” Vivian squeezed Mike’s arm. “I think you’re wonderful, and so strong, to have turned your life into what it is now after such a rocky start.”
“Rocky is putting it very nicely. My father was a Þ sherman. He worked hard and partied hard. My mother died when I was about two years old, too little to remember her.”
Mike guided Vivian into the William Dodd Park and up to a bench where an old oak provided some shade. “Want to sit down?”
“Yes. I want to hear what you have to say. This is important.”
Warmed by Vivian’s obvious interest, Mike sat next to her, still holding Vivian’s hand. “Father had a lot of money when the Þ shing was good, and he used most of it to buy beer for himself and his friends at the pub. He would come home and I’d try to do what he wanted, take care of the house and do my homework. I even tried to cook, but I was only six or seven, so I failed a lot.” She frowned.
“He didn’t beat me very often, but it happened, and he yelled at me when I did something wrong. When I was almost eight, someone at school, a nurse or a teacher, reported him to the authorities, for child abuse. The child welfare services put me in a temporary foster home, but father regained custody only a few weeks later. I don’t know how.
“Then one day, he didn’t come home till late. And in the middle of the night, the police came to arrest him. They took me back to a foster home again, this time a different one, and that was the start of my treadmill.” Mike sighed as the feeling of the years gone by ß ooded her senses and transported her through time.
“Many foster homes.”
“I lived in nine before I ran away when I was Þ fteen.”
“You couldn’t take it anymore.” Vivian didn’t turn her words into a question.
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“No. Not one day longer. I met Brenda a year later and she swept me off my feet. I had just come to terms with my sexuality, and there she was, a little older and so worldly and sure of herself. She was beautiful, and both men and women in our circles pursued her.” Mike glanced at Vivian, feeling shy. “People going from shelter to shelter sometimes lucked out, and the social services helped them get an apartment. Brenda had a one-bedroom one behind the industrial area. The Þ rst weeks I stayed there were as close to heaven as I’d come.”
“What happened?”
“Brenda…has her ways to get you to comply.” Mike blushed.
“She had a voracious sexual appetite and was very aggressive in bed. I tried to accommodate her, but soon the thrill and the feeling of being in love were gone. Instead, I was afraid of her. Afraid I wouldn’t please her and make her angry. She could get really ugly, and her razor tongue lashed out at me in ways…” Mike clung to Vivian’s hand. “I still dream about it.”
“I don’t blame you. I’m glad you decided to leave. Not everyone can Þ nd the strength to do that—certainly not without help.”
“I didn’t have any help then,” Mike admitted, “but later, when I found shelter at the Youth Center in Providence, I met Josie Quinn. She worked as a volunteer counselor, and she was the Þ rst one I learned to trust.”
Vivian’s eyes turned a brighter blue, and she raised her hands to touch Mike’s cheek. “I’m forever grateful to Josie.”
“Manon’s going to help me track her down. We could go visit her, if you like.”
Vivian nodded. “That would be great, don’t you think? She sounds like the type of person I admire immensely. Selß ess and caring, like a kindred spirit to Manon.”
“Yes.”
Mike became silent when she thought of the afternoon’s turn of events. What a catharsis it was to run into that bitch. Who’d have known? Vivian took it well. She defended me. I knew she’d do that, though.
“What did Brenda mean by those cryptic remarks about your genetic inheritance?” Vivian asked, interrupting Mike’s thoughts. “And what happened to your father?”
Mike went cold. She’d hoped Vivian wouldn’t remember to ask about that but realized that was a wasted hope. She pushed that thought
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so far out of her mind most of the time that she almost forgot it herself.
“Oh, Vivi,” she sighed, squaring her jaw yet shivering. “Can we drive back to the café? It’s getting cold.”
“Of course.” They walked back to Mike’s Honda Civic and drove back to the café in silence. Mike felt unsettled, and the topic they’d tapped into ate at her. After she parked behind the café, she helped Vivian to the back door, and Vivian managed the stairs on her own. Mike breathed in relief when they were Þ nally within the walls of her basement. Safe. Nothing can happen here. Nothing bad, right?
“Ready to continue?” Vivian took off her cashmere coat, then sat down on the couch and kicked off her shoes. “We need to talk about this…whatever it is, if we stand a chance together.”
Are you talking about more of a future than you’ve allowed us before? Mike was afraid the truth would divide them, but she realized Vivian had a point. Mike knew what it was to live a lie, to hide things from the world constantly.
She put her leather jacket on a chair and sat down next to Vivian.
“It doesn’t matter that I changed my name and tried to better myself. I’ll always be Richard Collins’s daughter. Fortunately, not many people knew he had a daughter, and if they do, they didn’t know my name.”
“Why is that fortunate?”
“Because he killed someone.”
v
“Belmont Foundation. Ms. Belmont’s ofÞ ce, Dennis Altman speaking.”
EfÞ cient fellow. Eryn twisted a pencil between her Þ ngers. “Hello, Dennis, this is Eryn Goddard. Is she in, please?”
“I’m sorry, Ms. Goddard, but Ms. Belmont isn’t in and won’t be back until Wednesday at the earliest. May I take a message?”
What? Eryn’s heart dropped. “I’m a friend.” She didn’t mention taking time off. “Any way I can get in touch with her? I’ve left several messages on her cell phone.”
“I’m sorry, ma’am, but Ms. Belmont hasn’t checked in yet today. When, and if, she does, I’ll give her your message.”
He’s not sure she’ll be in touch today? Manon, workaholism personiÞ ed? Puzzled, Eryn tapped the pencil on a notepad. “May I ask where she’s gone?”
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“Ms. Belmont is in Boston, ma’am.”
Boston! Eryn dropped the pencil and caught it again. When they spoke early the day before, after returning from the hospital, Manon hadn’t said a word about going to Boston. Granted, Manon didn’t have to tell Eryn her every move, and things could have come up at the last minute, but it still…hurt. Perhaps it had something to do with Marjorie’s will.
Manon had gone up to her penthouse, and Eryn hadn’t seen or heard from her since, which was unsettling. She ached to see Manon, to hold her and reestablish their fragile bond. I just need to see her. Period.
Belmont Industries’ headquarters were located in Boston, but Eryn had a gut feeling that someone rather than something had pulled Manon there on such short notice. “Thanks, Dennis. If she checks in, please ask her to call me. Here are my phone numbers, in case she lost them.” As Eryn hung up she felt slightly nauseated and jittery. She had begun her research of the Dodd dynasty and, encouraged by all she’d found already, had wanted to share it with Manon, hoping the subject might somehow console her. And why did I bother to worry?
She didn’t worry for a second about me, certainly not enough to say she’d be gone for days.
She returned her attention to the computer and saved a few more Web pages to her hard drive, hoping she could use a few of them. Elizabeth, the Þ rst “Dodd woman,” to use Harold Mills’s phrase, had come to the colonies from London in 1693 as wealthy landowner William Dodd’s bride. He’d met her in England as a young man, married her after only two months, and they’d sailed for Newport a few weeks later.
Lizzy ran William’s household with a determined hand. She cared for the sick and the elderly, and organized a group of her peers to do charitable work. Earlier Eryn had discovered Lizzy’s oldest granddaughter’s journal in Marjorie’s private library and learned from it that Lizzy had died from pneumonia at age thirty-nine and her husband had never remarried.
Eryn leaned back and thought of the Þ rst Dodds in East Quay. Lizzy must have been a strong woman. She’d borne seven children, Þ ve of whom lived to form their own families. The country was hard to live in back then, and, she broodingly thought, it still was for a lot of people. And those are the ones Manon burns for. She’s all about helping
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the bleeding masses, and how can I compete with that? If she doesn’t prioritize her own happiness, what chance do I stand?
That was the nucleus of the enigma that was Manon. She had practically inherited her social conscience, and her grandfather, who had bled for the misfortunate and the displaced, had obviously molded her. But also Manon was apparently trying to make up for something. Her lesbianism? The death of her brother?
Eryn shook her head. She hoped Manon would call soon, just to make sure she was all right. She knew Manon missed Marjorie and wished she could help Manon feel less lonely. She simply doesn’t need you the way you hoped she would by now, you fool. Angry at her tendency to accept defeat in matters of the heart, Eryn focused on what she was good at and typed new search words into the Google search engine. “She’ll call,” she muttered. “She better.”
v
“I just don’t know what to do.” Manon was grateful that Faith, her longtime friend, took the time to listen.
Faith Dabrinsky was a tall, dark woman with an incredibly commanding presence. Manon knew you could hear a feather crash to the ß oor when Faith entered a boardroom. Preferring to dress in black or dark gray pants suits and crisp white shirts, today Faith wore a dark blue skirt suit which softened her otherwise austere appearance.
“You’ve really been through it over the last weeks, haven’t you?”
Faith asked with a trace of tenderness in her matter-of-fact voice. “You look worn out.”
“I’ve lost my footing completely…everything I used to know; the truths I used to cling to…” Manon reached into her purse for a tissue and dabbed the corners of her eyes. “Am I going insane?”
“No, you’re not. Actually, I think you’ve had your Þ rst real taste of what life can be like if you let yourself live it.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Stunned, Manon stared at Faith.
“That I’ve been dormant for the last forty years?”
“No, of course not. You’ve done amazing things for years and can be more than proud of your contributions to society.” Faith leaned back on her leather couch and stared into the Þ replace where a log ß amed with a cozy, crackling sound. “But for you, personally, you haven’t done very much. Other than hide.”
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The honest reply stung, but Manon hid her pain and nodded briskly. “Go on.”
“Oh, I know that look. Your Joan of Arc stance, remember? The bring-it-on look that intimidated more than one professor at Harvard.”
Faith reached out and patted Manon’s knee. “You don’t have to become all defensive. I only meant that you’ve done so much good for other people it’s only fair that you look to your own happiness now. And trust me. You can only be happy if you acknowledge who and what you are.”
“The foundation is more important—”
“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong, partially, anyway. The foundation is important, vital even. But it doesn’t need your complete sacriÞ ce. In fact, the opposite. It needs your attention and love, which it will only get from a Manon who lives her life to the fullest. Don’t you agree?”
Manon whispered as the restrained tears began to fall in earnest.
“Her name is Eryn,” she whispered. “Eryn Goddard. She’s the most amazing person I’ve ever met. She’s honest to a fault and has stolen my heart completely. I’ve never been more afraid in my life.” She shivered against Faith.
“Oh, honey.” Faith usually didn’t use terms of endearment, but now she did as she slid closer and hugged Manon. “You’re in love. Finally. Thank God.”
“I’m not sure that’s what I am…it could be mindless infatuation for all I know!” Manon withdrew from the hug; physical closeness was too much right now.
“You’re talking nonsense and you know it.” Faith’s voice was mild but relentless. “You came here to ask me how to get out of this, didn’t you?”
Manon’s cheeks warmed. “Well, no, I wouldn’t put it like that.”
She pulled her sweater closer around her. “I need your input how to…
manage it.”
“You don’t need my help. You need to listen to your heart, not your head.”
“What?”
“You already know. You have great instincts, for business, for charity. You know how to manipulate the big elephants to open their wallets and checkbooks, and do so smilingly.” Faith cupped Manon’s cheek and her brown eyes glittered with delight. “Are you telling me
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that you can’t Þ gure out a way to have your cake and eat it too? No pun intended, of course.” She winked.
“Faith!” Manon gasped and then had to laugh. “You’re just as impossible as you were twenty years ago!”
“I know,” Faith replied, sounding pleased.
Manon sat in silence. Her thoughts whirled, and a strange sort of peace began to spread as part of her surrendered and her ever-analytical mind stirred into action.
“Tell me about her,” Faith said, and reached for her mug of steaming black coffee. “I want to know everything about the woman who’s managed to penetrate your defenses in a few short weeks.”
“Describe her?” Manon hid behind her own large mug. “I wish I could do her justice. Honest and up-front. Loyal, friendly, brave. She’s been an out lesbian for a long time.”
“Gutsy. Go on.”
“Red hair, green eyes, freckles. And she’s all about giving hugs. She seems to thrive on them. She’s good at comforting, and the way she looks at me when she listens, her head slightly tilted and her eyes narrowing…I could go on talking forever just to have her look at me that way…” Manon quieted and stared into her coffee mug. After a while she slowly raised her head and peeked at Faith, who sipped her coffee and obviously waited for her to say something. Manon nodded thoughtfully. “All right, Faith. All right. Now I know what to do.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
The doorbell rang and Eryn jumped up from her desk, hit her head on the desktop lamp, and cursed as she rushed to the door, rubbing her temple. Manon! She’s back. She ß ung the door open with a smile.
“Hello. I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d drop by and pick up the toaster Sandy lent you. Now that she’s moving to Newport, she’s going to need it.”
“Hello, Mom.” Eryn sighed and let Harriet Goddard in. She hadn’t seen her mother in over three months, which was pretty remarkable since they lived in the same town. “Sandy gave me the toaster as a housewarming present when I moved here.” Which is more than you did, Mother dear. “I haven’t changed the place much since Aunt Amanda lived here, but you’re welcome to look around. I think I’ll repaint the bathroom soon and install a shower.”
“Sounds good,” Harriet said, and hung up her coat. She Þ ddled with the hem of her blouse for a second. “I really didn’t come about the toaster.”
“I didn’t think so. Want some coffee?” Eryn motioned toward the kitchen and refused to let the image of Manon sitting on her ß oor bother her.
“No, thank you, sweetheart. My doctor says I should stick to tea.”
Sweetheart? Doctor? Eryn stopped and pivoted so quickly she almost knocked her mother over. “What? Are you sick?”
“Just a small ulcer, actually. Nothing to worry about. If you don’t have tea, I’ll just have a glass of water.”
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“No, no. I have tea. Several kinds. Take your pick.” Eryn guided Harriet over to one of the cabinets where her mother examined the Þ ve boxes. “They’re from Sea Stone Café, all of them,” she remarked. “Isn’t that run by a friend of yours? That tall, dark girl?”
“Yes, Mike Stone.”
“That’s right.” Harriet pointed at the box in the middle. “Chai tea. That’s what everybody raves about at the church meetings.”
Eryn had to laugh. “They rave at the church meetings. Sounds like you have a lot of fun.”
To her surprise, Harriet returned the laugh with a smile. “We have more fun there than you could imagine. Don’t sell us short, Eryn.”
“Okay, if you’ll return the favor.”
“I heard you quit your job at the paper. After having a steady job there for so many years…what possessed you?”
“A chance of a lifetime to do what I’ve dreamed of.”
“Doing what?”
“You really have no idea what my dreams are, do you, Mom?”
Eryn sighed unhappily. “You know that Sandy wanted to travel all over Asia and Kelly wanted to be a professional dancer.”
“Neither of them has done any of that.”
“That’s not the point. You knew them so well but never took the time to ask me what I wanted.”
“I knew you wanted to play that guitar of yours.”
“You knew that only because I made so much noise rehearsing in the garage with my friends. But that wasn’t my dream, not all of it, anyway.”
Harriet took a deep breath and appeared to brace herself. “Then tell me now.”
A childish part of her, immature and vengeful, wanted to refuse and say, “You snooze, you lose,” but Eryn told herself to grow up. “I want to be a serious writer, a biographer, a novelist. I love words as much as I love music. I want to reach people with what I write, to touch their hearts. Same goes for my music.”
“Oh, my.” Harriet sighed and sank down on a kitchen chair. Eryn made tea for both of them, and neither spoke until she sat down at the kitchen table, facing her mother. On opposite sides as always. Yet she’s different. She’s here alone. When did that happen last?
If ever?
“It used to upset me that Sandy and Kelly got away with so many
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things when we were teenagers. I was the perfect child in every aspect but one, and I was always in the doghouse, no matter what.” It was time for the truth, Eryn could feel it.
“You’re right. You were.”
Eryn’s breath caught in her throat and she coughed before she drank her tea. “I’m glad you’re not denying it,” she managed. “We can’t change the past.”
“I thought it was a phase, something you’d grow out of. You were so young and easily the brightest of you girls. And when you told your father and me, I…I couldn’t accept it.” Sorrowfully Harriet shook her head. “You’ll never give me grandchildren, a little girl or boy with your good looks and your sharp mind.” Tears clung to Harriet’s eyelashes.
“Is that it? Is that why you’ve never accepted that I’m gay? That can’t possibly be it! What if I married a guy and was unable to have children because of a physical defect? That wouldn’t have made you turn your back on me, would it?” Eryn tried to force herself to calm down.
“No, it wasn’t just that. People at church were asking how and when your father and I were going to reel that wild girl of ours in. What you are goes against my faith, and my upbringing…and it’s taken me until now to even be able to talk about it.”
Honesty had replaced the cold shoulders and dismissal. Eryn reached out across the table, realizing maybe she had pushed her mother too fast. “I can understand where you’re coming from, and I don’t want you to go against your faith.”
Harriet covered the hand with hers and squeezed it gently. “You don’t?”
“No. I do want you to love me like a mother loves her child, no matter what. That way, I can learn to trust in your love, and perhaps Dad’s, since he always follows in your steps. And maybe then I can live with the fact that you still have issues with homosexuality, but not with me. And as for grandchildren…with today’s technology, it isn’t out of the question. So perhaps. One day.” Would Manon want to have children? Eryn closed her eyes. Will Manon want to take a chance on me?
“So you’re telling me that you respect my faith?” Harriet now reached out and held onto Eryn as if she couldn’t make herself let go. She loves me. Mom loves me, and she’s hurt over her torn feelings all these years. She must’ve struggled with outrage and frustration,
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and I suffered because of it. “You know, Mom, maybe the church will eventually be more lenient about gay people. We’re all God’s creatures, and he made a certain number of us gay. Doesn’t that tell you something?
I’m your daughter, Mom, not a product of the devil.”
Harriet broke into tears again and Eryn silently cursed herself for coming on too strong, as usual. She rose and quickly rounded the table.
“Mom, I’m sorry.” Leaning down she hugged her mother for the Þ rst time in years.
“No, I’m sorry.” Her mother turned her face into Eryn’s sweatshirt.
“I haven’t been a good mother. I’ve committed more sins than you ever will.”
“What are you talking about?” Eryn sank to her knees next to Harriet’s chair, her arms still loosely around her.
“Pride. It’s a powerful sin. And I’ve lied. I haven’t fully loved my neighbor, which entails you, Eryn. But mostly, my pride has been speaking.”
“And now?” Eryn hardly dared to ask; she felt as if she was walking on night-old ice.
“I don’t want us to go on the way we have. Sandy and Kelly have tried to talk to me about you so many times, and I’ve refused. But when I read the Chronicle this morning and—”
“And saw what? I’m in the paper?”
“Yes. Your old photographer wrote some very nice things about you to thank you for all your years at the paper. There was also an article about the Dodd celebration and a eulogy about Ms. Dodd. The article about the party had pictures and you were there, sitting at the head table.”
“Really? Wow.” Eryn didn’t know what else to say. “I had no idea anyone took pictures.”
“And when I saw that…I wanted to take the clippings to our women’s group at church and, well, brag about my daughter. And it hit me that I’ve had reason to brag about you many, many times, and I never have, because I resented…who…what you are.” Harriet hiccupped and wiped her tears with a tissue.
“Mom.” Eryn hugged Harriet again. “Maybe there’s hope for us. Do you think so?”
“I do. I do, Eryn. I’ve found the daughter I was so proud of so many years ago, and I want to get to know her all over again.”
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Eryn returned to her chair. “This is really…something.” As much as she loved words, they failed her now.
“Do you have a…girlfriend?” Harriet asked, and Eryn had to smile at her mother’s attempt to sound casual.
“I’m not sure, Mom, but I’ve got my hopes up. I’ll know when she gets back from Boston.” Eryn’s heart ached. “It’s really scary, you know. If she decides to reject me…” She shrugged but knew her voice wavered and revealed her pain.
“If she does, whoever she is, then she’s a fool.” Harriet drank more tea.
Eryn laughed again, mostly to keep from crying. “Oh, you have no idea.”
“Who is she? Anybody I’ve heard of? Someone from your old school?”
“No, not at all.” It’s time for a leap of faith, but not quite yet. “If she dares to take a chance on me, I’ll be happy to introduce her, but I can’t break her trust. She isn’t out, you see.”
“Out? Oh, you mean she’s, how do you say, in the closet?”
“Very.” Eryn felt drained, but some of the fatigue felt good.
“Well, since you’re working from home now, I won’t keep you any longer, this time. I’ll come by later, perhaps next week?”
“Sure. And I can drop by the house too, you know. And…oh!
Wait!” Eryn hurried into her study and rummaged around her desk. Finding what she was looking for, she returned to her mother, who now stood in the hallway, putting on her coat.
“Here, Mom. Two tickets to the Belmont Foundation Charity Concert on Saturday. You could never afford them, and neither could I, normally. I got them free. I thought I’d send one to Sandy and her boyfriend, and Kelly and Bob too. And Don and his wife, of course. That leaves one for me and one extra.”
“But won’t the charity lose out?” Harriet Þ ngered the tickets.
“That doesn’t seem right.”
“Oh, they’re bought and paid for with honest money that’s going directly to the hospital wing. And if it makes you feel better, you can donate what you can spare to the foundation. That’s what I’ll do.”
“Ah, that will mean extra money for them. Good idea.” Her mother nodded. “Your father will be pleased. He loves music.”
“I know he does. Does he know you’re here?”
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“Yes.”
“Bring him next time.”
“Okay,” Harriet said, almost shyly. “See you Saturday, maybe. And next week.”
“Yes. We’ll be sitting together. Very good seats, actually.”
“Sounds wonderful.” Harriet hastily kissed Eryn’s cheeks. “Byebye.”
“Bye.”
Eryn listened until the sound of her mother’s steps quieted. Is this a sign that my life will change in more ways? I’m not sure I can handle any more surprises. Except one. Manon. Come back. This wait is killing me.
v
“He killed someone?” Vivian gasped and pulled Mike into a Þ erce embrace. “Oh, cara, my darling. How awful. For the person’s family. For you.”
“I didn’t know about it for a long time. Father died in prison when I was fourteen, and that’s when I learned the truth.” Mike buried her face against Vivian’s chest.
Mike’s hair smelled clean and of her sandalwood perfume. Familiar by now. “Tell me about it.”
Mike sobbed, a deep, painful sound. “According to the court papers, my father had left me home alone to go to the pub soon after I was released back into his care, to ‘celebrate’ with his friends. He drank quite a bit and then decided to drive home. It wasn’t very late, and he took a shortcut from the pub, and…and hit a boy on the bicycle path.”
“Oh, my God. And the boy was killed.”
“Yes, on impact, apparently. My father, drunk and out of it, left the scene and drove home. So not only did he kill the poor boy, but he left him there, didn’t even try to help. When the police came to arrest him, he insisted he didn’t even know he’d hit someone. He was that far gone. ”
Something in Vivian’s memory stirred, but she couldn’t place her Þ nger on it. “So he was sentenced to prison.”
“Yes, since it was his third DUI, he got Þ fteen years. He died after six years in that place, from a heart attack.”
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Vivian tried to warm Mike through her denim shirt as she stroked her in long, languid movements. She’d stopped shivering and felt delightfully heavy against Vivian’s breasts.
“And Brenda was trying to make you believe that you’ve inherited your father’s genes,” Vivian stated with a huff. “Granted, you can inherit the risk for alcoholism, but as for the rest of your father’s actions? No. You have nothing of that.”
Mike held on to Vivian. “Sometimes my past drives me nuts. I have the urge to hit something, sometimes,” Mike whispered. “I beat the drums. I mean, really hard.”
“That’s my point.” Vivian tipped Mike’s head back. “You beat the drums. Not a living being of any kind. Lifeless things.” She leaned down and kissed Mike. “There’s nothing wrong with you, cara. You’re amazing and have overcome hardships that most of us never even hear about. And you mean so much to me.”
She kissed Mike again. This time she parted her lips and entered Mike’s mouth with insistent softness. Mike answered the kiss, and Vivian hoped it washed away some of her fear, if not all. Mike unbuttoned Vivian’s shirt and snuck a hand inside, cupped one of her abundant breasts and caressed it.
Vivian moaned aloud. “Oh, cara, you do the strangest, most wonderful things to me.” Then she kissed the top of Mike’s head.
“You make me feel things…things I never thought I’d ever experience. Especially not now…” Now when everything else has fallen apart around me. You show me a new way. A new dream. Mike.
“You’re so beautiful. I want you, Vivian. I want to feel you against me.”
“Then undress me, my darling.” How easy it was to say. Remarkable. The affectionate word obviously wasn’t lost on Mike. The pulse at her temples pounded so hard Vivian could see it.
“I want to watch you.” Their closeness now obviously made Mike more daring too. “Every part of you, Vivi. You have such a sexy, wonderful body. I can’t get enough of it.”
Vivian jerked at Mike’s unexpected and arousing words, feeling the warmth of a deep blush on her cheeks. “Mike, darling, do whatever you want,” Vivian said breathlessly. “Let me just get undressed—”
“No, let me.” Mike moved back to reach the buttons farther down. She opened Vivian’s shirt completely, tugged it off her arms, and made
• 261 •
GUN BROOKE
it disappear. Vivian wore a lace bra that covered very little, which stole what little breath Mike still had. “I want to see everything,” she insisted and removed the bra with unsteady Þ ngers.
“God, Mike.” Vivian arched into her touch when Mike took the nipples between her Þ ngers and rolled them into Þ rm peaks. “I want you so much it hurts. Don’t stop.” Desire, affection, nervousness, and an overshadowing tenderness toward Mike surged through her, leaving her shaking and determined to give Mike all the pleasure she deserved.
The thought of Brenda came uninvited, but Vivian immediately dismissed the comparison. She guessed that Brenda had wanted Mike to pleasure her in ways Mike wasn’t comfortable with, and Vivian vowed to never demand Mike make such choices.
As Mike leaned in and took one of Vivian’s nipples into her mouth, Vivian pressed against it. “Yes, just like that,” she groaned. “You make me feel so good.” Mike latched onto the nipple, tugging gently on it with her teeth, and Vivian gave a sharp cry before she sank deeper into the couch, pulling Mike with her. “Mike… cara…don’t stop. I want out of these clothes, though. Hurry.”
“No problem,” Mike said. She unbuttoned and unzipped Vivian’s slacks before pushing them off her raised hips, then tugged the panties and the nylon stockings down together at the same time.
“You too?” Vivian whispered, staring up at the outline of Mike’s face.
“Yes.”
Vivian felt Mike slowly undress, slowing their pace, and she touched her wherever she felt bare skin. Finally Mike sat naked in front of her. Vivian lost her breath and bit into her lower lip. “You feel wonderful.” Vivian let her palms “see” Mike. “I’m so glad I was able to see you before my eyes blurred completely,” she said. “I know you’re satin smooth, with perfect olive skin.” Her voice broke. “You know how I feel about you, don’t you, cara?”
“I think you have to tell me. I am beyond guessing. I’m bound to get it wrong.”
Vivian chuckled, nervous and exhilarated, as she drew Mike on top of her. “I know. It’s not fair of me to ask.” She quieted for a moment. No matter how she put this, it was going to sound either too formal or too mushy. “Sweetest Michaela, you’ve taken me by storm in every way possible. No matter what the future brings, I hope you’ll be there
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with me…because I love you.” Merde, it sounds like I’m proposing or something…and perhaps I am, in a way.
Mike became still. When Vivian placed a hand between her breasts, Mike’s heartbeat felt erratic and powerful. Mike gasped for air several times and sounded as if she was about to cry. Vivian smiled wryly to herself. I had hoped for a happier result when I confessed to love and meant it for the Þ rst time in my life. Mike then pressed Vivian’s hand tighter to her chest. “I love you too. I love you, Vivian.” Her voice was strained, but her words were clear. She pressed closer and hid her face in Vivian’s hair. “I’ve loved you from the Þ rst day you came into the café.”
Vivian wrapped her legs around Mike and held her even closer, unable to hold back her excitement or her arousal. “You make me so happy.”
“Let me feel you.”
As Mike pushed a hand down between them, Vivian parted her legs farther and bent them around Mike’s waist. “Yes, yes. Touch me.”
“God, Vivi, you’re so wet.” Mike whimpered. “So incredibly soft and drenched.”
“Yes. Only for you, darling. I want you. Now.”
Vivian knew her staccato words conveyed her deep need, and if Mike didn’t do something soon, she wasn’t above begging. She’s going to make me hers. And if she wants to, I’ll show her just how I can claim her.
Mike raised her hips a few inches and slid two Þ ngers inside Vivian’s copious moisture. Vivian’s inner walls contracted around Mike’s Þ ngers, and as the wet heat pulsated it felt as if Mike searched for something.
Whatever it was, Vivian knew exactly when Mike found it. She gave a hoarse, loud cry when Mike curled her Þ ngers up and sent thrills of pleasure shimmering through her thighs and stomach.
“Vivian…touch me too. I’m burning for you.”
Vivian cupped Mike’s buttocks with both hands and pulled her tight. She kissed Mike’s lips, nibbled them with sharp teeth while she massaged her breasts. When she extended her Þ ngers, she actually managed to dip into the wetness a few times.
Her actions obviously added to Mike’s Þ re, but she squirmed so restlessly, Vivian understood Mike needed more. More of Vivian, more touches, and more love.
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“Roll onto your side,” Vivian murmured. “I can’t reach you like this.”
Vivian held on as Mike rolled off her and ended up just an inch from falling to the ß oor. “You better not let me go,” Mike said with a smile in her voice.
“Never,” Vivian replied with total sincerity. She still held on to Mike with one arm around her neck, the other searching the black curls between Mike’s legs. The wetness urged her on and she knew what to do. “Spread you legs for me, cara.”
Mike gasped and began moving her hand still buried between Vivian’s legs, then lifted her right leg and hooked it loosely around Vivian’s hip. Vivian immediately rolled Mike’s clitoris between her Þ ngers. It swelled, and Vivian kept circling it with her thumb when she entered Mike with Þ rst one Þ nger and then two.
“I can’t believe how wonderful you feel,” Vivian breathed. “You’re like Þ re against me and you’re going to make me come…very soon.”
She rolled her hips against Mike’s hand.
Mike pressed her damp forehead against Vivian’s and their breaths mingled as their hands played deep inside each other. Unison. Harmony. Accord. From nowhere, musical terms appeared in Vivian’s mind, and she knew this was how she felt about Mike. She kissed her tenderly and whispered, “I love you, cara, and I want to make you feel so good. I want you to stay like this, in my arms. I need you, so…much…Mike! Mike…oh…oh…”
Mike kept rolling her hips, and Vivian felt sweat stream down Mike’s temples and onto her own face as Mike leaned over her. “Then kiss me again. Make me yours…”
Vivian buried the Þ ngers of her free hand in Mike’s damp hair and kissed her thoroughly, deeply, and with all the love she now felt entitled to show. As if the truth about their mutual feelings set Mike free enough to enjoy the physical aspect of love, Mike came with a loud whimper, her body rigid from her toes to her head, which was thrown back over Vivian’s arm. “Vivi! Oh, my God…ah!” Deep moans followed as her body convulsed repeatedly.
Vivian felt an unusual, but rather pleasant, soreness when she cradled Mike and allowed her to catch her breath and Þ nd her bearings. The room was quiet except for their labored breathing. When they calmed down, Mike raised her head and kissed the tip of Vivian’s nose.
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“I love you.” She said it without hesitation, and yet Vivian got the impression that Mike was holding her breath.
“I love you right back.” Vivian felt Mike relax and put her head on Vivian’s shoulder.
“I’m happy. And afraid. I’ve never been this happy,” Mike explained, “so I’m not sure how to make it last. Does that make sense?”
“Yes, in a way. But if it makes you feel better, I’ve never been this happy either, and I have no clue where to go from here. All I know is that wherever I go, or whatever I do, I want you to be there. If you want to be.”
“Of course I do.” Mike sighed. “But I can’t just go places. I have the café.”
“I know.” Vivian kissed Mike in a slow, deep way and hoped her kiss conveyed all the emotions that deÞ ed words.
“You need to go home to Perry and Mason sooner or later.” Mike became silent for a moment, and Vivian waited patiently for what was about to come. “If I throw a few things in a bag, can I come with you?
I can walk the boys and spend a few nights. What do you think?” She shrugged and sounded a little embarrassed.
“Would you? Really?” Vivian smiled. “That’d be great. I’ve worried about the dogs lately. I can still walk them during the day but have problems when it’s dark.”
“I understand,” Mike said, the embarrassment gone from her voice. “So, it’s a deal, then?”
Vivian’s chest Þ lled with an expanding balloon of happiness.
“Deal.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Manon stood by her window and watched the sun set over her beloved hometown. East Quay possessed a special beauty any time of year, but the autumn sun’s glow on the red and yellow maple leaves in the park not far from her building was breathtaking. Still, she wasn’t thinking about the view but about the woman downstairs. After spending four nights in Boston, Manon was torn between dread and anticipation when she thought of Eryn.
I can’t believe I’m this nervous. She stared at her trembling hands. But I have every reason to be. Manon knew Eryn was bound to have her ire up, thinking Manon had ignored her messages. However, for the Þ rst time in her life, she hadn’t checked in with the ofÞ ce. When Dennis Þ nally heard from her only ten minutes earlier, he’d sounded ready to call the police.
Manon had thought about calling Eryn, but she couldn’t tell her how she felt over the phone. Eryn would have realized she was hiding something and interpreted it in the worst way possible. For good reason. Now, Eryn might think Manon had ignored her, but she might possibly blame Dennis. Let’s hope for the latter.
She had made arrangements for Marjorie’s funeral and, because guests were expected from all over the world, had decided on two ceremonies: one large and ofÞ cial, the other small and intimate. Enough procrastination. Manon smoothed her black turtleneck and pressed a hand against the ß utters in her stomach. It was time to face Eryn.
v
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Eryn was putting what was left of her microwave lasagna away when the doorbell rang. Muttering a curse— please, not Sandy this evening—she headed for the door. The previous night yet another family member, her older sister Kelly, had stopped by. Eryn had enjoyed their visit, but she was a little tired of talking about her mother’s miraculous olive branch. As happy as Eryn was, she couldn’t stop thinking about Manon, though she wasn’t going to chase her to Boston or leave the ten messages a day she felt like leaving.
Pushing loose hair from her face, she jerked the door open and snapped her jaw shut so hard it hurt.
Manon stood there, aristocratically perfect posture and eyes aglow. Still, her laced Þ ngers Þ ddled with each other, and she swayed back and forth.
“Eryn? May I come in?” Manon’s throaty, velvet voice sounded a bit unsteady.
“What? Yes. Come in, come in.” Breathe. Breathe. That’s it. She’s here. “Did you have a good trip to Boston?” Eryn was impressed with how casual she managed to sound. But after two seconds her usual straightforwardness poked its head up. “I missed you.”
“I missed you too, very much.”
“I couldn’t tell.” Stop, stop. Bitterness alert.
“I know. Could you be patient a little longer while I try to explain something?”
Though Manon was asking a lot, what alternative did Eryn have?
“Coffee?”
“No. I had some in the limo and it upset my stomach. Or it could be nerves.” Manon smiled. “That’s my guess.”
“You’re nervous?” I wasn’t imagining, then. “I can’t understand why.” Unless you’re Þ nally going to tell me to get lost. Eryn gestured for Manon to sit on the couch and then joined her.
“A lot depends on how you react to what I say.” Manon turned toward Eryn and propped her elbow on the backrest. Pushing her hair away, she rubbed the base of her neck.
Finally Eryn noticed that Manon wore her hair down, for once. Reminds me of shiny chocolate sauce… delicious.
“I went to Boston to talk to Faith, my oldest friend. Before you, Vivian, and Mike, she was my only real friend,” Manon continued.
“She’s very straightforward, rather like you, and I trust her judgment. I
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asked her how on earth I could manage a relationship with you and still devote myself to the foundation.”
Eryn jerked but bit her lip. Manon’s words hurt already and made her feel like a liability.
“Faith asked me to describe you, which I did, easily enough. As I mentioned each of your wonderful traits, I discovered answers to questions I didn’t even know I had.” Manon reached for a small embroidered pillow and held it against her stomach. “My brother Jack and I were very different. He was artistic, softhearted, and loved animals.”
Eryn wondered about the sudden switch of topic, but stayed true to her promise and didn’t ask. Manon now gazed just above Eryn’s shoulder, and she wondered if Manon saw her brother.
“Jack had gone to a friend’s house to see his new puppy and was riding his bike home when a car hit him from behind. He was on the bicycle path, and the impact threw him Þ fty feet, headÞ rst into a tree.”
Manon’s eyes darkened and she blinked repeatedly.
“They told me he didn’t feel anything. The sad part is, neither did I. For years. Mother left us two years later, ironically after drinking her way through our wine cellar. I visited her occasionally, to keep up appearances.” She frowned. “As you can see, I started early.”
“Manon…” Eryn scooted closer, unable to watch Manon go through this experience without at least holding her hand. She wasn’t surprised to Þ nd Manon’s Þ ngers cold and trembling.
“I’ve already told you about the boarding-school Þ asco. And when I started being homeschooled, the only classes I took at the local high school were phys ed, chemistry, and physics. During phys ed, when the other girls talked about their latest crush on a boy, I felt nothing.
“Instead, there was a girl.” Manon smiled as if she could see her.
“Funny, I can’t even remember her name, but she was shy and really pretty. I liked to watch her play basketball—the way her body moved, and how she beamed after she scored. I exchanged maybe ten words with her, but the fact that I found her cute and attractive…and had nobody to talk to about it scared me to death. So much had happened in my family: death, loss, and then the unspoken mourning that just lay sodden over our household for years…”
Eryn warmed Manon’s hand between her own. She ached for the young Manon, the serious girl who’d not only lost her twin, but her mother and, in a way, her youth as well.
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“In college I went on many innocent dates, which was an effective and fairly easy cover, since boys love to brag and stretch the truth. The boyfriend I did keep for a while, and Þ nally tried sex with, was nice and caring. The sex wasn’t bad, but nothing I wanted, and it certainly wasn’t satisfying, though I did appreciate the closeness. My only adult relationship with a man, with Garrison Hollingsworth, ended not only because of my orientation but also because he became abusive when he drank.”
“Oh, damn,” Eryn said softly. “And since a drunk driver killed Jack—”
“Exactly.” Manon made no move to sit any closer, but she clung to Eryn’s hands, still hiding her other hand under her hair, massaging her neck. “I broke up with him and that’s the last time I dated a man. My escorts served a purpose, as you know, and they were safe.”
Eryn thought of Dustin. They had made a stunning couple, and she assumed that was partially why Manon had chosen him in the Þ rst place.
“Well,” Manon smiled carefully, “I’m starting to Þ gure myself out.”
Eryn looked at her skeptically.
“I’m realizing why I’m so adamant about…being perfect. I grew up trying to be both my brother and myself because I saw it as my responsibility. When I noticed my interest in girls, I knew being different would cause new problems. By then my mother had already left, so I just suppressed my emotions.” Manon sighed and hugged the pillow closer. “She never tried to have me live with her or even get shared custody. She just left everything in East Quay, including me.”
Eryn wondered how it would have been to have lost her own mother like that, to not have a mother to come out to, no matter how badly Harriet had taken it.
“And I kept going. I put my education and, later, the foundation Þ rst. I wanted so much to please my grandfather and make him proud. But most of all I wanted to lessen his grief for Jack. Even after he died and my father had his stroke, I worked myself to a frazzle to stay on track. It became a way of life.”
“And then I came along and challenged all that.”
“Then you came along…” Manon’s eyes softened. “You pushed and infuriated me, but you were delightful—so fresh and beautiful.”
“Oh.” Beautiful? Me? Nobody had ever called her beautiful.
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Where are you going with this, Manon? Was Manon going to reject her once and for all? Or was she going to Þ nally make her happy?
“I know I’ve acted like a coward.” Manon smiled ruefully. “And I’ve probably been driving you crazy. I’m sorry.” She let go of Eryn’s hand and folded both of hers in her lap. “I’m probably going to make you crazier…but I just can’t change overnight.”
“Manon.”
“No, let me get this out.” Manon took a breath. “I’m gay. I know that now and I accept it. It’s a relief to Þ nally just admit it.”
“But…” Eryn said cautiously.
“I can’t just come jumping out of the closet as if my past doesn’t count. I’m not even sure where to start.”
Eryn smiled encouragingly. She knew it must be difÞ cult for Manon to admit how uncertain she felt.
“I won’t be much longer.” Manon blushed faintly. “I just want to say this. If you’re still interested in some sort of relationship with me…I’d be delighted.”
“You would?” Eryn ß
inched. “Why? And under what
circumstances?” She hated to ask, but needed to protect herself.
“Surely you must know I’m in love with you.” Manon reached out to Eryn with both hands, her voice unsteady. “Am I too late?”
“In love?” Eryn repeated. “You’re in love with me?”
“Yes.”
“And you want to be with me? Like lovers?”
Manon nodded, her breath uneven as she slid closer and took Eryn by the shoulders.
“In secret?” Eryn continued.
“No. But not broadcasting it either. As I said, no coming-out party.” Manon was slightly awkward as she tried to joke.
“I never asked for anything more than no secrets. I’d never ask you to put out a press release regarding your personal life, gay or straight.”
Eryn tugged at Manon and pulled her up on her lap. “I want to be with you, and if we have to be discreet, that’s okay, as long as I don’t have to sneak around.”
“No sneaking.” Manon hid her face in Eryn’s hair. “Oh, God, just hold me, Eryn. I’ve been so cold for so long.”
They sat in silence for a moment, as Eryn stroked steadily up and down Manon’s back. “You haven’t asked how I feel,” Eryn murmured, placing a hand on Manon’s stomach and moving it in small circles.
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“Arrogant of me, isn’t it?”
“I think you’re a little scared what I might say.”
“Also true.”
Eryn moved her hand up, cupping a breast. “I love you. I love you with all of your past, and I’m so proud that you’ve come this far. You’re very brave.”
Manon tipped Eryn’s head back. “Really?”
“Yes.” With that, Eryn moved and slid Manon off her lap. She rose and extended a hand. “Come with me?”
“Where to?” A nervous smile played on Manon’s lips.
“To my bed. We don’t have to make love, if you’re not ready. I just want to hold you.”
“All right. I’d like that.” Manon took Eryn’s hand and they walked toward the bedroom.
Eryn’s heart drummed a fast rhythm in her chest. To Þ nally hold Manon without massive persuasion and maneuvering. Could there be more happiness in her world?
v
Mike stood on the patio, wrapped in a wool blanket, and listened to the waves crash into shore as she inhaled the salty night air greedily. She had awakened with a start, not sure what she had dreamt but glad she was in Vivian’s beach house. Mike wondered about her sudden need for air and space but refused to read too much into it. Instead she gave in to her feelings and stepped farther out on the patio. Something cool and wet hit the back of her knee. “Perry!” She could easily tell the dogs apart, not so much from their looks as their behavior. Perry placed his nose on her very gently, but insistently, and Mason, the more direct type, stuck his head under her arm and pushed it up. “You startled me, boy,” Mike said and scratched his ear. “Were you looking for me?”
Perry sat down next to her and scanned the beach as if he understood. Mike laughed and patted his head. “Good dog.” Perry gave her a quick lick and then resumed his regal position: chin up, full attention on his surroundings, tail wagging slowly.
“Mike?” Vivian’s drowsy voice reached her through the halfclosed French doors leading into the bedroom.
“Right here, Vivi. On the patio.”
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“You all right?”
“I’m Þ ne. Perry’s with me. I just needed some air, but I’ll come in now.” Mike stepped inside and closed the doors. “It’s so crisp and starry tonight.”
“What woke you up?” Vivian leaned on her elbow and extended a hand.
“I think I dreamt something.” Mike took Vivian’s hand and slid into bed. “No clue, really. Something odd happened, though.”
“What?”
“For the Þ rst time in ages, it felt okay to be out in the open and not have four massive basement walls surrounding me after a dream.” Mike scooted down in bed and placed her head on Vivian’s shoulder. Vivian wrapped her arms around her and remained silent. “I didn’t understand very much about the media frenzy after my father killed that boy. I heard the other children in the foster home and in school whispering. The grownups around me, the foster parents and even some of the teachers, always talked about it. Or at least that’s how it felt to me.”
“Why was it such a big deal? Granted, it was horrible, but people drive under the inß uence every day and a lot of people get injured. Why was this so…”
Vivian quieted for a moment, and Mike knew that she had Þ gured it out.
“Oh, my God. Your father hit and killed young Jack Belmont, didn’t he? That was headline news even in New York. No wonder there was a media frenzy.”
“And people have a long memory. They commented on it all through my teens, asking if I was his daughter. I was reduced to being only that—the daughter of Richard Collins, the drunken child killer. That’s why I took my mother’s maiden name. Josie thought it was a good idea too, because she knew how cruel people can be. As the saying goes, the Belmonts were the closest thing East Quay has to royalty, and my father killed the crown prince.”
“Surely you never felt responsible?”
“I did when I was little. If you only knew how many bottles of beer and booze I stole from my father and poured down the toilet, even when he got furious. Josie explained that this response is common among children of alcoholic parents. We feel a responsibility and a deep shame that’s hard to shake.”
“Darling.” Vivian kissed Mike’s forehead. “And when Jack
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Belmont was killed, in your way of thinking as an eight-year-old, you shared the responsibility?”
“Yes. Not anymore, though. I worked it out with Josie.”
“Thank God.”
Another kiss made it possible for Mike to relax.
“Does Manon know?”
Mike shook her head. “No. Well, I don’t know. I’m going to have to tell her before someone else Þ gures it out.”
“She won’t hold it against you. I know Manon. She’s the epitome of fairness.”
Mike pressed closer into Vivian’s embrace. Outside, the winds had cleansed her of the nightmare, and in here, Vivian soothed her. “I hope so,” she whispered against the velvet skin under her lips. She kissed it lingeringly, over and over. “Vivian…my love…”
“Cara.”
Their need for each other was insatiable, and soon the night Þ lled with whispers and moans that drowned out the sound of the sea. v
Manon stood motionless as Eryn lit four tea candles on her bedroom dresser. She looked nervously at the cast-iron bed that took up most of the room and was covered with pillows of all sizes on its maroon velvet bedspread.
“May I undress you?” Eryn asked, and slowly walked up to Manon. “If you’d rather not, just say so. It’s Þ ne.”
“No, no. I want you to.”
“You sure? Just tell me if it doesn’t feel right.” Eryn Þ ngered the button of Manon’s pants. Within seconds, she had unzipped them and they pooled around Manon’s feet. She stepped out of them and watched Eryn hang them on the back of a small wooden chair.
“Up,” Eryn said as she turned to Manon again.
Manon raised her arms and Eryn pulled the turtleneck off, completely disheveling Manon’s hair.
“God, you’re stunning…” Eryn sighed, and Manon could almost feel her eyes rake over her half-naked body. “Want to stop here?”
“Yes. I think so. For now.”
“Okay. Slip into bed. I’ll be there in a sec.”
Manon shivered between the cool cotton sheets, but other parts of
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her were hotter than she thought possible. She hungrily watched Eryn remove her clothes, and since she wasn’t wearing a bra, Eryn came to bed in only her skimpy blue lace panties.
“There. Warmer, huh?” Eryn grinned. Her eyes sparkled with dancing green ß ames. “Come here.” Eryn slid her arms around Manon and drew her close. “Yes. That’s it. Just relax. You’re Þ ne.”
Manon couldn’t relax. This fairy creature sent tremors through her body, and she moved restlessly. Wherever her skin met Eryn’s, small bonÞ res of desire erupted. “Eryn, this might not work out as planned,”
Manon said through gritted teeth.
Eryn ß inched. “Why?”
“You’re far too sexy and beautiful. I can’t lie still next to you.”
“Then do what you need to do, Manon. I’m all yours.”
Hesitatingly, Manon slid a hand along Eryn’s stomach. Eryn inhaled deeply and held her breath as Manon closed her hand over her breast. The rigid nipple prodding her palm made Manon hot, and her center hardened, a new surge of wetness coating the inside of her thighs. The deep feelings of lust and arousal were all about Eryn. Manon’s legs parted of their own volition as she examined Eryn’s body with increasing delight.
“Am I doing this right?” Manon whispered. “Feel good?”
“More than good.” Eryn sighed. “Kiss me.”
Manon moved up and covered Eryn’s mouth with hers, and it wasn’t difÞ cult at all. Eryn’s taste was familiar, and Manon deepened the kiss without hesitation, eager to prolong it. Since Manon considered kissing the most intimate form of touch, she felt they were joining their souls as well as their bodies, Eryn’s kisses met every one of Manon’s secret dreams, and Manon knew that she would always crave this expression of love.
As Eryn reached around Manon and unhooked her bra, Manon moaned into the kiss and pressed against Eryn, arousal permeating every cell when their breasts touched. Their hard nipples pressed into pliant skin and rubbed against their counterparts. Manon let her tongue examine Eryn’s mouth over and over, until she was out of breath and had to pull back. When she looked down at their breasts naked together, where their bodies met, the sight stole what little breath she had left. Eryn took one of Manon’s breasts in her hand and slid down just enough to suck the nipple into her mouth.
Unprepared for the stab of pleasure, Manon tossed her head
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back and whimpered. “Eryn…oh, my God…” She arched into the excruciating caress, a red haze of pent-up lust and love covering her Þ eld of vision. She rubbed her legs together and recognized the heat from that night not so long ago when she had come against her will while thinking of Eryn. And now I’m here…in her bed. Eryn, what are you doing to me?
It was obvious what Eryn had in mind when she slid her hands inside Manon’s panties. She pushed them down, and Manon helped by kicking them off when Eryn couldn’t reach any farther.
“Manon, you’re so damn beautiful, so hot and sexy,” Eryn murmured against her neck. “I want all of you. I’ve dreamt of making love with you, of this…” She slid her hand down and cupped Manon’s hip. “Of touching you like this.” Slowly Eryn continued to the wet delta between Manon’s thighs.
Manon parted her legs, and her fear equaled her desire as she waited for the intimate caresses she knew were coming. To her surprise, Eryn merely covered her sex in a protective gesture. Manon moved her hips restlessly and moaned. “Eryn…I need you to touch me.” The ache inside Manon and the fundamental need to become one with Eryn all brought a ß ood of moisture between her swollen folds.
“I can feel how you want me.” Eryn carefully slid her Þ ngers in to Þ nd Manon’s engorged clitoris. “Oh, sweetheart, you’re so wet, so ready. I think you’ve been ready for me for quite some time.”
“Ever since I left for Boston,” Manon confessed. She couldn’t keep her eyes open as Eryn’s Þ ngers traced small circles in the wetness. “I tried to satisfy myself, but it was…impossible. You weren’t there—”
“But I’m here now. Just let it happen. Just let go. I’m here,” Eryn cooed. “That’s right.”
Manon rode the gentle Þ ngers that were suddenly too gentle when they touched her. “Eryn, please. More.”
“More? Oh, sweetie…my pleasure.” Eryn’s voice was thick with passion, and she scooted down while pushing Manon onto her back. Dizzy, Manon spread her legs to accommodate Eryn, who now placed lingering open-mouth kisses down Manon’s stomach. She didn’t stop when she reached the dark brown curls, but parted Manon’s wet sex and exposed the delicate folds.
“Eryn!”
When Manon felt Eryn’s mouth close over her clitoris, she cried out and arched her back, shivering. Her orgasm washed over her with
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every caress of the agile tongue that licked in an increasingly faster pattern. She could hardly breathe as the convulsions shook her body. Eryn, Eryn… She couldn’t form one coherent thought. All that mattered was the woman between her thighs, wonderful, extraordinary. When the overwhelming contractions ceased, Eryn climbed up Manon’s body, straddling her left leg. “You’re amazing, absolutely amazing,” Eryn murmured. “You turn me on so much. I need to come too. Kiss me…”
Manon reached blindly for Eryn and kissed her. “Tell me—”
“Reach your hand down. Touch me. Any way you want, just touch me, quick.”
Manon pushed her right hand down between them and cupped Eryn’s sex, mimicking Eryn’s caresses. As Eryn wrapped her left hand around Manon’s shoulders, Manon rolled them onto their sides. Then Eryn bent her knee and whispered, “Go inside. Please.”
Manon circled Eryn’s wet opening and found it deÞ nitely lubricated enough for her to enter. When she pushed Þ rst one, then two, Þ ngers inside she immediately felt slick walls pull her farther in. Eryn moaned and rolled her hips, and Manon tried to establish a steady rhythm. Her thumb accidentally brushed Eryn’s clitoris, and after a few thrusts, Eryn was reduced to a shivering bundle clutching at Manon’s shoulders.
“Now, oh, now…there…” Eryn cried.
Manon felt Eryn’s muscles contract, over and over, around her Þ ngers. She pushed even deeper inside, and another gush of wetness dampened her hand. Eryn’s body shook for precious seconds, and then she lurched forward into Manon’s embrace. Wracked with sobs, she cried against Manon’s shoulder.
Afraid and taken aback, Manon gradually realized that Eryn had reacted so strongly because she had Þ nally released her stress and fear.
“I love you, Eryn,” Manon whispered, and gently pulled her hand free. She cradled Eryn and rocked her as her tears fell. Eryn’s long hair covered them both, and its signature scent of citrus and vanilla made everything familiar and safe.
“I love you too,” Eryn sobbed, and reached for a tissue. She curled up back into Manon’s arms and blew her nose. “Wow…didn’t see that one coming.”
“Good?” Manon held her breath, even though she was fairly sure Eryn’s orgasm had been overwhelming.
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“You’re kidding, right?” A red eyebrow rose and Eryn smiled broadly through her tears. “I went into orbit, I think. And you were wonderful. Wonderful to touch and the way you touched me…” Eryn brushed her lips over Manon’s. “Magic.”
Manon’s head whirled with emotions and the last week’s turn of events. “Magic” wasn’t the word she’d have chosen. She pulled the covers over their glistening bodies, content to stay in their warm cocoon. “I’m not a fatalist,” she said slowly. “But this…you…could change my mind about that.”
“Really, Belmont? You? Change your opinion about something?”
Eryn winked mischievously. “Utterly uncharacteristic, my dear.”
“Funny.” Manon smiled. “Jokes aside, the last few weeks have been, like you said, magical. But more than that. Like providence…
fate, I guess.”
“Whatever word you decide on, sweetheart.” Eryn snuggled closer.
“Words are your business.” Manon held her tenderly. I’ll leave it to you.”
“Fine. Works for me,” Eryn said in a sleepy voice.
“Relax. I’m not going anywhere.”
Within minutes, Eryn showed the greatest trust a person can demonstrate, by falling asleep in Manon’s arms.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Vivian’s voice rose and fell at the Belmont Foundation Charity Concert, proving that East Quay’s most celebrated daughter was one of the world’s best mezzosopranos.
When she appeared center stage, her hair up in an intricate twist that allowed it to billow out in rich curls down her back, the applause resonated for several minutes before the conductor raised his baton for silence. The orchestra sat in a muted light at the feet of the beautiful woman dressed in a cobalt velvet dress that trailed several feet behind her.
Mike sat next to Manon and Eryn and absorbed every moment of Vivian’s personal triumph. She doubted that anyone in the audience realized that Vivian couldn’t see them. She stood there, radiating strength and vocal beauty, at least three feet away from the microphone and sang in a way that entranced Mike.
After the third and last aria, new applause erupted, and this time it lasted more than Þ ve minutes. Mike could see Vivian’s cheeks color and knew what a personal victory this was for Vivian, who also was trying to lessen her guilt for shunning everything to do with East Quay. Mike applauded until her arms ached and tears streamed down her cheeks, as did Eryn and Manon. Eryn’s relatives sat on the same row, and obviously Mr. and Mrs. Goddard were also taken by the performance.
“Da capo! ” a male voice called out from behind them. “Da capo, bellissima!”
To Mike’s surprise, Vivian raised her hands, palms out, until the applause had died out.
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“Thank you,” Vivian said, her voice Þ lling the concert hall. “You’re very kind. I want to dedicate this song, a lullaby, to a young woman who holds my heart.” She turned toward the conductor. “‘Summertime,’
Maestro, please.”
As the conductor nodded and tapped his stick against his podium, the audience held its breath as one, exhaling only when Vivian began to sing the famous song from Porgy and Bess. Mike pulled out a tissue. She had guessed she’d become emotional, but to hear Vivian sing this song, this famous lullaby, to her, was almost too much. As if Vivian by some miracle knew exactly where Mike sat in the audience, she easily homed in on her, and Mike couldn’t look away for a second.
Vivian Harding, world famous and loved by millions, loved Mike Stone, unheard of and unknown, living in little East Quay. For a moment, Mike felt nervous, but Vivian’s tender version of the song melted her fears.
When the song was over, Mike was certain the applause would tear the roof off the old concert hall. She watched Vivian curtsey deeply several times, with perfect balance, before she turned to the right side of the stage and reached out. A handsome young man in a white tuxedo offered Vivian his arm, which she took and allowed him to escort her off stage.
The applause still boomed, and Vivian came out to thank the audience three more times, each time the young man accompanying her. Mike realized this fact alone, together with the remarkable performance, would create a buzz throughout the opera world. Her palms stung from clapping, but this sign that Vivian was unashamed to let her disability show made Mike applaud even harder. v
The sold-out concert had raised $700,000 for the new hospital wing, and now ticket sales to the cocktail party at the hotel added another $75,000.
Manon felt happy and content, primarily because of Eryn. A few curls framed Eryn’s face, and the rest of her abundant hair was secured with two large ebony pins. Manon remembered how Eryn’s locks had fanned out across the pillows as they had reached for each other numerous
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times during their Þ rst heated night together. She’s sheer beauty and honesty. No secrets or hidden agendas. Manon surreptitiously admired Eryn’s long sleeveless dress, hinting at her curves as the forest green fabric whispered around her.
Manon squeezed Eryn’s hand furtively as Eryn’s parents approached them. Manon had brieß y met Harriet and David Goddard in the concert hall, and now they approached her and Eryn with careful smiles.
“Ms. Belmont,” Harriet said. “I hear we have you to thank for such a wonderful evening.”
“Not entirely true,” Manon said. “The late Mrs. Dodd Endicott contributed to it as well. I’m delighted you could attend. And please, call me Manon. Did you get to talk to Vivian?”
“We did,” David said. “And she was very gracious. She signed a CD for us to auction at the church and one she insisted we keep.”
Manon smiled. “I’m glad the evening was a success.”
“And most of all we’re glad to meet you,” said Harriet. “I’ve never seen Eryn this happy.”
Manon winced but knew this was just one of a series of tests she’d face while feeling her way with her lover. “That’s mutual,” Manon managed, and received a surprised and happy smile from Eryn. When Harriet and David said good night, Eryn turned to Manon and scrutinized her through narrow eyes. “Well, now, Belmont,” she said slowly. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re sweet on me or something.”
Manon tossed her head back and laughed. “Or something. Oh, here come Mike and Vivian now. Guess Vivian could Þ nally tear herself away from the fans. Mike was a good bodyguard, though.”
“Oh, damn,” Eryn sighed. “Mike looks fabulous in those black leather slacks.”
“Hey, there.” Manon smiled. “Remember who you’re talking to.”
“Yeah, I know. I intend to stick to brunettes in deep red evening dresses that leave very little to the imagination.”
When Mike and Vivian walked up to them, Manon saw traces of fatigue around Vivian’s eyes, but other than that, she was obviously thriving on her performance and the audience reaction. Who can blame her? They worship the stage she walks on.
Mike, on the other hand, looked almost ill.
• 281 •
GUN BROOKE
“You all right, Mike?” Eryn asked.
“Yes. I’m Þ ne, thanks. Are you ready to leave? Vivian’s a little tired.”
Vivian waved her hand. “If you want to stay longer, perhaps Benjamin can make two trips?”
“No, I’m ready,” Manon said, and turned to Eryn. “How about you?”
“Whenever you want to, sweetheart,” Eryn said and quickly covered her mouth with her hand.
Manon couldn’t help but smile at Eryn’s dismay.
“Don’t freak out, Eryn. You’re among friends.” Manon gestured toward the door. “Looks like we’re some of the last to leave, actually.”
Manon was relieved to get into the limousine, and she leaned back and closed her eyes brieß y as Benjamin pulled out into the late-Saturdayevening trafÞ c. When she relaxed, she realized she was exhausted.
“Manon?” Mike’s voice broke her out of her reverie.
“Hey, there, what’s wrong? Do you feel bad?” Manon reached out and took Mike’s hand. Vivian held on to the other, and now it was obvious that Mike was close to tears.
“I have something to tell you. Especially since I’ve been in the limelight several times now, kind of by accident, because I’m with Vivian.”
Manon, at a loss, kept Mike’s cold hand in hers.
“There’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll just tell you up front.” Mike looked at Vivian and then redirected her attention to Manon. “Stone is my mother’s maiden name. My name was Michaela Collins.”
“Yes? I knew that.” Manon slid over to the opposite seat and sat next to Mike. “What’s this about?”
“Surely you must understand…make the connection?” Mike whispered. “I’m Richard Collins’s daughter.” It was clear that she was bracing herself since she didn’t even blink once when she stared at Manon.
“I know that too.” Manon’s heart constricted painfully, but her tenderness for Mike grew.
“You do?” Mike croaked. “How…when and how long…” She stopped stuttering and stared at Manon.
“Oh, Mike,” Eryn murmured from her corner. “You never said anything.”
“I knew when you applied for a grant the Þ rst time, as soon as I
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read your Þ le. Belmont Foundation conducts thorough research into the people we decide to help. I always cosign for grants of that size handed out to a single person.”
“And you still okayed the grants. Twice.” Mike squeezed Manon’s hand hard. “You—”
“I never, ever blamed you for what you father did,” Manon said, tears running down her cheeks. “Not for a second. You lost your father and ended up in an endless circle of foster homes. I lost my brother, and all because of senseless drinking and poor judgment. We both paid the price for your father’s irresponsibility.”
Mike ß ung her arms around Manon’s neck. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I used to hide as many of his bottles as I could, but—”
“You were a child. So was Jack. Both of you victims. You weren’t responsible.”
“I know that, intellectually, but it might take me a while yet to really feel it.” Mike clung to Manon. “I was so afraid you wouldn’t understand. I should’ve known better. Vivian told me to trust you. I’m sorry.”
Manon pressed her eyes together in a futile attempt to stop the tears that soaked Mike’s black satin shirt. She glanced over at Eryn and saw her wiping her eyes as well.
“We’re a sight,” Eryn said, between laughter and tears. “Why don’t we redirect Benjamin to the café and help Mike make us some killer lattes? We’re all too emotional to go home.”
“A brilliant idea, Eryn,” Vivian said.
Mike slowly let go of Manon and reached for Vivian’s hand. “I’d love to make four lattes. We close in a few minutes and will have the place to ourselves.”
“Excellent. I’ll tell Ben.” Manon sighed and anticipated the energy kick Mike’s coffee always provided. Moving back to sit next to Eryn, she laced her Þ ngers with her lover’s. “It’s never too late for coffee, if you ask me.”
“I wonder if I should be concerned,” Eryn teased. “Since I know what caffeine does to you.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Goddard.” Manon smiled. “Coffee is energizing, and I just never know when I’ll need my energy.”
Surprised, Eryn hugged Manon. “My mother was right. I’ve never been this happy.”
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Manon gazed into the depths of the sparkling eyes of the woman she loved. Mon amour. “Neither have I.”
Silence settled among the four women as Benjamin turned the car into the road leading to the marina. Manon studied the serene faces around her. She was so proud of Vivian, of how she’d mastered her fears and persevered. Mike was perhaps the one among them who’d come the farthest from where life had tossed her as a child. And Eryn. Manon sighed and merely looked at her lover. I adore everything about you. You’re the only one for me. The limousine stopped and Benjamin opened the door. “We’ve arrived at the Sea Stone Café, ladies. Someone really buffed up this place.”
“Why, thank you, Benjamin.” Mike shot him an enigmatic grin.
“What about a latte, or do you take it black?”
“Coffee? Yes, ma’am. Black and strong and sweet enough to ß oat the spoon.”
They all laughed and entered the café as the last regular patrons left. Manon sat on a stool by the bar while Eryn stood with an arm around her shoulder.
“Like a second home, isn’t it?” said Eryn.
“Since you’re here,” Manon agreed, “I couldn’t agree more.”
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EPILOGUE
One and a half years later
Ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer said, his voice indicating that the gathered crowd of East Quayers was in for a treat, “for the Þ rst time live in front of an audience, to commemorate the opening of this fantastic new state-of-the-art East Quay Memorial Hospital wing…” The man paused effectively, and there wasn’t a sound in the large hallway to the Marjorie Dodd Memorial Wing, where several hundred locals had gathered.
“A new group is going to play something I can guarantee you’ve never heard before. These performers need no introduction, so without further ado, here they are, the Chicory Ariose!”
Applause thundered, only to brieß y falter when the audience realized who sat on the stool by the microphone. Eryn grinned when she heard the whispers skitter among the crowd. “It’s Vivian Harding!”
Eryn plugged in her Les Paul and waited for Mike to settle in behind the drums and Manon to take her place at the digital piano. After another silence, Eryn knew just how to begin. She let her Þ ngers caress the neck of her guitar, and then a softly climbing note Þ lled the entire hallway, alone for a few shimmering seconds before another one followed, this time from the piano.
Eryn and Manon bounced the notes back and forth, followed each other in the dance, until Mike let the hi-hat join in. She caressed the melodies that Manon and Eryn created, and the music rose until it came
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to a full stop. The silence, which Eryn thought was beautiful in itself, reached a point where the listeners seemed to hold their breath, and then all three instruments and Vivian’s voice pushed toward the same goal. The notes rose and fell in harmonies, sometimes struggling, and at other times carrying each other.
Vivian’s voice had never been as full or charismatic. Without the restraint of having to form words, she created melodies that no one had ever heard or might never hear again, since they always improvised. They played music in the moment, which Malcolm thought was a great title for their Þ rst CD. It was going to be recorded in two months, when they played in Boston.
Twenty minutes later, Eryn let her guitar take the lead again, feeling that Vivian had given all she could this time. This was a special concert, emotional for all of them, since the hospital wing was ready just as Eryn’s biography of the Dodd women’s accomplishments through nine generations hit the stores.
Eryn slowed the tempo, drew Mike with her into a suggestive, almost buzzing melody that reminded her of an autumn forest in New England, when the maple trees burned against the blue sky. Soft high tones fell from Manon’s Þ ngertips, like rain, as the music came to a fading halt when Mike let the cymbal crash ring out. Eryn thought the applause was going to lift the ceiling of the already tall white and gold hall. Glass stretched all the way up the four ß oors so that many of the patients’ rooms had indoor balconies overlooking the entrance hall, as well as a breathtaking view of East Quay.
“Thank you, Chicory Ariose,” the announcer bellowed. “If you’re interested in buying the upcoming CD, you can register for a copy by the reception desk. All proÞ ts will go to the Belmont Foundation. On Monday these doors will open to staff and patients…”
The enthusiastic man continued, but Eryn tuned out his voice and walked off the stage with her friends. Manon waited for her by the small temporary stairs. “Think they like us?” She smiled and quickly brushed Eryn’s cheek.
“At Þ rst they were too stunned to like us, but after a while they were hooked.”
“You surprised me with the soft intro. That’s new.”
“It struck me that this is a hospital where hardworking people save other people’s lives, help them live better or die in peace. It just felt right.”
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“I agree. It was so moving that I forgot to listen for a good place to join in. I just did.”
A blonde appeared next to Eryn. “Ms. Goddard? I’m Lisa Reardon, a reporter for KDL-TV. Would you and your group members do an interview for us? We taped some of the performance today and would like to do an exclusive, including showing some of our footage.”
Eryn exchanged a glance with Manon, who signaled, “Why not?”
“Sure, that’ll be good PR for the foundation,” Eryn said. “What did you have in mind? And when? We’re not available tonight.”
“We have a morning news show. Is seven o’clock tomorrow morning okay?”
Eryn grimaced. “That early, huh? Well, I guess we can manage.”
They exchanged business cards, and the smiling blonde returned to her cameraman.
“TV already. Who knew? Let’s go tell Mike and Vivian.” Eryn motioned toward them, sipping from champagne ß utes. “They’ve found the buffet, I see.”
“We’re off to our Þ fteen minutes of fame tomorrow.” Manon laughed as she reached for some champagne. “Well, except for you, Vivian. Your fame is like Þ fteen times two—years! And then some.”
“What’s happening tomorrow?”
As Eryn Þ lled the others in, Mike said, “Great. Tomorrow’s Sunday. I don’t have to be back till brunch.”
“Okay,” said Manon. “I think we’ve fulÞ lled our duties here today. Why don’t we locate Benjamin and go home.”
“Speaking of that, I miss the limousine,” Eryn groused. “It’s not the same with a minivan.”
“I know, but it draws less attention. And it’s just as luxurious, even more so.” Manon patted Eryn’s arm. “You’ll get used to it.”
“If you say so.” Eryn pouted and then dropped the act. “Actually, I don’t care if we ride a bicycle, as long as we’re together.”
“Hey,” Mike interrupted, “aren’t we always together? When we’re not working, we’re living in the same house.” She raised an eyebrow at Manon and Eryn. “Any more together we’d be Siamese quadruplets!”
“You make it sound like we live in a two-bedroom apartment,”
Vivian said as they approached the minivan where Benjamin faithfully waited. Vivian felt her way with a white cane and entered Þ rst. “Hi, boys. Did you have nice walk while Mommy sang?”
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Perry and Mason wagged their tails and sniffed Vivian’s hand through the bars that kept them separated from the backseats.
“Of course I know we have more space than we can use, but unless we start looking for more tenants to Þ ll out the Dodd Mansion, I think we’ll just have to live with it. After all, Mrs. Dodd Endicott lived there alone most of her life.” Mike sat down next to Vivian and gave her a quick kiss. “You all right? The light in there was pretty bright.”
“I’m Þ ne, cara. I haven’t had any pain in six months, and today was no exception.”
“Good. Just checking.” Mike smiled faintly.
Eryn sat next to Manon and, mindful of the people crowding outside the car trying to catch a glimpse of Vivian, she didn’t lean in for a kiss. Instead she took Manon’s hand, surprised when Manon rubbed her thumb along Eryn’s palm. “Manon!”
“Just so you know,” Manon replied blithely. “I’ve missed you.”
“I know, and I’ve missed you terribly. I’m so glad I made it back for today. It was touch and go for a while since the fog in Boston nearly made the plane head for Newark. I’m not going away again for months.” Eryn knew her book-signing tour throughout New England had kept her away far too much. She was relieved she would be able to work from home again. Her publisher wanted her to write a Þ ctional novel about a settler’s family and perhaps turn it into a series of Þ ve. “I can’t wait to have you to myself.”
“I love you,” Manon whispered, and as usual her throaty voice sent shivers through Eryn’s system.
“I love you too.” Eryn leaned her head against the backrest and admitted to herself how tired she was. “Mom and Dad were there. I saw them just before the show began, and they said they’d stop by later in the week. I have ten more books signed for them to auction off at the church bazaar.”
“They’re very proud of you.”
“Yes.” It was a source of constant happiness and occasional disbelief, but Eryn was Þ nally ready to accept that her parents were doing their best to understand her. She couldn’t ask for more.
“Hey, where’s the bag with the thermoses?” Vivian called out from the back. “Can you see it in the front?”
“Is it red?” Eryn asked, and looked between the seats.
“Yup, that’s the one.” Mike reached for it. “I made some regular black coffee with our new house blend before we left. It should still be
• 288 •
COFFEE SONATA
hot.” She opened the Þ rst thermos and sniffed. “Mmm, it is.” Quickly, Mike produced Þ ve stainless steel mugs and poured some coffee. “Here, hand some to Benny, please.”
As usual, “Benny” frowned at his nickname in the rearview mirror, but as always, his eyes softened when he looked at the four women.
“Thanks, Mike,” he responded, and carefully reached for the mug.
“You’re welcome.” She looked around at her friends and took Vivian by the hand. “I propose a toast.”
“A toast.” Vivian beamed. “Wonderful. Go on, cara.”
“To Manon, whose work saves lives and helps people help themselves. To Eryn, who writes women’s stories and gives them visibility. And to Vivian, who touches us with her voice.”
There was a brief silence.
“To Mike,” Manon said, “who is proof to so many young people that it’s possible to overcome adversities beyond belief and…I have a couple of surprises for you, Michaela.”
The use of Mike’s real name made them all listen. Eryn looked from Manon to Mike. She could tell from her lover’s face that this was going to be good.
“You’ll hear it ofÞ cially tomorrow, but our new chairman of the East Quay Chamber of Commerce gave me permission to let you know that you’re this year’s winner of the Business Person of the Year. Congratulations, Mike.”
Mike paled, and then two burning spots of red appeared on her cheeks. “Me? They chose me?”
“Yes. Unanimously.”
“I…I never…” Mike stopped talking and stared down into her mug.
“You never thought it, but we all hoped and guessed,” Vivian said, and scooted closer. “What’s the next surprise, Manon?”
“An even better one.” Manon smiled broadly. “I hired a private investigator a few months ago, but I didn’t want to say anything to get your hopes up prematurely.”
“A PI?” Mike moved her hands to Vivian’s upper arm and pressed closer to her partner. “And?”
“And he sent me his report yesterday. Here. Read out loud.”
Mike accepted a thin folder and opened it with unsteady hands.
“Josephine Quinn, counselor. New address: 2105 Gardener Street, East Quay…East Quay…” she whispered. Mike’s eyes ß ew down the page.
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“She moved here only a month ago! Oh, Vivi, she might’ve beaten the cancer, don’t you think? I mean, it’s been more than two years—”
“Now you can go see her and make sure.” Vivian laughed. “That’s wonderful news. Manon…you made our day in so many ways.” She raised her coffee mug again. “So here’s to all of us!” As Ben turned the car off Main Street and headed toward home, Vivian kissed Mike’s cheek before she sipped her coffee. A content smile spread over her face. “Oh, cara, this is an excellent blend.”
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